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Before You Go

Outline of the Turtle Experiea

It's dark but not yet@d. The moon light dasacross the inky black Caribbean Sea. You are crunching
along sand that was golden during the day. You've heard enough about them before todaglieve in lo
®@st sight. It's hot, hard to see and you've already hiked for hours.

Just be patient.

Youmight see a shiny shadow creep forward from the froth of the crashing waves. Slowlyhs&ie make:
wayup the beachdsearches for the right place to deposit a clutch of eggs. Your heart is pounding. /
sea turtle the size of a singleddalbriously digs a deep whold begins laying 70-100 eggsudgienly,
youfeel as if you were present in the Jurassic period.

And then it occurs to you why we must presteem.

Thestudent group will visit one of three facilities locateth@cettral Caribbean coast dedicated to

the conservation of sea turtles. All of the world's sea turtle species are in danger of extinction and
three of them nest within the patrolled beaches of the Reserva Natural Pacuare, Estacien Seraf€n an
PlayaNegra. fieentire Caribbean coastline of Costa Rica is a primary nesting site for female leatherbe
turtles *Demochgkcoiacea from North and South Atlantic populationsaesgtnMarch and July. To

a lesser degree, green sea turtldsebnia mydasest there between July and September and the rare
hawksbillsEretmochgkimbricatabetweenJune and September. If your group is aligned withctee for

of nature, you will chance upon a reptilian giant struggling to continue a species that has ¢aenged li
1€0 million yeargror many visitors, this alone is a life-changing exqgeBeih more important than

simply observing a beautiful animal following ittngtm can protect them.

After a bumpy ride through banana plantations, you will reach the end of the roachatdétdmy b

the prgects, it's a short cruise down canals, which run the length of the coast to the isolatex reser

Aft er an informatiediscussion on sea turtle biology and conservation, the group will be asked to assis
In protecting the turtles and recording vital data on these endangered treasures. Studentowill ®
what it's like to work on a volunteer sea turtle conservatigety @st hand experience.

Poachers from nearby communities stalk the beach at night in search of turtles and theBeiestsd

to have apladsiacal properties, turtle eggs from any variety are a common bar snack in Costa Rica.
Poahers rob eggs from all three species and, in the cases of the green and hawksbill, take the entire
turtle. People also eat the meat and cartilage and burn the fat of greens and hawksbills. The most
lucrativeof these explowepracticesis hawksbill shell trade. Also under pressure from pollution, beach
development and negligent ® shingipes, sea turtles are highly threatened.

Dedicated teams of guards and researchers at the reserves patrol the beach at night dnedinthe
season in search of nesting turtles andgbh@s. Whenthey ecownter turtles, they protect them and

their egg clutches tlough a combination of relocation to guarded hatchegessmicuous lcations

along the beach or left in situ. Researchers record relevant data, including tag numbers, and tag thos
without. \olunteers from the group will perform any one of these €kes.activities at the reserves
include important rermal of beach debris, which obstructs nesting and hatchling turtles on the beach,
and a canal ride and hike to observe and learn about other local wildlife such as birds, monkeys, pois
arrowfrogs, and with luck a sloth, an anteater, a caiman orrgiattie. The climate dmetosst is

fairly consistenthot and wetBe sure to bring a light-weight but wategbponcho, water bdes, sun

block and plenty of insect repellent.

Youmay have seen endangered animals before inhéutildow many times have you beenthe
opportunity to save orre
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Badkground Iformation on Sea Turtles

Thee are seven species and one subspecies of marine turtles worldwide, all of which are listed as in dange
extinction by the Convention on International Trade in Endanggaed &ITES) and the International Union

of Conservation of Nature (IUCN). Three of these species nest on the beach maintained by the reserves: t
green Ch&onia mydagrom June through part o€ber, the hawksbilE(eimaheysimbricatafrom July to
Sepgemberand the leathedzk Demaheyscoriaceafrom March to July.hdtable in Appendix Vesfurther
distinctions betveerall the dielent species of turtles.
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€lke most other reptiles, sea turtles are :
cold-blooded
breathe air
lay eggs on land
have a true shell (all but the leathekp

