
BIOLOGY & CONSERVATION OF SEA TURTLES IN 
PUERTO RICO & ST. CROIX 
BIOLOGY / ENVIRON 375A 

Course Description 
(from Duke University Bulletin) 

Essential biology of sea turtles (evolution, anatomy, physiology, behavior, life history, 
population dynamics) and their conservation needs; emphasis on their role in marine 
ecosystem structure and function. Basic ecological concepts integrated with related topics 
including the conservation and management of endangered species, the contributions of 
technology to the management of migratory marine species, the role of research in national 
and international law and policy, and the veterinary aspects of conservation. Taught in 
Beaufort at Duke Marine Lab. Field trip to Puerto Rico required. Prerequisite: introductory 
biology. Consent of instructor required. Instructor: Godfrey or Staff 

Faculty: Matthew Godfrey  

General Description 

This course will present the essentials of the biology of sea turtles (evolution, anatomy, 
physiology, behavior, life history, and population dynamics) and their conservation needs, 
emphasizing their role in marine ecosystem structure and function.  We will integrate basic 
ecological concepts with related topics including the conservation and management of 
endangered species, the contributions of technology to the management of migratory 
marine species, the role of research in national and international law and policy, and 
veterinary aspects of conservation. 

In weeks #2-3 we will travel to Culebra Island (Puerto Rico) and St. Croix. In both locations 
will participate in ongoing sea turtle monitoring and conservation projects (both in-water and 
nesting). We will also participate in other conservation activities on the islands, and have 
several lectures, seminars and discussions during our travel. We will interact with local 
resource managers, researchers, community members, tourists, and others in a ‘real-world’ 
context where the complexities of island biodiversity conservation can be learned in ways 
that are impossible to convey in a classroom setting. 

Learning Objectives 
By the end of this course you will be able to: 

• Identify and describe the seven species of sea turtles and summarize their ethology, 
life history, biological characteristics and ecological roles; 

• Synthesize information from primary literature, evaluate a research topic, present 
research in an oral presentation; 



• Collect relevant biological data on sea turtles in the field; 
• Discuss and evaluate conservation and management actions for sea turtles; and 
• Interact with conservationists, researchers and local stakeholders while in the field. 

Course Materials 

• The Biology of Sea Turtles, Vol. III (2013) edited by J. Wyneken, K.J. Lohmann & 
J.A. Musick 

• Windward Road (2013-revised edition) by Archie Carr 

Both books are available at the DUML Bookstore 

Other readings from reference texts and primary literature will be required for many 
lectures. These readings can either be found as PDFs on the course Sakai site 
(https://sakai.duke.edu) under “Course Documents” 

Main Course Activities 
Before and after the travel portion of the course, we will have lectures and work on 
projects/presentations, at the Marine Lab. We may also visit the turtle husbandry staff at the 
NC Aquarium in Pine Knoll Shores and conduct necropsies on sea turtle carcasses.  

Activities during the travel portion of the course 

• Participate in ongoing sea turtle Capture-Mark-Recapture projects with green and 
hawksbill sea turtles. Snorkeling in relatively shallow (<10 meters depth) waters is 
required for these activities (between 4-7 hours per day, up to 5 times). 
  

• Participate in ongoing sea turtle nest monitoring projects for leatherback, green and 
hawksbill sea turtles. Some of work is normally done at night on the nesting beach, 
and when on patrol you may be up all night - you will have time to catch up on sleep 
the following day (between 5-7 hours per patrol, up to 5 times) 
  

• Visit protected areas for sea turtles, and visit with local managers to discuss 
conservation actions, challenges, etc. (2-3 hours, up to 4 times) 
  

• Participate in local conservation activities, including beach cleanups, class room 
visits, etc. (2-3 hours, up to 4 times) 
  

• Guest lectures from local researchers, managers and project leaders (1 hour each, 
up to 5 times) 
  

• Lectures and seminar discussions of reading materials (1-2 hours, daily except on 
extensive travel days). 

Physical challenges for the travel portion of the course 



• Physical Exertion:  You will be spending much of your time walking or 
swimming/snorkeling. You must be able to walk comfortably for several miles per 
day, including when on the nesting beach at night in soft sand. You must be 
comfortable snorkeling in the water. 

• Food: To defray costs, we will be preparing most of our meals together. You will be 
expected to participate in the preparation and clean up of meals. On long field days, 
we will prepare lunches and snacks ahead of time, and bring them with us. You 
should have your own water bottle and keep hydrated at all times. 
  

• Sun: You will be exposed to hot sunny conditions every day. You should plan on 
wearing appropriate clothing that will keep you from getting sunburned (long sleeved 
shirts, hat with broad brim) and use sunscreen regularly. When 
swimming/snorkeling, the use of a rash guard is necessary to avoid getting 
sunburned. 
  

• Housing: We will be using either government barracks (Puerto Rico) or private hotel 
(St. Croix). You will be sharing rooms with other students, so privacy will be limited. 
  

• Internet: When available, you will have access but there may be times when there is 
no access. If you bring your smart phone, check with your phone company to ensure 
that service in US Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico is covered. 

Adaptability 

• Much of the field work we will undertake is weather-dependent, thus you should be 
prepared for occasional last-minute changes to the schedule, and flexibility on 
timing. There will always be a back-up plan if our originally scheduled activities are 
delayed or cancelled. 

Tentative course schedule (subject to change): 

Course overview & expectations 
Sea turtle species/morphology 
Chapter 4 in BST Vol III 
Tags and Tagging 
Reproductive Strategies     

 Miller et al. 2003, Chapter 3 in BST Vol III 

-22 April: Culebra/St. Croix   

• 22 April Depart for St. Croix 
• 28 April  Depart St. Croix for Puerto Rico 
• 2 May Depart Puerto Rico for North Carolina. 



Beaufort classes: 

• Climate Change, Chapter 13 in BST Vol III, Presentations 
• Necropsy: Dress for the mess - closed-toed shoes required   
• Final exam and course wrap up, classes end 
• Book reports due @5pm (no exceptions – grades will be reduced for each hour late). 

Note on “Readings”: all assigned reading is to be done BEFORE class on the day it is 
assigned, please come prepared to discuss and ask questions (your class participation 
grade will reflect preparedness). 

 


