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Abstract

An NMC, Pacific Island college student describes a three and a half month study and research highlighting how sea turtles have been protected in the CNMI since 2003, when the Sea Turtle Program started. The purpose is to inform readers of the importance that sea turtles contribute to the islands culture and marine ecosystem. Sea turtles play a critical role in the CNMI’s marine ecosystem, according to Summer Martin “corals grow slower than algae, and they need animals like turtles to clear the algae off their habitat so that they can settle down (see appendix Fb). As for she Sea Turtle Program, it mainly focuses on enforcing the laws of the Marine Protected Areas from people taking aquatic and land animals from the areas, which are Bird Island, Tank Beach, Managaha, and Forbidden Island and protecting the nesting areas of the turtles. The significance of protecting these aquatic animals is also a critical way of protecting the marine ecosystem that surrounds the CNMI. 

Protection of the CNMI’s Teenage Mutant Ninja Sea Turtles.

The student researcher topic is on Green Sea Turtles. It is an important 

topic because Green Sea Turtles are one of the oldest creatures to live on this earth, 

unfortunately they are slowly becoming extinct. The protection of sea turtles is important 

to the CNMI and especially to Saipan because they are one of our marine aquatic animals. 

It is important to me, the researcher because I grew up watching the Green Sea Turtles 

roam the ocean around. The purpose of this report is to argue the need for a better 

understanding of these aquatic creatures. The essay also proposes a study that will utilize 

interviews and surveys to investigate in Saipan how the Green Sea Turtles have been 

protected from the Early 2003 when the Sea Turtle Program started until the present time 

in the CNMI.
Background information

Green Sea Turtles have been roaming the ocean that surround our island for a long 

time even before the islands were occupied by humans. According to Kolinski (2001) 

approximately 169 Chelonia Mydas were seen throughout 238 sightings during the 1999, 

nesting season. It was not an issue of extinction until people across the Pacific started 

poaching sea turtles for their meat, shells, and other parts that are used for numerous 

reasons like making jewelry and the shells are used as trophies by some fishermen. 

According to Craig (2002) It was not until 1999, that the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) started funding the protection of Green Sea Turtles 

around Saipan and Guam. It was not until 2003-2004 did the turtles started to become 

monitored. 

In an article the researcher came across on Access World News it stated that the new 

marine biologist Tammy Summer has four major tasks she is currently working on. First 

she wants to do an in water tagging of turtles, second is nest monitoring and ensuring 

the safety of the eggs, third is a cliff side survey where the mating is monitored and lastly 

is take samples to see the origin of the turtles (Erediano 2008). Another article the 

difference of two in-water surveys taken from 1999 - 2001 and 2006 throughout 

There is a significant difference from about 1,000 - 2,000 turtles, that could be 
seen to about 142 turtles that were tagged for observation (Sea turtle status and 

conservation efforts in the NMI 2011).  

Literature Review
The student researcher began a literature review on how sea turtles have been 

protected in the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI) since the Sea 

Turtle Program began in 2003. The researcher reviewed six pieces of literature pertaining 

to the subject matter. Three of which are used as valuable information towards helping the 

researcher know more about the protection of sea turtles in the CNMI. Two pieces of 

literature are about conservation of turtles worldwide and one just giving helpful 

information about different types of turtles and factual information about them.

Regarding the way sea turtle population have been declining and the way they have 

been protected in the Pacific region. It varies, according to Lewison, R. Freeman, S. & 

Crowder, L. (2004) they stated that the main cause of the declination of the sea turtle 

population was caused by pelagic longlines. In 2000 an estimated 30,000 loggerhead 

Turtles, and 20,000 leatherback turtles were caught as bycatch by pelagic longlines, it 

was estimated using the pacific fishing effort and bycatch data rate throughout the Pacific 

region just from the Japan and Taiwan areas alone (Lewison, R. etal. 2004). Here in the 

CNMI and Hawaiian region the main causes of the death of sea turtles are fishing, boat 

strike trauma followed by infectious/inflammatory diseases, nutritional problems (mainly 

cachexia), and an array of physiologic problems (Work, T. Balazs, G. Summers, T. 

Hapdei, J. & Tagarino, A. 2015).

