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Do federal laws adequately protect turtles?
By NATHAN CRABBE
Sun Staff Writer

MELBOURNE BEACH - Sea
turtles face an uphill battle for sur-
vival beyond just dragging their
bulky bodies up beaches to lay eggs.

First, the eggs must survive storms
and poachers in the weeks before
hatching. Then the hatched turtles
need to avoid the distraction of arti-
ficial lights before making their way
into the ocean.

Even if they get that far, only about
one in 10,000 baby turtles gets past
sharks and other predators to survive
into adulthood.

Now, environmental groups say sea
turtles face another threat, this one
of the man-made variety: the weak-
ening of the Endangered Species
Act.

A proposal in Congress would spell
the most significant changes to the
act in its nearly 32-year history. Pro-
ponents say the changes would pro-
tect the rights of private property
owners while maintaining protec-
tions for wildlife.

But some sea-turtle advocates say
the act already protects species with-
out being an undo burden on prop-
erty owners and there's no better
example than the Archie Carr Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge. They say the
act has prompted recovery plans
boosting the number of turtle nest-

ing sites there to record highs.

The act has "done great things for
sea turtles," said David Godfrey,
executive director of the Caribbean
Conservation Corporation and Sea
Turtle Survival League. The
Gainesville-based group studies and
protects sea turtles from the Florida
coast to Central America.

Godfrey said the Archie Carr refuge
intermixes protected lands with pri-
vate property on the border island
off Melbourne.

"As children play in their yards, en-
dangered species are getting ready
to nest in their backyards," he said.

Sea turtles are large, air-breathing
reptiles that live in the water but re-
turn to land to lay eggs. Three spe-
cies of sea turtles - green, leather-
back and loggerhead turtles - nest
on the refuge's beaches.

Green and leatherback turtles are
listed as endangered under the En-
dangered Species Act, which means
they're in danger of extinction within
the foreseeable future. Loggerheads
are listed as threatened, meaning
they're likely to become endangered.

The act creates penalties for harm-
ing listed species; puts restrictions
on altering their habitat; requires the
federal government to craft plans for
their recovery and puts other pro-
tections on species and their range.

Of the 1,268 species listed as en-
dangered or threatened under the act
since 1973, nine species have gone
extinct and 16 species have been
fully recovered, according to the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

A spokesman for U.S. Rep. Richard
Pombo, a California Republican
who is chairman of the House Re-
sources Committee, said the low
number of recovered species shows
the act isn't working.

The act "is a failed program that
checks species in and doesn't check
them out," said Pombo spokesman
Brian Kennedy.

He said the representative wants to
raise the bar for the science being
used to put species on the list, re-
duce the size of protected habitat,
compensate landowners who can't
develop land due to the presence of
listed species and make other
changes to the act.

Pombo plans to introduce his pro-
posal late next month. In anticipa-
tion, environmental groups are gear-
ing up efforts to fight the plan.

"The act doesn't need to be fixed,
changed, improved or modernized,"
said Cynthia Frisch of the Pegasus
Foundation, a group working to im-
prove the welfare of animals.

The act's success in recovering the
bald eagle and American alligator
would have never happened if



Pombo's changes were in effect, she
said.

Green turtles were on the brink of
extinction in the United States in the
early 1980s, said Llew Ehrhart, a
biology professor at the University
of Central Florida who studies sea
turtles. He credits the Endangered
Species Act and related recovery
efforts as leading to a recent resur-
gence.

"Those chickens have come home
to roost now," he said.

Green and leatherback turtles have
already set record highs this year for
nesting sites in the Archie Carr ref-
uge, he said. While loggerhead nest-
ing sites had been in a six-year de-
cline, the numbers rebounded this
year.

In 1990, Congress created the ref-
uge, which was named after the late
turtle expert from the University of
Florida. Since that time, the refuge
has used private and government
money to piece together protected
land amid rapid development in
Brevard and Indian River counties.

Students at the University of Cen-
tral Florida, led by Ehrhart, now
patrol those beaches for research
purposes. Through the night, the stu-
dents measure nesting turtles and
mark the locations of their eggs. The
following morning, they scour
beaches for tell-tale turtle paths in
the sand to find and mark additional
nests.

Sea turtles typically nest six to seven
times during a season, laying more
than 100 eggs at a time, Ehrhart said.
The eggs take anywhere from 42-
75 days to hatch, he said.

Late Tuesday, students and visitors
walking the beaches found two nest-

ing green turtles. Appearing at first
as a dark spot on the water's edge,
the more than 300-pound turtles,
their shells up to 4 feet long, lum-
ber up the beach to nest in the edge
of sand dunes.

After burrowing a cavity in the sand,
the turtles plop dozens of eggs that
look like ping-pong balls into the
hole. Once done laying the eggs,
they frantically flip layer upon layer
of sand atop them as protection be-
fore returning to the ocean.

Sea turtles have long faced threats
from humans, from Christopher
Columbus filling his ships with
turtles to feed his crew to more re-
cent events. Sea turtles were still
being served in Florida restaurants
until 1978 and appeared as an in-
gredient in "The Joy of Cooking"
until the late 1990s, Godfrey said.

The Caribbean Conservation Corpo-
ration has pursued legal action to
stop the construction of sea walls,
which can prevent turtles from nest-
ing and which can harm eggs. The
group has also lobbied to regulate
artificial light near beaches, which
distract baby sea turtles that use
moonlight to guide them to the
ocean.

Residents near the Archie Carr ref-
uge seem eager to protect turtles on
their own. The students patrolling
the beaches say residents even go
so far as to yell at them from balco-
nies for disturbing turtle nests, be-
fore realizing their identity.

Godfrey said the refuge's example
shows the act can survive without
being an undue burden on the pub-
lic.

"It is working. It needs more time,"
he said.

SUZANNE PALMA/The Gainesville Sun
David Godfrey, shown here, heads the
Caribbean Conservation Corporation
and Sea Turtle Survival League. The
Gainesville-based group studies and
protects sea turtles from the Florida
coast to Central America.


