Hot on turtles’ trail

Scientists say green sea turtles use the Key West National Wildlife Refuge
as foraging ground before returning to Treasure Coast beaches to nest
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Rick Herran, an environmental specialist for Indian River County and treasurer of the Inwater Research
flat-bottomed boat onto a large green sea turtle as it comes to the surface to breathe near the Marguesas Keys, about 20 miles west of Key
West, in the Key West National Wildlife Refuge.
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Group, dives off the front of a

OFF THE MARQUESAS KEYS — “Green turtle on your left!”
Chris Koeppel, a Brevard County environmental specialist, pointed from a tower atop the 24-foot Carolina
skiff as he peered through polarized sunglasses into the clear waters west of Key West, where the endan-

gered sea turtle swam.

“Left! Left!” Koeppel screamed to Michael Bresette, the president of Inwat
County biologist based at the St. Lucie Power Plant.

Bresette, who was driving, burst into high gear
to force the turtle — which was scurrying away
from the sandy bottom ta hide in a patch of turtle
grass — toward a second boat. There, Rick Her-
ren, an Indian River County environmental spe-
cialist, was waiting on the bow in flippers and
gloves.

Within minutes, Herren — with the help of
Blair Witherington, a research scientist with the
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Com-
mission — dove into the water, jumped on top of
the turtle and wrestled it into the boat.

It was the first adult green sea turtle the team of
Treasure Coast scientists — or any other turtle
expert —had ever verified to be using the waters
of the Key West National Wildlife Refuge.

See TURTLES, page A10
IMSIDE: Some captured turtles need a littie TLC. A0

TCPALM.COM: Watch video of scientists capturing and
releasing sea turtles for research and an audio slide
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OMNCE A TURTLE IS CAPTURED, WHAT DO SCIENTISTS DO NEXTP

1. Take 4 milliliters of blood to determine gender. 6. Weigh the turtle using a rope cargo net and portable scale.
2, Cut smail bit of skin from back flipper for DNA analysis. 7. Take a picture of the turtle next to a dry erase board with the
3. Measure shell, head, underbody and tail using forestry tag numbers, date and location of capture.

calipers and measuring tape. 8. Paint a large number on its shell with temporary white epoxy,

4. Attach small metal tag to front flippers for easy identificationif  to ensure they don’t instantly recapture the animal.

captured again. 9. Collect a sample of recently eaten food by rinsing its mouth
5. Inject a tag the size"of a grain of rice under the skin for identifi-  with water.
cation if metal tags fail off, 10. Mark the location of capture on a Global Positioning Unit for

computer-analysis later.
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OFF BARRACUDA KEY — Sea turtles cap-
tured by the scientists with Inwater
Research Group aren’t always healthy.

After hours on the water, they saw a
small loggerhead sea turtle, which at first
seemed to be eating sea grass and unaware
of the scientists positioning their boat
close enough to capture it.

But once the turtle was out of the water,
it was clear something wasn’t right,

A fresh wound, possibly caused by aboat
strike, sunk deep in the back of its neck.
Barnacles and algae were growing on its
shell — proof it wasn't movingaround like
healthy turtles — and the turtle was

extremely underweight.

Instead of gathering data on the crea-
ture, the research scientists called fellow
biologists at the Turtle Hospital in Mara-
thon.

“He’s been through enough already,”
said Michael Bresette, the group’s presi-
dent. “We'reall inagreement he's goingto
rehab.”

Each trip the biologists make to count
and identify species and habitat in the
Key West National Wildlife Refuge, they
also discover a handful of sick turtles
who benefit from the training and care
the turtle experts bring to the day of
research.

With the loggerhead spending the day

§ Some captured turtles need alittle TLC

under a wet towel in the shade of the boat's
Bimini top, the scientists met hospital
volunteers back at the dock.

Ryan Butts, an intern at the Turtle Hos-
pital, helped carry the turtle into a baby
pool stuffed in the back of a van.

The loggerhead, which was wheezing
and lethargic, would have likely fallen vic-
tim to a shark or other predator if it
remained in the sea, he said.

In Marathon, hospital staff will clean its
shell of parasites and barnacles, as well as
take X.rays and blood for a veterinarian
examine, Butts said.

“We just try to relax them,” he said.
“I've seen a lot worse than that pull
through.”