They roam all of the wodaceans feeding on anythirapfagquatic plants to A leathertack female makes a rare
coral tojellies (formallyeferred to agelly®sh), depndimy on the specieglfowing daytime appearae
particular migrationgutes. Cata Rica servess a miepboint wherepopulations of leatbrback from the rorth
andsouth of the @ribkean oad of the Ameiicas unite Moving flom their eeding grundsto breeding grounds
hundreds of miles away, individuals will makere- the females storing enough sperm to feetiiggs in
batches. RAeywill then emerge onto the same beaches where they were born (natatbéactiines per
season to lay betwe®&@ and120 eggs in each clutchno®she has laid the eggs, the female will never return
to tend to her e spring that hatch60-80 days latersand temperature determines the speed at which the
embryos develop as well as the sex of the young.
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- we = Usually emerging at night using the temperature of the sand as a trigger, the
hatchlings orient themsadstowards the brigtest horizon, which will be the
re edion from sea if the location is free from developrRenhing a gauntlet
of natural predators,riehatchlings rush toltewater to & enpt the swim
to safer feeding grounds, butlieis kown of the®rst few years of a turtle
s 7 life. Tagging and tracking studies can only be carried out on mature adults,

€eathertack hatchlings and povies only a limited timeframe of data. Nevertheless, the information
yielded has helped to advance our understanding of so®easigrspects of marine turtle ecology.

, ew researchers on the world level are undertaking research on leatherbacks, and manguegbornant

remain unanswered, such as matingqmas, precise migration routes and studies of installations fagcatti

neds. However, the most pressing need is for direct and immediate protection of nesting, feeding and breed
habitats and increased awareness of the threats facing marine turtles.

Seaturtles have been laying their eggs on beacleshsy todk to thesea aroun@00 million years ago.
However, inust a few hundred years, the populations and nesting beaches of all species of turtles are seriou
threatened by exploitation, pollution and construction.

Beautiful hawksbill turtles are hunted
for their shells




TURTLEHSEARCH

Corservation of Sea Turtles

Threats and Conservation
Adut sea turtles are relatiey free of natural predation, but they arewkilled directly through human
activties. They are hunted for their meat and beautiful shells, and are accidentally killed in collisions with b
polution and drowning in ®shing nets. They are particularly vulnerable in the egg and hatchling stages. N
are excavated and acled by accmns, oatis, armadillos, pumas and domestic animals sucgsasmd@igs.
€rabs, worms, insects and their larvae also parasitize theéen.eiferging from the nest,
the defenseless newborns make easy prey for these animals, plus birds on land and large
®4$ and sharks in the water. Beach development negativety isapaturtle survival by
destroying nests, causing beach erosion anding areas with arti®cial light that deters
neding females and lures hatchlings away fromabado certain death. everthe
greatest threat to sea turtles along the €aribbean coast is from tlehg of nests for
eggs, which are sold and consumed as a supposed aphrodisiac. Deforestation harms sec
turtles because sticks and logs clueer potential nesting beaches. Also, green and hawksb
turtles prefer to nest in partial or completeveoof vegetation, so if trees are @ral
for development, these turtles will not feel comfortable nesting there. Due toeaH of t
roachess with e Nazards, of 1000 turtles that hatch, only one or two will getviadulthad. Before the
eggs pressures mounting against the sea turtles becomegteat, laws and asitudes must
Fhoto coutesy of . €hacon - chgnge to ensure the swadiof these animals.

What gpeson at the Turtle Conservationgects?

Teans of guards an@searclers lveandwolk on the éachheping b pitect a portionof the €riblean oag-
line fronegg paders. Tiesmall but dedated crewswvok relentlessly thoughout theneding season of ta
leatherlackard much of that of the gen ad hawksbill. eginning at ajut 9:00
evey night, groups go out oatfl in laking ér turtles ard ppaders. If they
encountema turtle, the ®st thing they do is assess what stage @fsting she is}
in. If she has not yet laid her eggs, theyosh o of segral optionsether leave ¢
the eggs in the nest hole @mawethe eggs by atching themin a plastic bag af
she deposits them.n the laser case, they could decidetrelocate thento an &
incnspicuous spot on thedcha guarded hahery or among #nother turtle's ;
tracks. Whendigging a new hole totiie egg clutch, it is imant to simulate A guard retrieves eggs as a female
the size and shape of theothers rest pit. Ater the nother turtle has @shed leatheracklays them

laying the eggsesearclers rote the numberef any igertags pesent, applyew oes if rcessay, meaure
the carapacelength and width andte time and Iation of esting. Meentireneding piocess takes aound
1.5 hours, so researchers have plenty of time to record all of this vital data.

