. Media Monitors

i, 4 sTAY copnecTen

Media Monitors Client Service
Centre 1300 880 082

Copyright Agency Ltd (CAL)
licensed copy

Sun Herald, Sydney
03 Feb 2013

Travel, page 5 - 1,567.00 cm?

Capital City Daily - circulation 346,960 (

1D 00180206651

Y rriam

WESTERN AUSTRALIA

PAGE 10of3

Flerer Bainger pulls an all-nighter in the
natie of natire, making likd a rock s & :
160-1dlogram furtle digsiis nestbesideh :

'mina bit of a pickle. An

endangered sea Lurtle roughly

twice my weighl is busily

s turfing sand over my
motionless body, and it looks as
though she might be inclined to lug
herselfmy way. Little more thana
shadow in Lhe dark, she raises her
basketbhall-like head and sniffs the
air, shifting the weight of her helly
carapace in my direction. Crouching
only a metre away, I'm under strict
instruetions notl to stir, soas not to
disturb the nesting giant. Thus,
being erushed, slowly and decisively,
seemsimminent.

“Just stay really still, she's coming
right at us. Don't move, and she
won't realise,” is the optimistic
advice whispered by my fellow sand-
dune commando-crawler.
Thank[lully, Fiona Morgan, one of the
scientifie volunteers who monilors
the annual sea turtle nesting within
Western Australia’s World Heritage-
listed Ningaloo Marine Park, lurns
out to be spot on. Mother turtle
stops, then returns to dragging her
frent flippers through the grainy
sand, snow angel-style, clearing the
way [orthe nest she'll spend the next
few hours working on.

QOur new friend is one of hundreds
of sea turtles who visit the
260-kilometre stretch of WA, 10 hours
drive north of Perth between
Carnarvon and Exmouth each year,
colleclively laying thousandsof
brilliantly white eggs that
resemble ping-pong balls.

Three ofthe
wortd's most
endangered
species, the
loggerhead,
green and
hawlkshbill
turtles, make the

slow pilgrimage up these remote
beaches [rom late November Lo early
March. The one 'm eyeballingisa
loggerhead, identified by her big
noggin. Her speciesonly start to
reproduce when they hit
30,s0it'll be another
30 years before
herollspring
come back to
dig Lheir own
nests. Sadly, the
successrateis
dismal: only about
onein 10,000
halehlings survive.

MorganandIare cuddling up Lo
the sand at Gnaraleo Station, a
century-old working pastoral
property-cum-tourism venture
whose boundaries cover part of the
third-largest loggerhead rookery on
the planet.

The ecologically-minded station
ownet, Paul Richardson, decided to
fund a turtle monitoring program
some years back, supporting visiting
scientistsand volunteers asthey
filledin spreadsheets with GPS co-
ordinates. Since then, the dawn and
dusk beach palrols Lracking Lurtlle
activity have been epenedupto

station guests. Long knownasa
windsurling, kitesurling and surfing
mecca, Gnaraloo boasts a large,
pepular camping ground and a small
village ol sell-contained collages
that Richardson, a former builder
from Ireland, constructed himself.
With the windswept country’s
ochre soils, contrasting pale beaches
and marine-life-jammed ocean, it’s an
eye-popping destination for those
who brave the corrugateddirt road to
get there. And the biggest sweetener?
Anyonein residence can join the
Gnaraloo Turtle Conservation
Programsellorts, [vee.
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In truth a contribution has
already been made on each guest’s
behall. A portion of Gnaraloo’s
accommodation feesisinvestedinto
the turtle programas well as the
Gnaralco Feral Animal Control
Program, to help protecl the sea
{urtle eggsand hatchlings from
foxes. Approved hy Western
Australia’s Department of
Environment and Conservation, it's
aworthy cause that, Richardsen
hopes, willlead to greater
preservation ofthe rare
turtle species.

It’s soworthy, in fact, that altera
thorough brieling from the boffins,
I've decided to pull an all-nighter in
the hope of glimpsing the miracle
moment, when turtles returnto
where they were born te continue
the eycle oflife.

We set out about 9.30pm, walking
barefoot along the beach with
headlamps until we discover that the
swarms of fist-size ghost crabs
scuttling over our feet with
unnervingly pointy claws will
miraculously clear the way if we
gwileh thelights off. Squealing at

directionally challenged erabsisnot
allowed, [ discover, lest we disturb
the turtles. Disturbance, team
leader Kimmie Riskagsays, isa
serious maller given each turtle only
comes into nest every few years.
“Theloggerheads nest in eyeles of
three Lo four years. When they come,
they’lllay between four Lo six nests
at 10-to 14-day intervals, so il you
seare her off she may come back the
next night, or il may take longer,” she
says. “They're very sensilive Lo
movement and disturbance,

especially before they've nested.
While they’re nesting they’re pretiy
intent on what they're doing, but we
don’t want to startle them and make
them retreat back Lo the water
before they get a chance to lay
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their eggs”

Aswe walk in the soft sand, we're
on the lookout for turtle tracks that
lock asthough a single tractor tyre
has ploughed up towards the dunes.

Ifthere’s enly one, it meansa
turtleisupthere, whereastwomean
she’slaid her eggs and returned to
the ocean.

Asluck would have it, we spot
several singular tracks over the next
few hours, whichishow Morgan and
Tend up onallfours, crawling slowly
up a dune to wilness a huge turtle dig
hernest at 2am.

Watching her sand preparation
rouline is quile extraordinary. Out of
water, the normally quick and
nimble marine being isslow and
cumbersome as she digs what’s
called “the body pit”, alarge hole
which actstolower her dewninthe
sand. Then, her rear flippers get to
work, carving out an egg chamber,
where, after a series ofheaving
breaths, she startstolayhereggs.

Morgan remembhersthe first time
she witnessed a nesting. “It wasa
feeling and a rush I've never had
helore,” she says. “In the middle of
the night, [[was]laying on a pristine

beach, watching shooting stars and

having a turtle throw sand over me;

I don't think many people can say

they’ve done that.” Happily, [ can.
Andaswatchmother turtle drag

herselfbacl tothelapping water, the

sky glowing purplein the dawn,

I hope this undeveleped region stays

that way so her babies canreturn.

Getting
GnaralaoStationis 150 kilometres
norzho® Carnarvan. on scaledand
unsealed roads —check frstif
conditions mean a‘our-wheel-drivels
required farthesandy srelches.
Skippers Aviation (skippers.cormal)
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services Larnarvan rom Perth.
Altermatively. fly to Exmouth
(Learmon:h)with Qantas
(gamas.comatl). Virgin
(virginaustralia.com) or Skywest
(slywiestcom.au) and drive about
S hours south.

Stayingthere

Anyone stayingat Gnaraloo Station
canpariicipatein the Gnaraloo Turtle
Caonservation Progran™. which allows
visilors tojoininiis sclentific data
collection work until late February.
Turllesightings are rol guaranteed
andallinvolvermenthasastrang
canservation and preservation focus
with zeradisturbance.

Accormodationranges ron-ter:
sites to sel-contained cotiages.

+61 8 8315 4808, gnaraloo.com.
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Circle of life ... clockwise from
main, a mother turtle after nesting;
Gnaraloo Station; Gnaraloo Bay;
turtle hatchlings; ghost crabs.
Photas: Fleur Bainger
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