These two sources are articles that will give the researcher an idea of some of the 

ways that the sea turtle population are declining. It is not only in the Marianas region, but 

other parts of the pacific as well. The article done by (Lewison, R. etal 2004) states that 

pelagic longlines are a big factor in the unnecessary catching of sea turtles in the Western 

region of the pacific. The article by (Work, T. etal . 2015) focuses more in the Marianas 

and Hawaiian region stating that natural causes are the main factor in reducing numbers

of sea turtles in their respective areas. 

The literature found by the researcher brought information that was useful to the 

report, because it showed the types of ways that sea turtles population have been 

declining over the years and critical in regards to answering how sea turtles been 

protected not only in the CNMI but other parts of the world as well. Whilst there are 

many factors that reduces the population of sea turtles. In the pacific region pelagic 

longlines and natural causes are the main Factors.

Methodology 

The student researcher is collecting data to answer the research question. How have 

sea turtles been protected in the CNMI since 2003 when the sea turtle program started. 

On 9/21/2017 the student researcher uploaded a pilot survey link on a shared document 

on Google docs page. The survey consisted of ten questions that the student researcher 

crafted based on how much knowledge the survey takers, which are thirty students in 

the researchers english composition class. Out of the thirty possible survey takers, five 

took the survey and gave good feedback. The first two questions were demographic 

questions to get basic information on who were taking the survey. The next five were 

multiple choice questions to get information from the survey takers basic knowledge 

about sea turtles. The last three questions were open-ended questions to get general 

answers on how or what the survey takers would do to help the sea turtles.

The feedback given from the Northern Marianas College students helped the student 

researcher to further develop his pilot survey. After adjusting some questions using the 

feedback, the researcher then created a final survey that was uploaded into the same 

Google docs page to try and get more possible information from the same thirty english 

composition students. The student researcher somewhat kept the same formatting of the 

survey starting with the same two demographic questions. The multiple choice was cut 

down to only four questions because the researcher felt the need to add another 

open-ended question. The researcher needed more qualitative answers than quantitative 

answers.

The student researcher will also seek additional information from experts on island 

and off island. The on island expert was contacted by email and was asked to do an 

interview that will be based on how the conservation of sea turtles is being done in the 

CNMI and what future plans are being made to keep the turtles safe and further 

monitored. The experts found off island will be asked to take part of a survey created by 

the student researcher. The survey is consisted of six detailed questions that will give the 

researcher information on how each expert are handling the sea turtle issue in their 

respective area.

Using the data collected from the final survey that the researcher conducted with the 

thirty Northern Marianas College english composition students. Nine responded, 88.8% 

or 8 were female and 11.1% or 1 was male. The thing that was interesting to know was 

five out of the nine respondents have never seen a sea turtle. What was common was 

most of the respondents answered when asked, what they would do if they saw someone 

take a turtle from the ocean, four would ask them to return it, four would call the 

authorities, and one would do nothing. The one question that was split was if they thought 

that the declining population of sea turtles was affecting the CNMI, four were not sure 

and five said yes it was.

The student researcher sent out surveys to five of island experts and got two responds 

from Camryn D. Allen, JIMAR Marine Biologist Researcher and Summer Martin, 

Research Ecologist. Camryn Allen focuses her research on determining the sea turtles sex 

ratio and potential effect of climate change, while Summer Martin studies the sea turtles 

movement and habitat. When the experts took a survey I created both agreed that the 

declining population of the sea turtles is affecting the marine ecosystem because of the 

increase in prey and/or decrease in quality of habitat. According to Summer Martin 

“corals grow slower than algae, and they need animals like turtles to clear the algae off 

their habitat so that they can settle down (see appendix Fb). 
When the student researcher started doing research on the way sea turtles have been 

protected in the CNMI, he wanted to find out how it was being done and what are, if any, 

problems or complications that would make it difficult to do so. The student researcher 

found out from an interview with James Roberto, Head of the Sea Turtle Program that 

when it came to protecting the turtles that are inhabitant to the CNMI it was done through 

various ways. What the researcher thought was the most important factor in protecting the 

turtles were tagging them to keep track of their movement and habitat areas, but that was 

not the case with the agenda of the Sea Turtle Program.  

The Sea Turtle Program mainly focuses on enforcing the laws of the Marine 

Protected Areas from people taking aquatic and land animals from the areas, which are 

Bird Island, Tank Beach, Managaha, and Forbidden Island. The mating and nesting areas, 

which are Wind Beach, Laolao Beach, Tank Beach, Obyan Beach and Bird Island are 

often checked to see if turtles have laid their eggs on the beaches. According to Mr. 

