
SEA TURTLE – HUMAN INTERACTION TRENDS IN AKUMAL

Acknowledgments

We are indebted to the CEA, and to our predecessor researchers Nicole
Gabriel, Monica Rosquillas, Veronica Pollan, Armando Lorences.

Darby Gaffney1,2, Timothy Gaffney1,2, and Katherine Comer Santos2

1San Marcos High School, CA USA
2The Science Exchange Sea Turtle Internship Program 

Tourists Swim Freely in a Sea Turtle Feeding Area
At Akumal, Quintana Roo, Mexico tourists can swim with sea turtles in a 

protected shallow bay where juvenile green turtles (Chelonia mydas) gather 
to forage on sea grasses.  Our study aimed to determine if the local non-
profit group Centro Ecologico de Akumal’s (CEA) efforts to educate the 
public on sea turtle conservation and safe swimming distances from turtles 
have corresponded with an evident increase in awareness. The reason is 
that harassment can stress turtles and alter their behavior. 

Figure 1. Distance of tourist from turtles, and the percentage of tourist 
groups touching turtles. 
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Interaction Distance Decreased, But Touching Increased
Our three week study in July and August of 2016 repeated research from 

2009 and 2010. We collected data by taking photographs while snorkeling.  
Using photos, we measured approximate distances from the closest part of 
the tourist to the turtle taking into account the mean length of turtles 
reported by CEA (Centro Ecologico de Akumal). In the period from 2009 to 
2016, the average observed distance of swimmers from sea turtles 
decreased significantly from a mean of 0.94 m to 0.58 m (students’ T test; 
p<.05) – this well beyond the CEA-recommended safe distance of 2 meters.  
Conversely, the percent of swimmers observed touching the turtles showed 
a slight decrease from 7 to 5%. 

Figure 2.  Observations of inappropriate tourist interactions at Akumal. 

Recommendations
We noted that the common factors in swimmers touching the turtles 

were a lack of a life vest (allowing the swimmer to pursue the turtle below 
the surface) and an absence of a professional snorkeling guide.  No tourist 
groups with a guide were observed touching turtles.

We advised CEA that while many tourists  understood the importance of 
giving the turtles space, a significant number did not and acted aggressively 
toward the animals.  We recommended additional signage and a requirement 
that life vests be used by all swimmers to keep them on the surface and 
away from the grazing turtles. 

Tourists Interviewed Regarding Sea Turtle Legal  Protection
In 2016 we interviewed 138 randomly selected beach visitors in both 

English and Spanish. The majority were US, UK, and Mexican tourists, 
predominantly from 20 to 40 years old.  The data were compared with 234 
interviews using identical questions in 2009 and in 2010. Results show an 
increased number of visitors expecting to see a turtle in Akumal over the last 
six years from 75 to 85%.  This was matched with an increase in 
understanding of the cultural importance of the turtle to the indigenous 
Mayans (from 24 to 75%) and turtles’ protected status in Mexico (from 62 to 
77%). 

Figure 3. Survey results for 2009/2010 (n= 234)  and 2016 (n=138). 
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