





































































































Building Self-releasing Nest Cages

Cages are easy to build. You can choose your dimensions, but2’x 2’or2’x 3’ will suftfice. The cage
should be built at least 2’ tall, so it can be buried around the nest at least 1’ deep. The following
instructions are specifically for self-releasing, 2’ x 2’ square and round designs. A 50’roll of4’ wide
galvanized welded wire mesh costs about $25. It is preferable to have the wider part of the 27 x 3”
opening parallel to the sand, providing slightly wider escape spaces, but the cage will still work
either way.

Galvanized welded wire with 2’ x 3™ 1. 2.

mesh is perfect for building cages. For a 2’ x 2” square cage, use wire Bend both 4° x 2’ strips down their
It’s available at most hardware stores  cutters to cut two 4’ x 2’ strips, and ~ center, creating an “L” , these
and comes in a variety of lengths and 56 2°x 2* piece for the top. pieces together will form the sides
widths. Four foot wide rolls are of the cage.

great for2’x 2’cages.

Round cages are also easy to
build. Just roll the screen until
a 2-3’ diameter is reached, then
cut and connect the seam. The

F

3. holes in the mesh will be
Connect the sides and top together with oriented differently, leaving 2
sturdy tie-wraps. It only takes a few inch wide spaces for the

minutes to complete the cage. hatchlings to escape.



Predation

Sea turtle eggs and hatchlings are often consumed by predators as they incubate, hatch, emerge, and
dash for the water. Though sometimes discouraging, natural predation is a normal part of sea turtle
biology. In fact, the reproductive strategies employed by sea turtles are by in large the result of
millions of years of heavy predation on nesting beaches. As such, it is only necessary to intervene
where extreme rates of nest loss occur.

Mammalian predators such as raccoons, foxes,
armadillos and skunks are the most common
predators of turtle nests. Some additional predators
may be present in certain areas. Broken eggshells,
dead hatchlings, and the footprints of the “guilty
parties” are evidence of a depredated nest. Birdsand
crabs often consume the leftovers. Markers specific
to depredated nests can be used to map these events
and/or prevent documenting the same event twice.
Try to determine the species responsible if possible.
Remaining eggs can be reburied, while hatchlings
can be either released or transported to a
rehabilitation facility.

The impact of ants on sea turtles has received an
increasing amount of attention over the last few
years. Though there are several species present on
beaches, it is primarily the imported red fire ant
Solenopsis invicta that has been implicated in
hatchling mortality. Be careful when excavating
nests that contain fire ants, they sting! Surgical
gloves can minimize your risk of being bitten. Ant
infestation usually occurs to nests that are near the
dune or covered with debris. Keeping nest areas
free of organic debris can help minimize fire ant
activity. If fire ant control chemicals are used, do
not place them directly on the nest.

In most cases, there is no need to take action against predators. However, in areas where atleast 10%
of the nests are depredated, managers may choose to trap and relocate nuisance predators or cage
nests. Some have even used “decoy” eggs infused with hot sauce to discourage mammalian
predators! Off-the-shelf fire ant killers can be used to reduce fire ant predation, and should be
placed either early in the morning or late in the afternoon. Do not place any chemical directly on the
nest. Coordinate all predator control efforts with your state permit office.
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They Hatched!

In addition to nest counts, some turtle surveys also obtain incubation time and/or nest survivorship
data. We can identify a hatched nest on the beach by looking for the tracks left by the hatchlings as
they crawled (hopefully) to the water. Loggerhead, green, and leatherback hatchling tracks can be
distinguished from one another. These tracks will also tell us if any or all of the hatchlings were
disoriented, which should be recorded immediately and reported to the appropriate authorities.

A bowl shaped depression in front of a marked stake indicates Loggerhead, green, and leatherback

that the eggs have hatched. Hatchling tracks are easy to see if hatchlings can easily be distinguished from

they have not been erased by wind, rain, or tides. Put the date of one another. However, small numbers of

the emergence on the stake and wait 72 hours before excavating hawksbills also nest on Florida beaches, so

the nest. Bright colored paint or flagging helps remind your keep an eye out for them. Hawksbills, like

personnel which nests will soon be ready to excavate. greens, only have 4 costal scutes on their
carapace, loggerheads have 5.