Roberto only an average of thirty percent of hatched turtles survive (See appendix H).

The student researcher will distribute his research and finding through the NMC 

student Weebly website and through a class presentation which will also be on the 

website. The thing that did not work well was not getting enough participants for the final 

survey the student researcher created, but what worked was reaching out to off island 

experts because they gave critical information on the topic. What the student researcher 

would advise future researchers that are interested in the topic is to try to be more active 

with the sea turtle program to see firsthand the process of how they do things.

Sea turtles are a part of the CNMI whether it be part of the culture or marine 

ecosystem, it is important to protect them as much as we can. They are an endangered 

species and not having them around can alter food webs and habitats because of the 

linkage among the different populations within different parts of the food web. What we 

can do to help the process is not disturb the beaches where there are sea turtle eggs 

waiting to be hatched and spread awareness for people to stop hunting them. 
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Appendix A: Pilot Survey Questions.

Q1) What is you age group?

Q2) Are you a Male or Female

Q3) Are you aware of the declining population of Sea Turtles in the CNMI?

Q4) Do you know anyone currently or in the past who hunt for Sea Turtles?

Q5) Are you a current owner of a Turtle

Q6) When was the last time you saw a Sea Turtle?

Q7) What would you do if you saw a Sea Turtle on land?

Q8) If you saw someone taking a Sea Turtle from the ocean what would you do?

Q9) In your opinion what would you do to help Sea Turtles in the CNMI.

Q10) Do you think the Sea Turtles declining population affecting the CNMI? Please explain.

Appendix B: Pilot Survey Answers.

Q1) 1 skipped

[16 - 20 = 0] [21 - 25 = 1] [26+ = 1]

Q2)

[Male = 0] [Female = 3] 

Q3)

[Yes = 1] [No= 1] [I Don’t Know = 1]

Q4)

[Yes = 1] [No = 1] [I know but won’t tell = 1] [IDK, but even if I did I won’t tell = 0]

Q5)

[Yes = 1] [No = 2] [I’m allergic to turtles]

Q6)

[Within the past year = 1] [6mo to 1yr = 0] [Over a year = 2] [I’ve never seen one = 0]

Q7)

[Take it home = 0] [Bring it back to the ocean = 1] [Contact DFW = 1] [Leave it alone = 1]

Q8)

[Ask them to return it = 2] [Help them and ask for your share = 0] [Call the authorities = 1] [Nothing = 0]

Q9)

[Maybe if we think about the pollution thats causing the turtle to be tangled or in a danger situation.] [I would like to bring them in to the ocean] [Help protect nesting areas. Perhaps raise money for signs that indicate areas are protected and also post numbers of authorities to call.]

Q10)

[I dont think so. But maybe its because they migrate to other places and then only come home to give birth.] [Yes. Because of the temperature are getting high all of the world and also CNMI became tourist spot.] [Yes, They are part of the ecosystem and their decline will cause a rippling affect that will harm all sealife and flora.

]

Appendix C: Final Survey Questions.

Q1) What is you age group?
Q2) Are you a Male or Female?
Q3) Do you know anyone currently or in the past who hunt for Sea Turtles?

Q4) When was the last time you saw a Sea Turtle?

Q5) What would you do if you saw a Sea Turtle on land?

Q6) If you saw someone taking a Sea Turtle from the ocean what would you do?

Q7) In your opinion/personal experience what would/did you do to help Sea Turtles in the 

CNMI.

Q8) Do you think the Sea Turtles declining population affecting the CNMI? Please 

explain.

Q9) Do you think the indigenous people population have the right to catch and eat Sea 

Turtles? Please explain. 

Q10) If you have any additional information that was not mentioned that might help me and would like to share it would be greatly appreciated.

Appendix D: Final Survey Answers.

