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Proposed Project

Title: Comparing the spatial distribution of nesting locations of Green turtles (Chelonia mydas) and Leatherbacks (Dermochelys coriacea) and the influence location has on the nest fate on the North Beach, Tortuguero, Costa Rica.

Supervisor: Mark Hassall
Planned Location and

Timing of Fieldwork: Tortuguero, Costa Rica 26th June 2009 to 4th September 2009.
Please answer the following questions.

1. What are the main aims of your project? (up to 400 words)
 
The first main aim is to see if there is a pattern to the choice of location on the beach (i.e. Open, Border or Vegetation) of the Green turtles (Chelonia mydas) and to determine whether there is any difference in the nest location between the two species.


The second main aim is to determine, through quantitative analysis (most likely using ANOVA) whether nest location on the beach will affect nest fate ( Natural, Predated by animals or Poached by humans.)


Additionally, whilst in Costa Rica the turtle surveys I will be participating in will help contribute to long term vital research aimed at monitoring and conserving important nesting populations of these endangered turtle species. As turtles spend so much of their lives at sea migrating across thousands of kilometers they are hard to track and so little is known about many of their life stages. It is thought however that females have a high nesting fidelity, always returning to the same beach to nest. This means that the data collected about the nesting females is especially important in determining the status of a population. In order to help conserve these species we must study different aspects of their behaviour, such as nesting, and whether there is anything that can be done to help protect them.
2. Why is the project important or innovative? (up to 500 words)
Ecology is an importance aspect of environmental science and one that requires a lot of research. Ecological research is also of great importance for the conservation of many species which have been detrimentally affected by human activities. Turtles have been around for millions of years but the activities of humans are threatening several turtle species with extinction within a few generations unless efforts to conserve them are increased. The Green turtle population is thought to have decreased by up to 60% in the past 140 years and the leatherback turtle population has also had a huge decline in the past 20 years and is currently listed as critically endangered on the IUCN red list.
In Costa Rica I will be staying at a research based run by Canadian Organisation for Tropical Education and Rainforest Conservation (COTERC) in association with the Caribbean Conservation Corporation (CCC) and the Costa Rican Ministry for Energy and Environment. A 5 year feasibility study aiming to determine the nesting population size and poaching rates on North Beach for both green turtles (C. mydas) and leatherbacks (D. coriacea) was started in 2004 (I am currently in discussions to be allowed access to previous years data to combine with the data collected whilst I’m out there.) However annual surveys of the sea turtles have been taking place in Tortuguero since the 1950s due to its importance as a nesting ground. The nesting population at Tortuguero of Green turtles is the largest in the Atlantic. 

Whilst the turtle population at Tortuguero has been studied for over 50 years the majority of literature is based on the population trends of the turtle species. There is not as much on the spatial location nesting habitats especially of specific populations and so this study could help aid conservation efforts by increasing our understanding of their nesting habits, how they affect nests fate and whether this could be altered to increase nesting success. Any research which could aid the conservation of these critically endangered species is vital as otherwise we may loose species that have been swimming the seas for 100 million years. 

As well as contributing the bank of turtle data the expedition I am undertaking, run by GVI and COTERC, has been found to have direct short-term results in the area, including decreased poaching rate on marine turtles and their nests, and increasing knowledge of jaguar predation of turtles. There is also some interaction with the local community through English language lessons and environmental awareness programmes.
3. How do you hope to benefit from the experience of undertaking the project? (up to 500 words)
This project will give me incredible first hand experience of using ecological surveying methods out in the field whilst contributing to a long running and important conservation research programme. I am strongly considering a career in research/conservation and so this will be a hugely beneficial experience. Gaining vital practical experience is a huge part of doing research and I think that this will be one of the most important benefits from this project.
During my stay in Costa Rica I will participate in an extensive training programme that will provide me with a baseline understanding of the rainforest and the coastline where the research centre is based as well as the basics of the scientific surveying methods that I will then get practical experience using. Subjects I will be taught include conservation, tropical forest ecology, rainforest health and safety and first aid and key species identification. The scientific techniques I will be taught and use includes collection of biometric data, transect work, tourist and human impact data, track identification, GPS and camera trap work.
The expedition to Costa Rica will help me gain a greater knowledge of the study area and of the turtle’s behaviour. By doing the data collection first hand it will also give me the opportunity to speak with the research staff that have been working with the turtles for many years and so will be able to give me an even greater insight into the research they are doing.

Budget
Please list below the total costs of undertaking the project.

10 week expedition with GVI

 



 £2345

Flights




 



 £550

Insurance 







 £100 (approximately)

Equipment/pre-departure miscellaneous



 £300 (approximately)
Amount requested from the Katie Wilkinson Research Scholarship:
Any contribution would be gratefully received.