Leatherback

, Hawksbhill
Loggerhead

Photo by J.Wyneken

Green turtle nests.often still have a visible body pit and nest mound even after two months of incubation!
Hatchling tracks are different (see next page) for each species, and can reveal what type of turtles emerged from
anunmarked nest.
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Hatchling Tracks

It is inevitable that even with stringent survey and nest marking procedures, sometimes nests “get
by” our best efforts. It can therefore be useful to distinguish hatchling tracks so that we can identify
what species emerged from an unmarked nest. Hatchling tracks are easily erased by wind or rain,
and are much more difficult to see on hard-packed or fine-grain beaches.

o e e

Leatherback hatchlings crawl with a
symmetrical gait. They are also the
largest, and leave tracks that are 3-4 inches
wide with a trough in the middle. Both
loggerhead and green turtle hatchlings
crawl with an alternating gait, however
the green turtle tracks are significantly
wider with more pronounced and discrete
front and rear flipper marks. Loggerheads
have the smallest flippers for their size,
therefore leaving a tighter, “boxier” look
to the track, very much like their adult
counterparts.
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Disorientation

One of the most serious concerns of sea turtle managers along nesting beaches is the disorientation
of hatchling and adult turtles that results from coastal lighting. It is acommon misconception that
hatchlings “follow the moon” into the ocean when they emerge from their nests. Although
moonlight certainly can help, it is more complicated than that, and research has shown that the
hatchlings use visual cues to compare horizons, and do their best to run away from the tallest,
darkest horizon they see. The lower, lighter horizon found over the ocean then becomes their
preferred destination. It is very important to gather accurate information on disorientation events
so that corrective measures can be taken and future events prevented.

Some definitions:

Disorientation: Loss of the ability to maintain constant directional
movement, regardless of overall heading.

Misorientation: Travel in any direction other than the general vicinity of
the appropriate destination.

Note: These distinctions can be useful in determining the cause of
inappropriate directional movement, and should all be reported on
disorientation forms provided by state agencies.

Describing Disorientation: Ocean
\ | ) W‘“’“ |
Ul ¥x i )
There are two important aspects of hatchling disorientation, the “spread” of v\ "‘) ./ N/
hatchling tracks and the “direction” they moved in. The spread refers to the AN R }f,': /Y4
angle from the nest encompassed by the outermost hatchling tracks. The A\ \\\\ 3.‘;*"";‘

direction refers to the average direction of the group. These two aspects
combined are used to determine the severity of a disorientation event. The
orientation pattern shown in the diagram on the right would not be considered a _

“disorientation”.

Ocean Ocean Ocean Ocean

a b c d

“Moderate™ disorientation can be described in two  “Severe” disorientation describes hatchling track spread
ways. If the spread of hatchling tracks deviates from  that deviates from the most direct path to the sea more
the most direct path to the sea by (a) 90°- 180, orifthe  than 180° (c) or if the average direction taken is more
average direction taken deviates from the most direct  than 90° from the most direct path to the sea (d).

path by (b) 3090’
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Excavating A Hatched Nest

In order to determine how successful the nest was, the contents can be removed and sorted. Itis standard procedure
to wait three full days after the signs of first emergence to disturb the nest, since it sometimes takes several days for
the hatchlings to naturally escape. The contents are usually divided into the following categories: hatched eggs,
unhatched eggs, pipped eggs (with live or dead hatchlings remaining), live hatchlings, dead hatchlings, and
undersized yolkless eggs. Check out the sample data sheet on page 40. 1fnosigns of emergence are seen, wait until
the 70th day of incubation for loggerhead and green turtles, and the 80th day for leatherbacks.

Arrange the nest contents into piles of hatched,
unhatched, etc., then count the number in each
pile as you return them to the nest chamber. You
may want to use surgical-type gloves, this stuff’
can be very smelly, and potentially cause
infection in cuts or eyes if wiped. Only countegg
shells that are at least 1/2 there. Disregard shell
fragments.

Undersized, yolkless eggs are not unusual in leatherback
nests. They are sometimes called “spacers”. Their function,
ifany, remains a mystery.

What should I do with live hatchlings?

Though situations may vary from place to place and
time to time, it’s a good idea to retain live hatchlings
in a warm, dark environment (not in water) until they
can be released from the beach after dark. If they
appear too weak for release, contact a sea turtle
rehabilitation center or the appropriate authorities for

transport.
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This egg is “hatched”
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Sample Data Sheet For Nesting Surveys

Nest 1.D.

Observer Excavator
Date Species
Zone/Subzone Distance From High Tide Line

Description of Location

Dune

Date of First Emergence

Notes:

# Hatched Eggs

# Unhatched Eggs
# Pipped Live

# Pipped Dead

# Live Hatchlings
# Dead Hatchlings
# “Spacers”

Date of Excavation




Quick Reference

Loggerhead Green Leatherback

Alternating flipper marks Symmetrical flipper marks Symmetrical flipper marks
I} Narrow track Tail drag and/or poke Very wide tracks
. Shallow body pit Deep body pit Shallow but large nest area
Misted sand Large area of misted sand Curvy, looping tracks
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