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Introduction 
 

In June 2005 funding was obtained via the Dutch Caribbean Nature Alliance (DCNA) to 

initiate the first phase of a satellite tracking project of sea turtles on St Eustatius and St 
Maarten, with collaboration from the St Eustatius National Parks Foundation (STENAPA) and 

the Nature Foundation St Maarten.  The object of this study was to determine the migration 
pathways and feeding grounds of nesting green and hawksbill turtles from two of the 

Windward Islands of the Netherlands Antilles.   

 
The first year of the project was relatively successful, with two turtles receiving transmitters; a 

green turtle on St Eustatius and a hawksbill on St Maarten.  These two turtles were followed for 
several months, and provided the research team with some very interesting data (see Harrison, 

2005).  Unfortunately, insufficient turtles were encountered on nesting beaches in 2005 to 

deploy all of the transmitters purchased for the project.  The three unused transmitters were 
stored until 2006, with the aim of attaching one on St Maarten, and the remaining two on St 

Eustatius.   
 

The purpose of this report is to summarise the activities of the DCNA Sea Turtle Satellite 

Tracking Project that were conducted on St Eustatius in 2006.   
 

Research Activities 
 

The following is a summary of the research activities that were conducted as part of this 
project, from July to September, 2006. 

• Following some minor problems with the two transmitters that were deployed in 2005, with 
regard to battery life and data recording Dr Robert van Dam decided to re-programme the 

remaining transmitters.  The intention was to alter some of the settings, to try and improve 
the longevity of the battery, and hence increase the amount of time that the transmitter was 

able to send signals.  A reprogramming kit was received from Telonics and in July 2006 the 

Programme Co-ordinator, assisted by Dr Robert Van Dam successfully made the necessary 
adjustments to the transmitter programmes.  Obviously it was still unclear until deployment 

of the transmitters whether these changes would actually solve the problems encountered in 
2005.   

• To ensure that the primary personnel that were going to be involved in the attachment 
process were knowledgeable of the protocol, a ‘refresher training session’ was held on St 

Eustatius in July; timed to coincide with the scheduled monthly visit of Dominique 

Vissenberg (Education Co-ordinator for the Windward Islands) to the island.  The 
Programme Co-ordinator and Ms Vissenberg practised the entire attachment process using 

a model transmitter.  To assist in the training of volunteers on St Maarten, Ms Vissenberg 
filmed the entire session.  Overall this was a very beneficial activity, and provided valuable 

practise in the attachment methods for those involved.  However, several problems were 

encountered during this session, primarily with the reactivity of the fibreglass resin; these 
issues were addressed with Dr van Dam and he made suggestions for slight alterations to 

the ratios of resin and hardener to be used.   

• As a result of the difficulties associated with encountering sufficient turtles in 2005, it was 

decided to advance the start date of the project in 2006 by several weeks; thus a schedule 
was set for the beginning of September. 



• To assist in the timing of patrols, daily track surveys were organised on both islands from 
July.  These were used to collect data on nesting activity, with the hope of determining 

nesting patterns for individual turtles which could be used to predict dates when they might 

return to the beach.  On St Eustatius the primary nesting beach, Zeelandia, daily morning 
and night-time patrol are conducted from mid-March to October, as part of the research 

protocol.  However on St Maarten no regular monitoring of nesting beaches occurs, thus 
such data would be extremely important to try and determine the inter-nesting interval of 

specific females to focus night-time patrols on certain nights with a higher probability of 

encountering a turtle. 
o Unfortunately, only one green turtle track was encountered on St Maarten during this 

observation period, and it was unclear as to whether or not she nested.  Thus in August 
it was decided to deploy all three transmitters on St Eustatius, with the assistance of Ms 

Vissenberg if she was on the island. 

• During August the equipment list was reviewed, and all necessary supplies were purchased 

on St Eustatius and St Maarten.  A holding box was constructed; the dimensions were 
increased slightly from the original diagram since the green turtle encountered in 2005 

barely fit in the box which caused considerable problems for the research team.   

• In early September the Programme Co-ordinator gave a brief presentation to the group of 
Working Abroad volunteers about the Satellite Tracking Project 2006. 

o Basic information about satellite telemetry was provided; how it works and why it is 
used for sea turtles.  In addition, they were given a more detailed overview of the 

transmitter attachment process, including a review of all the equipment, as they were 
going to be assisting the Programme Co-ordinator during the procedure. 

• Night patrols commenced in early September that were specifically focused on 
encountering either green or hawksbill turtles for transmitter attachment.  Whenever 

possible Turtle Beach was also patrolled in addition to Zeelandia Beach, as it was 
frequently used by turtles during 2006. 

