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TortugaWatch.Com 
Observations of Green Sea Turtles in Akumal Bay April 22 to May 10, 2008 

by Sheldon I. Aptekar 

This is the third time this observer carried out his activities in Akumal 

during the spring (this time the end of April into May.)  This period marks 

the acknowledged start of the mating, nesting and hatching season for 

turtles in Akumal Bay.  According to Alma Boada Sanchez, the CEAôs 

Communications and Volunteer Coordinator, everyone on the Bay has 

agreed to follow the rules to protect the turtles.  In theory this includes no 

lights at night that can distract the turtles from nesting or attempting to 

make their way to the sea; proper disposal of trash and no turtle harassing 

in the water or on land, etc.  Unfortunately not everyone adheres to the 

regulations.  Early during this period lamp post lights at the Cannon House 

reflected off the bay, decorated lights on Palm trees near Lol Ha reflected 

on the sand and the water, and large spot lights flashed over the beach and 

the bay from the Akumal Beach Resort.  CEA was informed of these 

infractions and they made contact with the parties involved who had all 

agreed to save the turtles.  Toward the end of this period the lights were 

still illuminating the sand and the bay. 

Eighteen days were spent in Akumal this season, yet it was one of the 

shortest observation periods since the inception of photographing and 

noting the behavior of Chelonia Mydas.  Over the eighteen-day period 

only one hour and twenty-one minutes, eight seconds was actually spent 

sighting and observing turtle behavior.  Since the inception of recorded 

observations in 1997 to the end of this period on 11 of May 2008, a total 

of one hundred and sixteen hours eight minutes and 8 seconds [116:08:08] 

have been logged studying the turtles of Akumal Bay. 

It has been reported that as Akumal has become more popular as a resort 

area human activity has increased conspicuously.  This year the activity is 

significantly more than last year which had a marked increase over the 

years before.  For examples when these observations commenced there 
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were five boats in the bay, and during this visit thirty four boats are now 

moored in the bay.  In addition there is constant tourist boat traffic 

bringing large groups of snorkelers as well as bus tours.  The beach from 

the Hotel Akumal Caribe to La Casitas is populated almost continuously 

from about 9 AM to 4 PM with the majority of people arriving in the late 

morning and departing in the late afternoon.  The bay itself, however, is 

literally churning with human activity.  Even yachtsô from neighboring 

marinas use Akumal Bay for leisure activity.   

 

All this activity, in addition to the local fishing boats, [which have more 

and larger outboard engines,] going out at least twice a day makes for a 

busy bay.  The traffic itself is a problem, but, add fumes and oil spills from 

outboard engines and there are now additional problems confronting this 

ecology and its sea life.  All over the bay area there are signs not to swim 

with sunscreen as it can kill the coral.  Needless to say oil and gasoline 

fumes can do the same. 

It is apparent to this observer that as SCUBA and snorkel classes, fishing 

expeditions, tourism on land and sea and more vessels from other venues 

visit the bay, the turtleôs space and serenity has not only been 

compromised but the turtles are stressed.  Evidently a stressed turtle 

population, like stress in other animals, effects the life cycle of the animal.  

The Akumal Bay environment is ecologically fragile and the observed 

activity appears to be pushing the fragility of this remarkable environment 

to its extreme. 
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During the eighteen days of this observation period just sighting turtles 

had become more difficult.  Prolonged observations were almost 

impossible.  For as this observer would passively start to photograph and 

note behavior a tour boat ñspotterò  would tell his group where to go and 

within minutes the water would be churning with human activity  and the 

turtles would disappear.  This increase in human activity has driven the 

turtles further southwest to graze, to forage on the run and to be wary and 

fearful of boat sounds, and humans.   

In the past it was possible to observe grazing turtles for extended periods 

but this time the longest uninterrupted observation was eleven minutes.  A 

year ago once the observer started to note turtle behavior and take 

photographs a few people from local classes or others would join in the 

activity.  Instead of watching passively these tourists tended to splash, 

jump, and dive to confront the turtles.  Inevitably their actions resulted in 

the turtles swimming away.  It is of note that the turtles in flight from 

these people followed the evasive movement patterns described in earlier 

observations.  This year the turtles were more skittish, and fewer appeared 

to graze together.  When several turtles did graze together it was in deep 

water and further to the South in the bay and even they were more wary of 

activity. 

