Saving
sea turtles
Blue Project hopes to boost wild populations
BY CATHERINE MORRIS

A

tlantis, Paradise Island,
welcomed tourists from all
over the world last year. It
also became home to nearly 1,000
baby green sea turtles, thanks to the
resort’s important hatch and release
conservation programme.
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By releasing hundreds of young
turtles into the sea each year, the
resort hopes to boost wild
populations – not just to ensure the
survival of the species but to safeguard
the health of Bahamian oceans.

The programme started more than a
decade ago when staff at the Atlantis
Blue Project (the resort’s marine
conservation entity) noticed that their
resident population of adult green sea
turtles had begun to mate.

The resort now releases hundreds
of hatchlings every summer. Mating
season begins in spring and the
females lay their eggs around June.
When the time comes, they crawl
onto the small beach in their
enclosure and burrow into the sand,
dropping their eggs into a trough they
create with their flippers.
Staff then swoop in, recover the
eggs and move them to a protected
area until they hatch.
Atlantis’ Aquarium curator of
Marine Aquarium Operations, Elgin
Hepburn says that, at times,
recovering the eggs can resemble a
game of hide and seek.
“Females search around for the
ideal spot to lay their eggs and
sometimes they do it so well that we
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don’t even find the nest. We have to
look for clues. Sometimes I’ve been
called out late at night because
someone has seen them on the
beach,” says Hepburn.
The eggs, which are roughly
the size of ping-pong balls and
have a soft, leathery shell, are
covered to protect them from birds
and other predators.
In the early days of the initiative,
the Blue Project team used an
incubator to house the eggs during
their 60-day incubation period, but
without much success.
“We started trying to use
incubators and around 45-60 per cent
hatched. The next year we left them
in their natural environment and 75
per cent hatched,” says Hepburn.

Raising and releasing
Now the team is seeing around an
80 per cent success rate. Of the 1,000
eggs they collected last summer,
903 hatched and 793 were released
into the wild.
Most of the babies don’t stay at the
resort for long. They are released
within 48 hours of hatching, and
sent on their way at night time, off
one of the unused beaches on
Paradise Island’s north coast.
For a small fee, which helps fund
the Blue Project’s conservation work,
Atlantis guests can join the fun.
“We take around 50 guests with us
and we do a little educational tour to
teach them about conservation. It’s
really popular,” says Hepburn.
“We ask them not to turn on any
lights, we give them an infra-red
flashlight and ask them to point it
ahead of the turtles to show them the
way to the water. The turtles’ instinct
is to crawl towards the water and
swim, so we want to mimic
that as much as possible.”
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While most head off into the
ocean, some of the turtles stick
around. Each year, a number are kept
back until they grow a little bigger
and are then released off Green Cay,
just past Rose Island, where there is
an established turtle colony.
Hepburn says he tries not to get
attached to his tiny charges but admits,
“there have been a few special ones.”
These include a baby with a broken
shell, who was given the nickname
‘Crush,’ and an albino turtle that
sadly only lived a few weeks.
All the turtles get a thorough
health check-up from the facility’s vet
once a year. The baby turtles are kept
healthy on a diet of krill, minnows
and sardines.
There’s no way of knowing how the
baby sea turtles fare on their release.
They can’t be tagged as there’s no
marker that can grow with the turtle as
it matures. Once they head into the
ocean, they are on their own and that’s
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the way it should be, according to
Hepburn who says he wants the turtles
to be resilient and self-reliant.
“We have learned to let mother
nature do what she does best. We do
not try to modify the animal’s
behaviour, we don’t train them or use
props. We want them to stay as wild as
possible, and keep their food and their
environment as natural as we can.”

Conservation contribution
Turtles are not only one of the oldest
creatures on the planet, they are also
one of the most endangered.
While a female may lay hundreds of
eggs in a season, most will not survive to
adulthood and populations worldwide
are steadily declining as a result.
Threats to sea turtles include
pollution, such as trash, oil spills and
agricultural run-off, and destruction
of nesting habitats. They can also
become entangled in fishing nets or
injured by fishing activity.
The Bahamas banned turtle fishing,
and harvesting in 2009, as well as
making it illegal to interfere
with their nests.
For Hepburn, the key to
conservation is education. “More
people are now aware of how
endangered turtles are, education
is key [and] we have to keep the
message going,” he says.
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To spread the word, the Blue Project
has opened its doors to school groups,
offering them tours of the turtle facility.
It also occasionally takes the baby
turtles out to meet guests, setting up
a portable tank in the resort lobby
where visitors can view and learn
about the hatchlings.
Hepburn is proud of his work with
the Blue Project and believes that it is
having an impact.
“People are seeing a lot more turtles
in the area,” he says. “We would like to
think it’s because of us. Our goal is to
help increase the world population of
sea turtles. Our mission is to keep the
species alive as best we can. I’m hoping
my grandchildren will be able to see
sea turtles because of the contribution
we have made at Atlantis.”
Given the success of its green sea
turtle programme, Atlantis is now
hoping to branch out and do the same
for another important species, the
Hawksbill turtle.
Listed as critically endangered,
Hawksbill turtles are becoming a rarer
sight in Bahamian
waters. The Blue
Project is hoping
to reverse this
decline and
welcome its first
group of Hawksbill
hatchlings in 2018.

Boosting population numbers isn’t
just great for turtles, it has a beneficial
effect on hundreds of marine species.
“Turtles help the base of our
ecosystem, which is the coral reefs.
They are the cattle of the ocean. They
graze on the algae, which keeps it

from overtaking the coral.
When the coral thrives, the
bonefish have somewhere to
spawn and they feed other
species. If you did not have
turtles, the whole ocean
would suffer.”
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