• The first turtle was encountered on 7 September, 2006 at approximately 1.00am.  It was a 
hawksbill female; the first turtle of this species to be observed on night patrols since 2004 

(See Appendix 1). 

o She was intercepted on her way back to the sea at the northern end of Zeelandia Beach, 
and she was checked for tags.  She then crawled back up the beach and nested among 

large boulders close to the cliff.  She laid 143 eggs; a small temperature was placed in 
the nest to monitor temperature during incubation.  From these data it will be possible to 

determine the sex ratio of hatchlings from this nest, as temperature determines the 

gender of hatchlings.  This is part of a larger study on factors affecting hatching success 
being conducted by a marine biologist in Florida. 

o This turtle was named ‘Lisa’; chosen by one of the competition winners from the 2005 
craft and writing competition held for students of the island schools. 

o ‘Lisa’ was average size for a Caribbean hawksbill, measuring 85.5cm curved carapace 

length.  However, she was incredibly strong and was able to move around in the large 
holding box, creating some problems during the transmitter attachment. 

o Despite the changes made to the resin mixture following the practice session in August, 
the fiberglass took a longer time than expected to set, and thus ‘Lisa’ was not released 

until daybreak on 8 September. 

o Following her release, signals were received within days, indicating that the transmitter 
was secure, and was functioning correctly.   

o ‘Lisa’ immediately left the waters of St Eustatius, swimming initially towards the 
vicinity of St Bart’s.  From there she travelled to Scrub Island, off Anguilla, and data 



suggest that she may have nested on 24 September.  She then moved westwards towards 

St Croix (US Virgin Islands).  Here she remained for several days, causing researchers 
to believe that she had reached her feeding ground.  However, signal data from the 

transmitter again indicated that she may have nested on 8 October.  A few days later she 
was on the move again, heading back towards Anguilla and St Maarten.  Since 18 

October she has remained in one area, 20-35m deep waters at the western tip of Ile 

Fourche, located between St Bart’s and St Maarten (Van Dam, 2006).  Since her release 
she has swam over 700km, though her forgaing area is just 50km straight-line distance 

from her nesting beach on St Eustatius.    

• Turtles were encountered on several night patrols between 9 – 16 September; unfortunately 

they did not nest and the decision was taken to not attach transmitters to these females prior 
to them laying eggs.   

• On 17 September a green turtle was observed by the patrol team at 10.15pm, while digging 
the body pit (See Appendix 2).   

o She measured 106cm curved carapace length, average for a green turtle in this region.  
She laid 129 eggs, and had a temperature recorder placed in the centre of the nest to 

monitor changes during incubation. 

o Once nesting was completed she was placed in the holding box and a satellite 
transmitter was attached.  Since she fit the dimensions of the box better than the 

hawksbill turtle she was properly restrained and did not move around too much, so the 
attachment process was much quicker than for the first turtle.  In addition, further 

modifications were made to the fibreglass resin ratios to speed up the drying time.   

o She was named ‘Grace’ by the final winner of the craft competition from 2005.  She 
was released at 2.30am, just as a storm approached the nesting beach. 

o Signals were received from her transmitter the following day and she remained close to 
Zeelandia Beach until 29 September, when she returned to lay another clutch of eggs; 

she was spotted by the patrol team and the transmitter was observed to be in good 

condition. 
o After this ultimate nest of the season she was tracked heading southeast towards St 

Kitts, and since 18 October has remained at the southeastern tip of the island, between 
St Kitts and Nevis.  She is thought to be residing in shallow water, where presumably 

there are good quality sea grass beds for her to forage.  Her location is approximately 

60km straight-line distance from the nesting beach where she was released.       

• Night patrols were continued until 20 October, but following the encounter with ‘Grace’ on 
29 September, no further turtle activity was recorded on St Eustatius.  The third transmitter 

was stored to be returned to Dr van Dam when possible; it might be feasible to re-fit the 

transmitter with a new battery and use it either on St Eustatius or another tracking project.   

Public Awareness 
 

• The Programme Co-ordinator attended the 26
th
 International Symposium on Sea Turtle 

Biology and Conservation held on Crete, Greece from 3 April, 2006 to 8 April, 2006.  
o There she presented a poster entitled “A Satellite Tracking Project in the Windward 

Islands of the Netherlands Antilles” (See Appendix 3).  It detailed the activities of the 
DCNA Sea Turtle Satellite Tracking Project and discussed the interesting results from 

2005.   

• The Programme Co-ordinator gave a presentation about the research activities of the St 
Eustatius Turtle Programme at the first public meeting organised by STENAPA on 16 



August.  One of the topics presented was the Satellite Tracking Project; not only were the 

results from 2005 discussed but also the fact that this was an on-going project due to be 
continued later in the year.    