Q1) 

[16 - 20 = 5] [21 - 25 = 2] [26+ = 2]
Q2) 

[Male = 1] [Female = 8] 

Q3)

[Yes = 2] [No = 7] [I know but won't tell = 0] [IDK, but even if I did I won’t tell = 0]

Q4)

[Within the past year = 0] [6mo - 1yr = 1] [Over a year = 3] [I've never seen one = 5]
Q5)

[Take it home = 0] [Bring it back to the ocean = 3] [Contact DFW = 2] [Leave it alone = 4]

Q6)

[Ask them to return it = 4] [Help them and ask for your share = 0] [Call the authorities = 4] [Nothing = 1]

Q7)

[If I see, I will return to the ocean] [honestly just leave them in their natural habitat] [nothing] [Personally, I have not encountered a sea turtle up close] [Keep my distance] [I would volunteer my time and effort] [Protect their laying areas and enforce current protection laws] [Pick up trash ! and not litter] [Honestly I would try my best to get them back to the ocean because that is where they belong] 

Q8)

[I don't know] [hmm that I'm not too sure about] [not sure] [I don't think that it affects the CNMI in a big way, but it would be nice to see more sea turtles in our sea] [Yes, because as a big part of the ecosystem] [It's probably really affecting the marine ecosystem in ways we don't yet fully understand] [Yes, as part of the ecosystem they are necessary] 

[yes, because people keep killing them] [Yes! Culturally speaking just because they are part of our ocean life and we're surrounded by ocean] 

Q9)

[No.I think that people should not catch and eat sea turtle] [No. indigenous or not I don't think it's right to catch and eat sea turtles] [nope because they are endangered and really unique] [No, I do not think that anyone should be eligible to capture sea turtles] [No, because that will still cause a problem for the ecosystem] [No. There are some things that need to change with modern times and global pressures (over-hunting)] [No. It is not a substances food needed to survive and they are endangered and take a long time to repopulate] [no, because they are going to be extinct soon] [NO we should be trying to make them repopulate because there are only a few]

Q10)

[I have none] [great survey fermin] [No I do not have any further information or comments] [Thank You for a great survey] [N/A] [No, sorry]  
Appendix E: Experts Survey Questions.
Q1) Please write down your Name,Title, and the Organization you are/were with.

Q2) In your opinion/personal experience what would/did you do to help the conservation of Sea Turtles.

Q3) Do you think the Sea Turtles declining population is affecting the Marine Ecosystem? Please explain.

Q4) Do you think the indigenous people population of the areas you are preserving have the right to catch and eat Sea Turtles? Please explain.

Q5) In your findings what is/are the major reason or causes of the Sea Turtles population to decline?

Q6) If you have any additional information that was not mentioned that might help me and would like to share it would be greatly appreciated.

Appendix F: Experts Survey Answers.

Appendix Fa

Q1) Camryn D. Allen, Ph.D. JIMAR Marine Biological Researcher Protected Species Division Marine Turtle Biology and Assessment Program Pacific Islands Fisheries Science Center NOAA Fisheries Mailing Address: NMFS/PIFSC/PSD/Dr. Camryn Allen 1845 Wasp Blvd., Building 176 Honolulu, HI 96818 Office: (808) 725-5751 Mobile: (619) 787-0185 Email: camryn.allen@noaa.gov 

Q2) Determine sea turtle sex ratios and the potential effects of climate change causing complete feminization of some populations 

Q3) Yes. Increase in prey (algae, sponge, etc.) or decrease in quality of habitat (coral reef, etc.) 

Q4) It is difficult to answer this question when we don't even know the abundance of sea turtles in the areas we preserve. We need to do more studies to be able to answer this question. 

Q5) Anthropogenic impacts (by catch, harvest of eggs/turtles, climate change, etc.) 

Q6) http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/species/Status%20Reviews/green_turtle_sr_2015.pdf see the "Central West Pacific" distinct population segment (DPS) sections in this report to learn more about what we know for green turtles in the CNMI. 

Appendix Fb

Q1) Summer Martin, Research Ecologist, Pacific Islands Fisheries Science Center, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 

Q2) In Saipan, I work with a team of sea turtle biologists to study the movements and habitat use of two species of sea turtles that live there on the reefs (green and hawksbill turtles). By understanding how the turtles use their habitats (locations, depths, temperatures) and how long they remain in certain areas, we can provide managers with the scientific information they need to make decisions about how best to protect sea turtles from various threats. 

Q3) Declines of any population of animals in the ocean can alter food webs and habitats, because of the linkages among the different populations within in different parts of the food web. So yes, I do think that declining populations of turtles impact marine ecosystems. For example, fewer green turtles on reefs means fewer "lawn mowers" to eat the algae off the coral. Corals grow slower than algae, and they need animals like turtles to clear the algae off their habitat so that they can settle down and grow without too much competition. 

