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Sea turtles explore new, urban frontier

The massive endangered animals normally spend their lives at sea. Scientists are closely studying the progress of two breakaway colonies that have settled in the San
Gabriel River and San Diego Bay.

By Louis Sahagun
Los Angeles Times Staff Writer
August 30, 2008

In the foamy chop of the warm-water discharge flowirtg the San Gabriel River from a Long Beach powanpla green sea turtle, wide as a
manhole cover, materialized Friday just a few ydrds shore.

A few minutes later, an even larger sea turtle sedan the murky water near the plant's thicketeélsscaffolding, steam vents and transmission
lines.

Green sea turtles usually have tropical hauntemieg coral reefs or white sandy beaches where #yegdgs -- but these chunky titans live more
than a mile upstream in one of Southern Califosmadst ecologically degraded rivers.

Little is known about the colony of at least sixambsea turtles. But a joint study by the NationaftiNaFisheries Service and the Aquarium of the
Pacific aims to determine, among other things, vithey're doing in there.

"Right now, it's a small group of what might be cadesed oddball turtles," said Peter Dutton, a sergisearcher with the fisheries service. "But we
have a lot to learn about them. Are they part ofbaencomplex sea-turtle migration dynamic than we @wagined, or just lost wanderers?"

Scientists also want to know how the federally endestanimals are adapting to the unique challertggsface in the 100-yard-wide river
channel at the Los Angeles County-Orange County tiagt to the Los Angeles Department of Water and Pewtaynes Generating Station.
Those challenges include speedboats, water skatsdkhooks, urban runoff, tons of garbage anddsanant.

On Friday, a green sea turtle that had been trafgpedeeks in the whirlpools of an intake channel rtearpower plant a few yards east of the river
was rescued by a team of divers hired by the DWP 4bhgound turtle was taken to the Aquarium of thefieaevhere veterinarians discovered a
hook in its rear left flipper and a hook and a 8hirgash in its front left flipper.

This week, witnesses told federal wildlife authostthat several fishermen had repeatedly tried ag $ime animal. One man, they said, hooked onto
one of its rear flippers and struggled for aboubaar and half trying to bring the animal to shdggentually, the fishing line snapped and the éurtl
swam free.

Aquarium officials said they planned to releasettitde into the river in the vicinity of the powelapt.

For years, wildlife authorities have received o@maal reports of possible sea turtles in the rfvem people who fish its brackish stretches north of
Alamitos Bay for halibut, sand bass and perch. Onaefirst scientists to make positive identificatiwvas fisheries service biologist Joseph
Cordaro.

"l got a telephone call in 1988 from a jogger cl@igto have witnessed a startling phenomenon," Gordzcalled. "He said, ‘Do you guys know
there is a green sea turtle in the San GabrielrRive

Cordaro was skeptical. "l asked him if the turtlel kiaws on its feet," he said. "If the answer is ygsch it almost always is, it's a freshwater
turtle. It saves me a trip."

But the caller insisted it was a sea turtle. "So hineut to see for myself," he said. "The turtlefasced. | muttered, 'l don't believe what I'm seeing.
Nonetheless, subsequent reports of sea turtlesragutee river were dismissed as anecdotal evidehoalividual turtles, most likely strays from a
colony of sea turtles discovered in the late 19%&s the warm-water discharge of a San Diego Gas &rel&€pn. power plant in San Diego Bay.

That colony was initially studied by Margie Stinsarprofessor at Southwestern College in Chula Vittanatriarch is a 570-pounder whom
Stinson named Wrinklebutt.

Stinson initially concluded that six or seven &sth- including Wrinklebutt -- were attracted to th@rm-water effluent of the power plant but spent
most of their time elsewhere.

Later studies, however, revealed that the San DiegyocBlony actually includes at least 100 turtléispfathem permanent residents.

"We used to think the San Diego Bay group was théheommost foraging colony of green sea turtlesyissh said. "But it looks like the San
Gabriel River colony has us beat for that title."

Scientists finally confirmed the existence of tta $abriel River colony in May.
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Green sea turtles, which can grow to 5 feet longvegigh more than 500 pounds, are an ancient speatggydack as far as 30 million years.

Biologists suspect that the turtles nest on beactwre than 1,000 miles to the south, on islandsheffPacific coast of Mexico. But that's just a
guess at the moment.

In years to come, genetic analysis, satellite teteynflipper tagging, vital statistics and dailpnitoring could help answer myriad questions:
Do they travel here together or individually? To whanetic stock do they belong? Exactly how manyiratee river? What are they eating?

Juvenile turtles are omnivorous. Adults tend tovegetation such as eel grass. But local fisherragrirat, in the San Gabriel River, green sea
turtles of all sizes have been known to attack Hditeoks.

Biologists also want to know why turtles that hangiahthe warm discharge of urban power plants seematare at a much faster rate than those
residing in their primordial grounds off Hawaii andgtralia.

"Instead of taking the usual 30 years to matumaiture," Dutton said, "we believe sea turtles byehe=ar-round sources of warm water are
maturing in eight or nine years."

Such mysteries have made a narrow, heavily indlisatstrip of the San Gabriel River an improbadyécenter of cutting-edge herpetological
research.

On a recent weekday, biologists from the fisheriegise and Aquarium of the Pacific gathered at a du#r overlooking the power plant's effluent
stream, which typically runs about 10 degrees wathser normal river water, and scanned the area.

"Eventually, we'll be recruiting volunteers from tb@mmunity to help us get a clearer picture of vthatanimals might be doing here," said Lance
Adams, chief veterinarian at the aquarium and leeflamew San Gabriel River sea turtle monitoringjgut.

As he spoke, stingrays patrolled the shallows neanestBrown pelicans glided overhead. A spotted sgrailgixplored the muddy bank. A large
silver fish known as a mullet splashed on the fde sif the channel. Trucks rumbled over a nearkggleri

"There's one!" someone yelled as a sea turtle gbjtpdead above the surface, about 100 feet dosarstr
Seconds later, it plunged back into the depthbefiark, slow-moving water.

louis.sahagun@latimes.com

If you want other stories on this topic, searchAhehives atlatimes.com/archives
TMSReprints
Article licensing and reprint options

Copyright 2008 Los Angeles TimePRlivacy Policy| Terms of Service
Home Delivery| Advertise| Archives| Contact| Site Map| Help

partners y
ey HOY

http://www.latimes.com/news/printedition/califorAg-me-turtles3(-2008aug30,0,3853.... 9/22/200!



