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LETTERS 
Kemp's Ridley Sea Turtles 

Gary Taulx.~' article about Kemp's ridley S<'a 
tunic conservation (Rc5carch News, I May, 
p. 614) addresses a controversial issue which 
exemplifies scientific and political problems 
associa[<.-d with endaT1&'{;rcd spt:cks conserva­
tion. Unfortunately, the article seems to em· 
phasize criticisms of the Kemp's ridley project 
and to downplay defending arguments. 

The article indiclltes that a primary 
problem with the headstart project is the 
lack of a control group. However, the 
natural population is the control group. 
The number of natuml hatchlings entering 
the water from the nesting beach and the 
number of hatchlings in the headstart proj­
ect arc known for each ye:lr. A ll "head­
staned" tunics currently receive flipper tags 
;md a pennanent "passive integrated mm· 
sponder" or "pit" tag which is inserted 
under the skin. HearlstartL-d turtles can thus 
be differentiated from wild ridleys on the 
nesting beach, and their reproductive out­
put can be compared to that of wild ridleys. 

The art icle suggests that after their re­
lease into the wild, headstarted turt les do 
not act like natural turtles. T o substantiate 
this. the article indicates that "many" 
headstarted turtk'S arc captured by h~lIld 

after thcy "meekly" approach swimmers. Of 
the total number of headstartcd recaptures, 
the actual pcrcentllge o( ridleys that arc 
captured or observed while swimm ing is 
6%. Further, most of these recaptures occur 
from the samc methoos by which wild 
ridleys arc captured (shrimp If''dwls and 
hook and line) and from similar locations, 
suggesting that the majority of headstarted 
turtles are behaving like wild turtles. 

The article presents several an<.'Cdotes that 
nL1lativcly Chara<:Terizc The perfonnance of rhe 
headstart project. However, these anecdotes 
are inaccurate second-hand accounts of isolat· 
L-d incidents in the early to mid- 1980s which, 
if anything, have enfmnced thc current per­
fonnance of the project. 

While the anicle attempts to identify 
many problems associated with the hcadslart 
project, it omits or poorly addresses the pri­
mary OOst:lcles it faces. Initia lly, only tlipper 
tags were uS<..J to mark: turtles, and tag retum 
data indicatL..:! that there was a high probabil­
ity that the tags might fall off before ~ult­
hoOO. Thus. ifhcad5tarted turtles nested, they 
could not be identifiL":!. During the mid·1980s 
the project began experimenting with a vari· 
ety of permanent tags, and every headsmned 
yearling now receives a permanent pi t tag in 
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addition to a flipper tag. The initial lack of 
permanent tags has also prevented an accurate 
assessment of age to sexual maturity, so it is at 
present impossible to estimate how many (if 
any) headsrarted turt les have re<tChL-d adult­
hood. The usc of pcnnanem tags will now 
provide the first conclusive data on age to 
sexual maturity in the wild. 

In addition to tagj:,>ing problems, There has 
been a wide variety of logistical problems 
involvl..:! with rL'aring and releasing 1000 to 
2(XX" sca turtles per year (as would be expect­
ed in an experimental research PfOb'fUm of this 
magnitude). However, these problems have 
for the most part been overcume, and the 
project has become unparalleled in its ability 
to efficiently rear sea. turtles for an II -month 
period. The major problem facing the projL'C[ 
(and the r<.'(Overy of Kemp's ridley species in 
general) became clear by the mid- to late 
1980s. Mortality of Kemp's ridleys in the wild 
(bmh lK'adstan<.-d and wild turt les) was ex­
rrcmcly high, so high that it was likely that 
few if any headstaned tunics were surviving to 
adulthood. But this was also the case in the 
natural population. During the 1980s the 
nesting population hovered at approximately 
500 or fewer females per season (even though 
turtles on the nesting beach fmve been pro­
tected since the 1%Os and 20,000 to 50,(0) 
hatchlings enter the water at the nesting 
beach each year). Fonunately. the mortality 
o( ridk'Ys in the wild should significantly 
decrease during the 1990s becauS<' turtle ex­
cluder devices have become mandatory on 
shrimping vessels in U.S. waters and are now 
being implemented in Mexic.'In waters. 

The headstart project is now efficiently 
producing yearling turtles complete with 
permanent tags, and mortality in the wild is 
decreasing. From a scientific viewpoint it is 
ironic (hat political pressure may tenninate 
the project just as it begins to generate data 
that would answer the quest ion, Is head· 
starting a viable cunservation tool! 