This spring conditions in the bay were somewhat similar to last year.  

There appeared, however, to be more cold streams than in previous years 

and the deeper water was always colder than the water close in to shore. 

There was more wind than usual causing choppy water, and, with all the 

boat and human activity, the water became turbulent early in the day 

making underwater visibility poor (this can be readily be seen in the 

quality of the photographs).   

It took several days of searching to discover the grazing areas of the 

turtles.  For the most part the meadows used were to the south of those last 

year and in deeper water.  When the visibility was good and human 

activity minimum it was possible to see several turtles eating at the same 
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time.  Nevertheless most observations and sighting this period were of 

nervous lone turtles foraging.   

In the morning of April 26 a turtle with what appeared to be a series of 

brown elevated warts on its neck and front flipper was observed.  This  

   

abnormality was reported to the CEA staff [a message was left for 

Armando Lorences Camargo, Coordinator of the Marine Turtle Protection 

Program.]  A similar abnormality had been noted in 2002.  At that time the 

observer saw turtles with what appeared to be a series of elevated warts 

that were black or brown bubble like growths along their necks [tumors.]  

Unfortunately the observer was unable to photograph these turtles with the 

tumors.  The observation was reported to Rogelio Villavicencio B., the 

2002 Director of the turtle studies for CEA; he said these growths are 

different than tumors found on turtles in other places and needed to be 

studied.  This year the observer specifically asked about fibropapilloma 

and although the CEA staff did not believe that the disease was local they 

were concerned.  Paul Sanchez-Narravo, CEA's Director, indicated 

concern as he had read FIRE IN THE TURTLE HOUSE.  When the 

question of fibropapilloma was posed at the Xcaret research facility this 

year, Alejandro Arenas stated that a researcher was running DNA tests on 

those turtles found with these growths. 

Constructive results of the CEA and Xcaret turtle projects are the local 

rules and regulations to save the turtles and the ecology in that area.  In 
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addition, to education programs by both organizations, CEA and the 

Akumalians are requesting the area be considered for ñprotectedò status.  

In Xcaret, the living tag project has reached a vital turning point in that as 

of this summer all living tagging will cease for all scutes on both Green 

and Loggerhead turtles will have been used.   An interesting aspect of this 

project is that it is fifteen years since the inception of the live tagging, and, 

on the protected beaches of Xcacel, living tagged females are now nesting. 

So, although the development of the Mayan Riviera has seen an enormous 

jump in human activity of all kinds and a large population increase, an 

effort to protect the environment is in operation.  Hopefully the laws, 

regulations and ordinances will be put into effect before the wildlife, sea 

life and mangroves are destroyed and the endangered turtles are extinct.  

This observerôs base location was the same as in, 2007, 2006 and 2004.  

La Casita #7 and the stairs directly in front the Casita into the Bay was the 

start of the majority of the observations.  Several other locations were used 

this year as start points.  In each case, in addition to the start point, other 

points of reference were used to create coordinates in order to locate the 

turtleôs position. 

In the morning of 23April (9:30 AM to 11:30 AM) no turtles were sighted 

as this observer swam to all the marked buoyed areas.  The water was 

cloudy and turbulent with a great deal of human activity from tour boats.  

Visible at times were Yellow Snapper, Grunts, Jacks, Tang, Barracuda, 

Wrasse, Rays and Parrotfish.  However there were fewer fish seen than in 

previous years.   

Later in the day between 3PM and 5PM, at 4:03 P.M., a 14ò carapace 

turtle with a tag on its left flipper covered in algae was observed eating 

stubs of grass in a semi sandy area near a meadow. It was located SW of 

the La Casita #7, directly S of Lol Ha restaurant and slightly further out 

toward the reef beyond the catamaran.  Water depth was approximately 

12ô and somewhat turbulent.   
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This lone turtle was viewed for approximately nine minutes as it selected 

stubs of wide turtles grass with typical head movements.  The turtle 

moved its head first to the left as it selected a blade of grass and then it 

jerked to the right and left as it started to chew and slowly move over to 

the next blade of grass.  Suddenly the turtle froze in movement put its rear 

flippers onto the sand raised its head and body on its front flippers and 

darted into deep water.  It disappeared in a thick meadow of wide turtle 

grass in the direction of the Cannon House.  Almost at the same time a 

large school of mullet moved rapidly from deep water toward the beach in 

front of the hotel escorted by two Barracuda, one on each side of the 

school, both about 3ô long.  

