


• FLI biologists have been researching 
leatherbacks since 2001

• We began research in Martin County in 
2014. The beach is approximately 40 km.

• We work off  a database of  over 900 
identified individuals



History of  the Study

• Martin County hosts the densest 
leatherback nesting in the state.

• In 2019, Martin County had 352 
leatherback nests, 39% of  the statewide 
total but just 2.7% of  the coastline

• Martin County is extremely remote and 
consists of  private homes, Hobe Sound 
National Wildlife Refuge, and Saint Lucie 
Inlet State Park



Photo: Matthew Godfrey

History of  the Study



History of  the Study



History of  the Study



2020

Sea Turtle Grants 
Program funding 

allowed us to purchase 
3 satellite tags 



Goals:

Determine clutch 
frequency of  nesting 

leatherbacks

Monitor post-season 
movements

Wildlife Computers 
SPLASH10‐BF

• GPS accuracy 20 meters
• Very flexible programming
• Full data archive



Deployed in early 
March on “first” nest 
to try to capture all 

nesting events

1. Clean and sterilize turtle
2. Drill two small holes with 

surgical drill
3. Prepare silicone putty base 

and place the tag
4. Fasten the tag with a single 

loop of  monofilament
5. Say goodbye!

cj1
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cj1 map showing argos data going north
chris johnson, 1/29/2021



And they're off!

Three turtles were 
tagged at the start of  

season.

Ainsley – 3/14/2020
(Originally tagged 2016)

Nevada – 3/17/2020
(Originally tagged 2009)

Malone – 3/18/2020
(Originally tagged 2012)



Attempt to offload data at least every other nesting event 
depending on location.

We use a combination of  location and radio signals to locate 
these turtles as they return to the nesting beach to nest again.

cj2



Slide 11

cj2 talk about the need to capture the turtles and offfload data here?
chris johnson, 1/29/2021



Why offload?

Locations

An average of  12-15 
locations per day are 
relayed via satellite.

However, over 100 
locations per day are 
archived and can be 

downloaded from the 
tag.

cj3
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cj3 maps showing highly detailed gps track vs argos?
chris johnson, 1/29/2021



Why offload?

Fine-scale movements.

This map is roughly 
one hour of  

transmissions 
downloaded from the 
tag which allows us to 

better analyze fine-
scale movements.



Why offload?

Nest site selection

Fine-scale analysis has 
allowed us to observe 
this unique nest-site 
selection behavior. 



Why offload?

Depth

While these specific 
tags did not record 
depth, the ability to 
locate these tagged 
turtles allows us to 

download additional 
data like depth.



Early results

Average 
encounters/season

Using sat. 
tags:

Malone 3.5 11

Nevada 1 5

Ainsley 7 4*

*Ainsley ceased transmissions in early April

Satellite data allows us to 
identify far more nests than we 
had seen previously from these 

turtles using tagging studies 
only.



Results (internesting)

This is an animation of  their typical 
internesting behavior. After nesting, 
turtles head to the Florida Current 
and travel north to roughly Cape 
Canaveral. They spend 2-3 days 
there and then begin returning 

south.

Name GPS

Malone 9,203

Nevada 3,776

Ainsley 616*

*Ainsley ceased transmissions in early April



Results

Nevada

• 6,833 current locations
• Left the nesting beach early (April 22nd) 

which is unusually early
• This turtle has been observed nesting at 

the end of  May in previous seasons
• Stayed in FL waters through August
• Made a brief  trip to NJ
• Came back to FL in the fall and has 

remained there



Results

Malone

• 13,971 current locations
• Nested through June 2nd

• Very similar track to Nevada
• Traveled to NJ and returned to FL



Results

Ainsley

Unfortunately, Ainsley’s transmitter 
stopped abruptly in mid-April as we 
were tracking her signal near the nesting 
beach. Around this time, there was a 
report of  a leatherback spotted 
swimming in the intracoastal very near 
where we had heard her the night before. 
The turtle spotted in the intracoastal had 
a boat strike where the transmitter would 
have been located but never stranded. 
Ainsley was not seen nesting again in the 
state so we are uncertain if  this was a 
mortality.



Results

This study correctly ground-truthed our 
prediction that leatherbacks are nesting 
far more often than we are observing. 
This can result in an over-estimation of  
the total nesting population.

There is a need for additional tracking of  
turtles in the early nesting season to 
better predict the total number of  nests 
that each turtle is laying.



Results
We see very different results from individual turtles. We were lucky to be able to expand upon this study by 
working with the Sea Turtle Conservancy and the Canadian Sea Turtle Network and we are very surprised 
to see the difference in behavior.







Thank You!

This study was funded in part
by a grant awarded from the
Sea Turtle Grants Program.
The Sea Turtle Grants
Program is funded from
proceeds from the sale of the
Florida Sea Turtle License
Plate. Learn more at
www.helpingseaturtles.org



Follow our work -

www.floridaleatherbacks.com
www.trackturtles.com


