Observing Turtles at Sea

In spring and summer, adult turtles are seen mating in our waters.
These adults are rare and have a shell which is more than 3ft (1m)
long. Juvenile turtles are found year round: green turtles are most
often seen on seagrass beds and hawksbill turtles are most often
seen on coral reefs.

If you observe a turtle from a boat, drive slowly and avoid approaching
too closely. Never chase turtles with a boat or other watercraft.

To enjoy observing turtles while diving or snorkelling, please
follow these guidelines:

¢ Do not approach mating turtles — as they are now rare it is
difficult for adult male and female turtles to find each other. If
they are disturbed, they may abandon their mating attempt.

¢ Do not disturb feeding or resting turtles: they need to conserve
their energy.

e Approach all turtles slowly and move away if they show signs of
distress.

¢ Never chase turtles — turtles breathe air and if they are chased
they may drown before they can reach the surface to breathe.

e Do not try to touch, catch, or ride turtles.
e Never feed turtles.

¢ DoE would appreciate receiving photos/videos showing sea
turtle behaviours - please email DoE@gov.ky.

Photo courtesy: J. Catlin

Protecting Turtles at Sea

Seeing turtles at sea enhances the experience of boaters, divers,
and snorkelers — but these turtles are also subject to human
disturbance and other threats. In the Cayman Islands, the most
serious threats to turtles at sea are poaching, vessel collisions,
ingestion of garbage, and entanglement in lost and discarded
fishing gear and other marine debris.

To help protect turtles in the waters of the Cayman Islands, please
follow these guidelines:

e Report anyone taking or molesting a turtle.
e \Watch out for turtles when boating and obey all speed

restrictions in protected areas such as the Environmental Zone.

e Take all litter home with you and participate in beach
clean-ups and underwater clean-ups.

e |f a turtle is accidentally hooked while fishing, call the
Department of Environment Turtle Hotline at 938-NEST
(345-938-6378).

e Collect and recycle fishing line.

Fishing Line Recycling - Entanglement
in lost or discarded fishing line is one

of the most serious threats to juvenile
turtles in the Cayman Islands. Fishing
line is nearly invisible underwater and
causes drowning and severe injuries
when it tangles turtles. It takes more
than 600 years for line to degrade.
Fishermen, divers, snorkelers, and other
members of the public can assist by
collecting unwanted fishing line. Line which

is wrapped around corals and sponges should be collected
carefully in order to avoid damaging the marine environment: cut
lines rather than pulling and watch out for hooks. Deposit all
unwanted fishing line in designated fishing line recycling bins.
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Summary

e Sea turtle nesting occurs on beaches all around the Cayman
Islands. Most nests are laid from May to September and hatch
from July to November.

e Care must be taken to avoid causing a turtle to abandon her
nesting attempt. Maintain a distance, stay behind the turtle
and keep a low profile, remain quiet, and do not use lights or
camera flashes.

e Do not rake or cover turtle tracks - DoE uses tracks to
find and protect nests.

¢ Contact DoE before undertaking mechanical beach cleaning
or construction so that existing turtle nests can be marked
and avoided.

e Never dig in nests to check on the hatchlings — they will
emerge naturally over the course of several nights. If you
observe a nest hatching, use only red lights, avoid camera
flashes, and do not handle hatchlings.

e Use turtle friendly lighting at beachfront properties — contact
DoE for information.

e Do not approach mating turtles and never catch, chase,
touch or feed any turtle. This is against the law. Be vigilant to
prevent vessel collisions, and collect fishing line and other
debris to prevent entanglement.

e The survival of sea turtle populations in the Cayman Islands
depends on the support of beachfront property owners,
watersports operators, residents, and visitors. Thank you for
your help.

CONTACT US

Phone: (345) 949-8469
DoE Turtle Hotline: 938-NEST (345-938-6378)
Emergencies: 911 or
DoE Chief Enforcement Officer: (345) 916-4271
Email: DoE@gov.ky
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About this Guide

Sea turtles are charismatic endangered animals that have
roamed our seas and nested on our shores for millions of years.
A healthy wild turtle population can provide unforgettable
experiences to residents and visitors by allowing them to
observe turtles on our beaches and in our waters.

However, turtles are increasingly threatened by human
disruption of natural behaviours on nesting beaches and

at sea. These impacts can be reduced by following the
guidelines in this brochure. This guide is intended for
beachfront property owners, watersports operators, residents,
and visitors — providing information on how to observe and
protect turtles.

Observing Nesting Turtles

One of the most vulnerable stages in a sea turtle’s life cycle is
the time she spends on shore laying her eggs.

If you see a turtle on the beach, follow these guidelines:
1. Maintain a distance of at least 30ft (10m) from the turtle.