    

Thursday 24 April, 11:30 AM there is a great deal of human activity in the 

bay.  Slight breeze, choppy water, sunny, water is somewhat cloudy.  In 

water about twelve feet deep out SW from the Cannon House and Hotel 

Caribe beyond the buoyed areas observed a turtle carapace about 28ò with 

some girth and living tags on 3C and 5C.  The turtle was eating wide blade 

grass in a semi grassy area which also had thin grass.  It surfaced twice  
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during this observation returning after a circular movement pattern to the 

next spot on its eating line.  However, shortly after initial sighting and 

note taking, several humans arrived causing the turtles some stress as it 

clearly attempted to avoid the splashing, kicking people and go about its 

grazing. Then an additional group of snorkelers showed up and the turtle 

once again attempted to avoid them by coming up for air, circling and 

returning to graze, but, the human activity appeared to be too disturbing 

and the turtle moved quickly S X SW away from the activity.    

Friday, April 25, the swim started at 11:00 A.M. with a parallel route to 

the coral wall from La Casita #7 toward the Cannon House and then 

perpendicular S.W.  In and along the coral, Snapper, Sockeye, Parrotfish, 

Blue Tang, Wrasse, Striped Grunts, Yellow Stripped Needle fish, Angel 

fish and others were seen.  Over the sandy areas Rays, Puffer fish and 

Jacks were visible.  At 12:11 P.M. in about 16ô of water a 12ò to 14ò 

carapace green turtle with no tags was observed in a semi grassy area.   

     

This turtle was foraging around the edge of a large meadow of wide 

bladed grass.  [It should be noted that both wide and thin grass was 

available.]  Its head movement while eating was typical and it moved in an 
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arch clock wise around the edge of the meadow.  When it came up for air 

directly in front of the observer it moved in a large arch slightly off  

    

toward the South and deeper water.  It then circled again and returned to 

the edge of the meadow to where it had been eating.  This young turtle 

was not afraid of this passive observer and came directly up to face him.  

When eating selected blades of wide turtle grass the turtle moved its head 

to the left to bite the grass and then twist to the right and return to a center 

position to chew.  The turtle came up several times to take air and each 

time it came closer and closer to the observer.   Finally it came straight on 

to face the observer, circle him, and return to eating. This observation was 

disturbed by a large school of mullet moving rapidly from deep water in to 

shore and as the mullet came near to the turtle it took off into deep water 

toward the S.W.   

The large school of mullet did not appear to be in danger of barracuda or 

any other predator.  Several pompano were seen closer to shore in about 8ô 

to 10ô of water were many tiny sardine like fish and very tiny fish 

nervously moved in schools.  Near the coral plenty of parrot, grunts, 

Stripped Snapper, etc were visible but with the hyper activity of the tour 

boats it was evident that he sea life was disturbed.  

Saturday, April 26 at 8 A.M. at the start of the swim the bay is relatively 

quiet with little human activity, a few fishing boats are out and tours have 

as yet to enter the bay.  Visibility was good, clear to about 20ô when 

facing away from the raising the sun.  At 8:42 A.M. in about 10ô of water, 

located South of the Hotel Caribe, south west of the marked area near the 
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coral in a meadow, observed a green turtle, carapace approximately 26ò 

with a living tag on the lower right hand side of 3C.  The turtle was first 

circling a buoy; it then settled to eat some grass and then moved further 

toward the cut into 14ô to 16ówater depth before disappearing out to sea. 

 

Swimming in toward shore over the same meadow the turtle with the 

elevated skin ñwartsò on the neck and front flipper was seen foraging and 

coming up for air.  This turtle was calm and when it completed a circle of 

eating around the edge of this meadow it took off into deep water. 

 

    

 