 

Media Coverage 
 

• The DCNA Sea Turtle Satellite Tracking Project was featured in 7 articles that appeared in 

the Daily Herald newspaper between March 2006 and January 2007 (See Appendix 4).    
o To advertise their attendance at the International Symposium of Sea Turtle Biology and 

Conservation in April 2006, an article appeared on 18 February which also mentioned 
the poster due to be presented by the Programme Co-ordinator discussing the interesting 

results of the Satellite Tracking Project obtained in 2005.  

o On 11 September the second article gave details about the successful deployment of the 
first transmitter on the hawksbill turtle ‘Lisa’; it included a photo of her returning to the 

sea with her transmitter.  
o An article on 22 September gave information about the green turtle ‘Grace’ and also 

included a map showing the migration of ‘Lisa’.  

o Maps of both tracked turtles were published in articles on 9 and 24 October. 
o An article published 18 November was featured in a weekend edition that gave a 

summary to date of both tracked turtles. 
o An article published on 6 January, 2007 provided an overview of the migration routes 

of ‘Lisa’ and ‘Grace’, including maps of their current locations.    

• STENAPA’s monthly broadcast on the local radio station featured an interview with the 
Programme Coordinator in November 2006; the topic was the DCNA Sea Turtle Satellite 

Tracking Project, with basic information about satellite tracking as well as an update of the 
location of both turtles tracked in 2006. An update was also given in December 2006 to the 

latest information of the tracked turtles.   

• The December 2006 issue of the STENAPA newsletter featured an update article about the 

locations of the two turtles fitted with transmitters on St Eustatius in 2006.  This quarterly 
newsletter is sent to a wide variety of interested parties, both locally, regionally and 

internationally (See Appendix 5). 

• The STENAPA website (www.statiapark.org) provides information about the project; there 

is a brief introduction to satellite telemetry, followed by details of each turtle fitted with a 
transmitter in 2005 and 2006.  It also includes a live link to maps of the migration tracks 

featured on the seaturtle.org website. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1 

Photographs of the hawksbill turtle ‘Lisa’ during the satellite attachment process.   
 

 

  
 
Measuring ‘Lisa’ before the transmitter was attached   
 

 

 

  

  

            
 

Using fibreglass to hold the transmitter in place  

  
 

 
 

‘Lisa’ returning to the sea with her transmitter 

 



Appendix 1 Continued 

Map showing the migratory track of ‘Lisa’ following her release on St Eustatius (Reproduced with permission of Dr Robert van Dam). 
 

 
 

Map showing the migratory route of ‘Lisa’ from St Eustatius to Ile Fourchue, close to St Bart’s.   

She travelled via Scrub Island (close to Anguilla) and St Croix before returning to St Bart’s.  



Appendix 2 

Photographs of ‘Grace’ during the attachment of a satellite transmitter.  A map of her migration 

route from St Eustatius is also shown (Reproduced with permission of Dr Robert van Dam).  
Further information is available at the STENAPA website – www.statiapark.org.   

 

 
 

‘Grace’ finishing the nesting process before the transmitter was attached 

 

       
 

‘Grace’ in the holding box before her release         ‘Grace’ reaching the sea as a rain storm hits the beach 

                          ( Photo by Duncan Kirkby) 

 

 

 

 



Appendix 2 Continued 

Map showing the migratory track of ‘Grace’ following her release on St Eustatius (Reproduced with permission of Dr Robert van Dam). 
 

 
 

Map showing the migratory route of ‘Grace’ from St Eustatius to St Kitts 



Appendix 3 
 
Copy of the poster presented at the 26

th
 International Symposium on Sea Turtle Biology and Conservation in Greece, April, 2006.  

 



Appendix 4 

Copies of newspaper articles featuring the DCNA Sea Turtle Satellite Tracking Project 2006. 

 

 
 

Copy of the 18 February article about the International Sea Turtle Symposium 2006 

 

 



Appendix 4 Continued 

 

 
 

Copy of 11 September article about the first transmittered turtle ‘Lisa’ 



Appendix 4 Continued 

 

 
 

Copy of the article announcing the second tracked turtle ‘Grace’ from 22 September 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 



Appendix 4 Continued 

 

 
 

Update article from 9 October, featuring both turtles 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



Appendix 4 Continued 

 

 
 

 
Copy of 24 October article updating location details of both turtles 



Appendix 4 Continued 

 

 

 
 

Article featured on 6 January, 2007 providing details of the migration routes of both tracked turtles 



Appendix 5 

Copy of the article featured in the December 2006 STENAPA newsletter. 

 

 