Thane Wibbels 
Dcparrment of Zoology, 

University of TCXil5, Auslm, TX 78712 

Taubcs' anicle "A dubi01.IS IY,Htle TO save the 
Kemp's ridley sea turtle" contains some state­
ments regarding National Park Service activ­
ities that arc ambit,'Uous. misleading, or incor­
rect. The distinctions between imprinting and 
headstarting activities and the agencies con­
ducting these two separate programs were 
unclear in the article. A ponion of the mulri­
agency project to help s.-we the critically 
endangered Kemp's ridley sea turtle from ex-
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tinctioll was an ~xpt:rim~lIml ,I[tempt to ~s­
Ulblish a secondary brL'cding colony of this 
s!"-·cit.'S :If Padre Isbn..:l National s...·ashor~ 
(pAIS). a unit of the National Park Service 
(NPS). Each year, from 1978 through 1988, 
approximatdy ZOCO ej.",:!,'" were cnl1crred in 
R.1ncho Nuevo, Mexico, for this program. 
llle NPS was ft.'SlX'llSiblc for "imprinting" 
\Ktiviries, which induded inculxl!ion of the 
e~'S at PAIS and eXIXl:';ure of the hatchlings 
to tlK' local beach and surf. The National 
Marin~ Fish~ries Service (NMFS) COnJUCtL..J 
[he "headstaning" lX)nion of the projt."Ct. 
which involved rearing the imprinll-d tunk'S 
for 10 to J2 months <It thl'ir labor,ltu!)' in 
Galveston, T eXi'S. 

The article states th ;lT the "yearly blldget 
for imprinting and he<ldstarring at Gal ­
veston would be Ix-tween $250,000 to 
$500,000." However. fundin g requiremems 
fo r [he twO activities should be considered 
separate ly . NPS expenditures for imprint ­
ing (approximately $ 15,000 a year) were 
significantly smaller than headstarti ng 
(NMFS) costs. Addirionally, transfer of 
eggs to PA IS for incubat ion and imprinting 
ceased after 1988 , whcr~as h~adstarting ac­
tivities continue, Hatc hlings arc now trans~ 
IXlTled direc tly fmm Rancho Nuevo, Mex­
ico, to Galveston, Texas, for hcadstarting. 

It was statL-d in the article that "the Park 
Service on Poore Island calculated that 31 
dll,>TC<.'S Celsius was the pivotal temperature." 
However. the NPS estimatc"of the pivotal 
tempcrdture was 30.2 degrt.'Cs Celsius (I, 2). 
Altho ugh this may st-'Cm a trivial poim, this 
slight difference has profound implications on 
sex ratio. 

RC~lI'ding the gender of hatchlings born 
bdore 1985, although no hatchlings could be 
killed to dcrcmlinc gender, a numbcr of meth­
ods Wl'r~ uSt.-d to dctcnninc the sex of dead 
embryo:;, dead hatchlings, and captive turt les 
(gonadal histolob'Y, iapa roscopy, serum test(l:';­
terone assay, and nl"Cropsy). It was found that 
som~ (emales wcre pr(xluced during the early 
pruject years (2, 3). Estimates o( the overall 
percema~,'e offemales within the 1978 to 1984 
year-daSSt.'S range frOIll 33 to 48%, depending 
on the method of calculation USL-d. About 
thrcc-founhs of these clutches had cithcr cn­
rcted or completed their middlc third of de­
velopmcnt , thought to lx, the critical sex~ 

detmnining period, Ix-(ore shipmem (O PAIS. 
The statement that "Ial 1983 shipment of 

ZC(X) eggs to Padre Island ... was left in an 
air-conditioned room; only one in eight 
hatchl-d" should Hlso be darifil-d. No incub.n­
ing sea turt le eggs weTC piact."{1 in an :Ilr­
conditioned room a t PAIS. Although only 
12% of thc eggs within the 1983 ~'e<lr-dass 

hll1c1lL"d, m' )i'jl embryos CeaSL'\\ devdopmcfl( 
before their arrival at PAIS, and fungal infec­
tion or excessive s,1nd moisture , or both, 
contributL-d to their death (I, 4). DL'Spite the 
high embryonic mortality in the 1983 year-
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class. the overall hatching rate "Ir the 22 ,507 
eggs incuhatcd at PAIS from 1978 through 
19&i was 77.1%. 

Undoubtdly, public awareness about the 
pHgl" of sea tunics has increased ;IS a rcsult of 
NPS effons. Some of the biological infoml<l­
tion w ll(·ctl..J by the NPS was th~ first of its 
kind for the species <lnd has been ust--d to assist 
with efforts in R.'lIleho Nuevo. Mexico. Al­
though none of rhe headstanL-d turt les have 
oc-cn obso:rwd rctuming to ilL'S! at any Ixach, 
several factors may haw inllllcnceJ their re­
[11m or detection: (i) morrality at sea: (ii) 
prNomin:lIlcc of lll;J les in -SOtlll' early projl'l:l 
years; (iii) l~lg I~: and (iv) limited efforts to 
detect ret liming fem;lles. At leasl I I ro 12 
~'ears may be r("<]uin..-...I (or femak·s of this 
spl'(:ies to atnin the minimum ncstir~ siz(' 
15). 