2. Keep a low profile (craw! or sit) and stay in the shadows.
3. Stay behind the turtle so she cannot see you.
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. Remain quiet (silent or whispering). Do not allow a crowd
to gather around the turtle.

5. Do not use flashlights or take flash photos: these will
disturb the turtle and may cause her to abandon her nesting
attempt. Allow your eyes to adjust to the dark.

6. You may be able to see and hear sand being thrown by the
turtle’s powerful flippers as she digs. The nesting process
typically takes 1-2 hours. After the turtle swims out to sea,
observe the nest she has left in the sand.

7. In the rare case where a turtle needs assistance (such as
crawling into a parking lot or road) or if anyone is disturbing
the turtle please call the Department of Environment (DoE)
turtle hotline 938-NEST (345-938-6378) or the DoE
Chief Conservation Officer at 345-916-4271.

Observing Turtle Nests
In summer, turtle nests can be
observed on beaches around the
Cayman Islands.

Female turtles emerge from the |
sea at night, bury eggs in the
sand, and then return to the
water. Turtles nest about every
two years and lay up to six nests
per season.
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It takes approximately 50-60 days for nests to hatch. Never dig
in turtle nests and do not rake or cover turtle tracks — Dok uses
tracks to find and protect nests.

To report a turtle nest, email the location to DoE@gov.ky with
the subject “turtle nest report.” For other urgent queries, call the
DoE’s Turtle Hotline 938-NEST (345-938-6378).

Dok surveys beaches on a rotating schedule with nests in each
area recorded every 3-4 days. Nests are left in place to hatch
naturally.

Identifying Turtle Tracks and Nests - You can identify the species
of turtle that nested by the characteristics of its track.

Green Turtle

e Track is approximately 3ft (1m) wide
e Fdges of middle section are straight
e Flipper marks aligned (symmetrical)
e Nest is a large hole and mound of
sand
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Loggerhead Turtle

e Track is approximately 2ft wide
e Edges of middle section are wavy
e Flipper marks not aligned (asymmetrical)
e Nest is small area of disturbed sand

Observing Hatchling Turtles

The following guidelines are essential to ensuring the survival of
tiny baby turtles when they hatch.

Whatto Do Reason

Make sure lights do
not shine onto the
beach.

If a light bulb is visible from the beach, or if
indirect light is bright enough to cast a shadow, it
is likely that hatchlings will crawl the wrong way.

The nest-to-water crawl may help
hatchlings imprint on the beach and
orient for their first swim.

Allow hatchlings to
crawl to the water
unassisted.

Use only red lights! Hatchlings are less sensitive to red light. Use only
dim red lights on the beach. Do not shine any

lights in the water as this may attract predators.

Take pictures without | The intense flash can damage the
flash! hatchlings’ eyes.

Remain still. To prevent stepping on hatchlings, remain still.

Children must be supervised.

Do not handle
hatchlings.

Hatchlings can turn themselves over if they flip
upside down. If they temporarily head in the
wrong direction, it is better to allow them to
re-orient on their own. Hatchlings may also carry
salmonella and other bacteria.

Limit the number of
people present.

Limiting numbers reduces disturbance.
Call DoE at 938-NEST (345-938-6378) if
assistance is required.

Turtle Lighting Solutions - There are many ways in which the
impact of beach lighting can be reduced. “Turtle friendly lighting”
describes a suite of lighting options designed to meet the needs
of beachfront residents without impacting turtles. Cost-effective
and flexible options for “turtle friendly” lighting include switching
off non-essential lights during the nesting season, growing hedges
between lights and the beach, re-directing or lowering and
shading lights, putting security lights on motion detectors, using
turtle friendly bulbs in existing fixtures, and installing new turtle
friendly fixtures. Please see www.doe.ky for guidelines.
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Protecting Turtles on Beaches

Cayman Islands turtle nesting

populations have begun to recover from

the edge of extinction. However, adult female
and male turtles are threatened by poaching

and, as beaches are increasingly developed,

threats to turtles are increasing — making the
survival of our nesting populations uncertain.
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Nests can be crushed by heavy equipment or beach cleaning
machinery and nesting turtles and hatchlings are susceptible to
human disruption of the natural nesting and hatching process.

Lights that shine onto the beach are also a critical threat; adult
turtles may avoid lighted areas for nesting and hatchlings follow
artificial lights away from the sea and toward land where they are
often killed.

To help protect turtle nesting populations, please:

e Report anyone attempting to poach a nesting turtle or
take turtle eggs;

e Avoid disturbing nesting or hatchling turtles;

e Minimise the effects of artificial lighting: even a single
light that shines onto a nesting beach can kill thousands of
hatchlings.

Turtle Protection Regulations - It is against the law to take,
disturb, or molest a turtle. This is considered one of the most
serious wildlife crimes.

To report someone poaching or disturbing a turtle, contact the
DoE Chief Conservation Officer (345-916-4271) or call 911.