Guards apprachany paches encountered and ask them to leave the beach. If they refuse to comply, they
may consult the Policia Naval (like the €oast Guard) teeenarest the pacer The majority obaders

~ee into hewood along the beach when a patrol group nears, but if you come amadssrarpthe beach,
please keep your distance for your owngsafet

Patrol groups walk the beach all night during thenpaikg season. Researchers, in the meantime, maintain
a database of turtle nests. M¥nthe nests start hatching around May or June, they record
information such as number of turtles to leave the nest, the number dead in the nest, the
numbepof embyos still in eggs ahthe number of eggs that failenldeelop. n this vay, the
hatching sucess and incubation time can be determined. All offtihisation ,
is essential in determining the @ess of the conservation project. Thus far,
leaving nests in their natural location seems to yield the highest numbeér of
hedthy hatchlings, but due to pressure framaghers and the rising L é 4 /}a/
tide, this is not avays possible. “-rrr .

Greenturtle hatches
from egg
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Activities and Acconpdaion

Activities

In this hands-on egpene, students will learn what it is like beijuateerin a sea tute conserva-

tion project on the Caribbean coast. This involves working directly with the turtles to protect them

their nesting habit. You will participate in a discussion on sea turtle biology, threats and conservat

Thegroup will then be split up into patrol teams, escorted by guards and researchéebesatt t

at night in search of nesting or hatching turtles. If you are lucky enowgiutteebhem you will be
asked to perform any of the patrol team's jobs. This includes collectio
of eggs, carag@meaurements, data collection and nest relocation.
Deending on weather conditions and number of turtles encountered,
patrols can last between three and six hours.

Tice and wavectaion take their toll on this high-energy beach. Con-
stantly displacing tons of sand and depositing it, along with tree
A student group helps clean the beach otrunks, c@oruts, seaweed and an assortment of trash, the ocean
debris puts an added pressure on turtle nesteess. Just as important as
protection of eggs as they are laid is their care after they hatch. That's why the group combs the
beach during the day to renearti®cial and natural debris that may obstruct the turtles as they
cone up to nest and hatchlings as they try to reach the ocean.

Seaturtles are just a gt of the madal ewlqy of tle region. A

series of canals link thariblean oad and isolate naow bards

of seonday rainfoest and small farms. eBveen the feshwater

carals, the érest and theCaibkean Sea, a widariety of plants,

fungus and animals @néct. Sonegroupswill be tagn on a alk

through theforest and a bat ride on the canal, ®ping and describ-

ing wildlife. But don't make your guide do albtke @k aound,

listen, tryto ®ul interesting organisms, thdiome, their shells ah students enjoy a tour of the canals aceare
their tracks. andEstacien Seraf

If theres time (and gu'e not ®mpletely exhausted)pucan play elleyball, seer. Thisan ke a geat
wayto meet some of the locals, but we don't blame you if you opt for loungingoolartsieau.

Accanmmodaion

Theaaconmodhtions at the turtle projects are comfortable, but ba¥ibile there is running water,

there may not be electricity. Some cabing haacheal bathiooms with running water. Water for
showess, toilets and washing is pumped from fresh-water wells. Although this water is safe enoug!
for locals to drink, pus@water will be pvded for all visitingcBBach groups. Male and female
students will be divided intwoms or cabins with bunk bedsodis also simple, butsiwcent, and

usually consists of such Cofiecan mainstays as gallo pinto (rice and beans), yucca (potato-like
tuber) and fresh fruit and juicepeBal meals are availablkeegadvance notice for visitors with
particular diets.