T he NPS is now focusing conserv,ninn 
efforts for this species on attempts to IDcato: 
and protect nesting f(' mail's (wild anJ heaJ­
starto:d) and stranded h:u chlings. SnIff at 
PAIS arc conducting ex ten ~ivc be;lCh pa­
trol and public educat ion cfforts, both of 
which h<lVe been given high priority in till' 
recently completed Kemp's RiJley Se:1 Tur­
tle Recovery Plan. As directed by the re­
collery plan, N PS mand'ltes , and the En ­
Jangered Species Ac t, theSt.' e!forts will 
continue for Ihe foreseeable future . 

O. J. Shatlt.'f' 
Nl.IIiOllal Park Servin', 

Padre Island Nl.IIimwl ScaslUJTc, 
COT/ms Christi, TX 78418 

M, R. Actcher 
Natimwl P,lrk Senlicc. 

Coo/J('ral iw Park SUldics Ullil, 
Unill1'Tsity Ilf New Mexico, 

Allmqll('ullU', NM 8713 1 
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Re.lpolIsc; Wibbels makes several debatable 
points. 111al 6% of lhe turt les arc capLUrL-d by 
hand (45 OUI of 716 tag recaptures) docs nOt 



sound like "m:my," except when com­
pmI'd with the number of wild Kemp's 
ridleys found meekly approach ing swim­
mers, which is dfectivciy none. O ne mUSt 
a lso add that of the 716 tags recaptured, 
accord ing to Charles Caillouet, a chief 
scient ist for the he adstarting program at 
Ga lvesrnn, III (43%) were from IlI rtles 
found stranded 0 11 the be:.lch ; a nd in 103 
cases no met hod of recovery W:.lS repo.)rtcd. 

As for W ibbcls' criticism of the alll-cdot l"S 
uSl.:d to iIIusume the problems encounterl-d by 
the laboratory, the primary source for the 
numocrs uSl"ll in t111.:~ accoun ts was C'l itloucl, 
who should know. It ;s true that these were 
isobted inckk'Tlu from the early to mid-
1980:s. However, my :.lnicle did no( mention a 
1987 iocid(.'IlI. in which the G :.l!vo.-slon bbo­
ratory aOOnl'(l "rcscarch" plans !O place 48 
fi-eshwater turt lo.'S ncar und erwater explosions 
to dclennine the "lethal r..mb'C" of the blasts 
and then to "bel' 50 k-g-J lly threalem.-d log­
bocrhcad SC:l tunlt-s outside the lethal rm~'I.! to 
esrablish the level of injuries that would be 
Mlffen.-d. 1l1l'dt.'Cision to abort the projcct was 
m.ade by Ed Klima. JiTt.'Ctor of the laboratory, 
only after the lay press reponed the research 
pbns :md sparh.-d a vehement public outcry. 
As Klim:1 told me, " I mUS( have had lOCO 
letters :KkircSSl.:d to Ille saying, 'Why didn't 
they put me in the water and blow me up!' It 
was unbelievable. We had the money 1m do 

the rcscllrch l and we relUml-d it . E\'en though 
we " 'ere no( going to intentionally kill any SC'.t 

tuules, we were going to usc a sulTOG:tle 
spo..'Cics. Dtunb on my pan! VI-'S." My article 
also Ol11illo.'(l a 199 1 inddent in which 100 
adult ridkj'S were mlCkl'(i in m idsummer to 
Panama C ity, Horic!:. , for Turtle Exclusion 
Device (TED) tcsting, resulting in the death 
o( )O o( these turtles. TIlliS it is srill question­
tlble whether the curren! performance o( the 
projl'Ct has been "cnha nco.-d." 

As (()r the key question o f con tinuing the 
headstan cxperiment , Wibbcls told me in a 
31 Janu.'lry phone interview th.'ll h is blue­
ribbon ",mel was spcciiic.'lUy d in..'Clo.-d to e\l3l­
lIale only the hl":ditan progr.lm and that they 
were not told to consider sea wn le conserva­
tion as a whole, "1( 1 was in lhe position where 
I W'JS in control of all conservation ~a tunic 
IIll)IK 'Y in the U nitl-d Slales," Wibbcls said, 
"it would be a really lOugh decision whuher I 
would pll t it in the nesting beach or put il in 
the G .. lvl-'Ston projcct." Wibbcls also admit­
red tha t hcadstarting is [11\ experiment and not 
a corucrvation tool. Considering, as he sa~ , 
that the full illlplemenl'ation of TEOs in the 
Gulf of Mexko also mc:ms " the mortality of 
rid ley's in the wild shou ld sij{Jlificamly de­
crc:IS('," it makes the rebti\'e importance of 
another dl-cadc of headstart experimenl'ation 
in a world of limited fundi ng highly quo.'Stio n­
able,-Gary TatOO 
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