Q4) As a NOAA scientist, I am focused on collecting data to understand the population status and trends. Currently, the green turtles and hawksbill turtles of the CNMI are both listed as Endangered due to low population sizes, current threats (such as poaching, fisheries bycatch, eroding beaches, etc.), impending threats (such as climate change, rising nest temperatures leading to female-biased populations and embryonic death), and a need for more data. Sea turtles are long-lived, slow-growing, and late maturing animals (meaning that they don't start to reproduce until they are 20-30 years old). These life history characteristics make them vulnerable to population declines. 

Q5) Direct take (for human consumption, jewelry, etc.) and poaching (illegal hunting or harvesting) are major threats to turtle populations throughout the Pacific Islands Region. Globally, fisheries bycatch has been a major factor in sea turtle population declines as well. There are also many other threats. 

Q6) The expansion and growth of tourists visiting our beaches is probably having a detremental impact on our turtle population here. Also illegal poaching should be heavily guarded against with the advent of more and more tourists that would pay large sums for the meat, eggs and shells of turtles. 

Appendix G: Interview Questions:

Interviewee: James Roberto, DLNR, Head of the Sea Turtle Program

Formal Interview.

Q1) Introduce yourself and ask interviewee to introduce himself.

Q2) How long have you been with Sea turtle program?

Q3) What are the types of turtles that are protected here in the CNMI?

Q4) Where exactly does the CNMI sea turtle program cover in terms of areas?

Q5) What is the population from when the program started and now?

Q6) What is the most significant thing you've experienced since starting with the program?

Q7) Is the declining or inclining population of sea turtles affecting the CNMI in any way? 

Q8) Do you know the Marine Protected Areas?

Q9) Can you please explain your thoughts if you think the indigenous people like the locals have the right to catch and eat sea turtles? 

Q10) Where are the mating areas?

Q11) What is the survival rate for the baby sea turtles from the nests?

Q12) How many tagged sea turtles you guys have and tracking so far? 

Q13) How often do you guys check the tagged turtles?

Q14) What are the future plans with the Sea Turtle Program and is there any changes you would like to see?

Q15) Are there organizations that you guys work with on or off island?

Q16) Is there anything that is holding you guys from what you guys want to do?

Q17) Is the funding you guys get sufficient enough for everything you guys are covering?  

Appendix H: Interview Answers.

Q1) My name is James Roberto, I work for DLNR under the Sea Turtle Program.

Q2) A little over a year.

Q3) Our focus here on Saipan which is the regular green sea turtle and hawksbill turtle, those are the two main turtles on the island.

Q4) We cover Saipan, Tinian, Rota, and Guam.

Q5) I would honestly say it’s increasing, but to be precise I’d have to look through all the data.

Q6) For me, it would have to be like actually watching the baby turtles come out of the nest, it’s a sight to see.

Q7) I really don’t think so, sea turtles basically eat and lay eggs nothing too major.

Q8) Here on Saipan we have Bird Island, Tank Beach, Managaha, and Forbidden Island.

Q9) My thoughts on that will be, we should have the rights, it’s a local custom. It has been a tradition for 100’s of years, and me myself I would like to try cause it’s local. I wanna learn more about our culture.

Q10) There are 5 main areas Bird Island, Tank Beach, Laolao Beach, Obyan, and Wind Beach.

Q11) We don’t know exactly how many, but the rough estimate is about 30% survival rate, but it goes up and down.

Q12) Currently as of right now over a thousand tagged turtles.

Q13) We do it usually 4 times a month, so like once a week we go in the water and try and catch turtles to tag them.

Q14) For me personally i’d say the more we protect it, hopefully later on down the line instead of it being straight illegal we can do seasonal or for cultural fiestas, but only a certain limit.

Q15) Mr. Joe Ruak is in charge of planning and working with other organizations, I on the other hand is in charge of tagging and checking the nesting areas.

Q16) As of right now i’d say were lack of staff. A couple of extra people would really help alot. We work days and sometimes nights as well, it would be nice to have enough people so we can rotate instead of working so many hours.

Q17) No, we had a big amount of funding in the beginning, but over the years it just cuts down keeps decreasing and that affects what we do.


