A lesson in patience, respect and luck trying to capture
the elusive mating frenzy of the green turtles of Sipadan
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hen you think of a marine turtle, more often than not
o e o, T . you will picture a sedate, old-man-of-the-sea type
creature that moves slowly through the ocean grazing
on drifting jellyfish. Little did we know, these creatures
; change dramatically when love is in the air.
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= i - As the plane touched down from the 40-minute flight into Tawau from
- ¥ g attcliird - . Kota Kinabalu, the first splattering of rain could be seen on the aircraft
BT - = P L ' window as | looked out at the dark clouds in the distance. The ever-
- o P changeable weather on the east coast of Sabah seemed to be taking a turn for

i . : the worst as we hastily loaded Pelican cases into the back of the van for the
s g = = Y drive to the fishing town of Semporna to catch the boat for the next leg of
y our journey.

Speeding out from Semporna on the way to the Island of Mabul (our base
for the next two weeks) | was reminded of the last time | was on a boat here,
barely a year ago shooting for a book project. On that occasion | was diving
in Semporna Strait, the channel of water lined by stilt houses just off the
crowded town.
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On the first dive | was amazed by multiple frogfish, seahorses,
flamboyant cuttlefish and even a sea dragon on the first dive.
However, | shuddered at the amount of trash around and the murky
brown water with less than two meters visibility, we were diving
right next to houses that used the channel to carry away all their
waste. A far cry from the 25+ meter visibility and blue water | was
hoping for if | was going to succeed in getting the turtle shots on
this trip.

After a comfortable night with Scuba Junkie on Mabul Island,
our dive boat was loaded and off before dawn, on the way to the
world famous Sipadan Island. We registered with Sabah Parks
leaving the other early morning dive boats wondering what we were
up to as we moved away from the jetty yet only slowly lapping
the small island. Why would we arrive so early before the crowds
and then not dive? The simple answer was that we were not there
to experience the pristine reefs, schools of jacks, barracuda and
countless sharks. We had only one goal and that was to capture
mating turtles in action.

Our plan was relatively simple. We had studied tide charts,
phases of the moon, weather patterns; talked to turtle experts,
and armed with all this knowledge we knew it was optimal time to
witness mating behavior. All we had to do was spot them in action.
Sipadan is blessed with an extremely healthy turtle population and
if you have been lucky enough to dive there, you will know it is
possible to see over 30 on a single dive. It was not individual turtles
we were after though.

On our boat, our dive assistant took position of a lookout

at the bow, the driver scanned the horizon while Roger Munns,
Scubazoo’s cameraman, and | peered out to the ocean as the now
blazing sun beat down on us. Our plan was simple: Keep lapping
the island until we spot mating turtles surfacing for breath. As we
were all familiar with diving Sipadan, we knew some reefs were
better for spotting turtles than others, so these we cruised slowly
along with all eyes peeled.

It was hard to spot a turtle in the distance among the choppy
waves and even harder to distinguish when it was a single turtle
or a pair. Thankfully our driver turned out to be eagle-eyed and
confidence always grew when he gave the call and maneuvered the
boat carefully in the direction of a distant speck in the water.
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The mating frenzy can get dangerous for the
female turtle, as the males tend to pile onto
the couple in their attempt to mate, making
it impossible for the female to reach the
surface for air. Turtles have been known to
drown in this way.
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We learnt the hard way how close you can move a boat towards
a pair of mating turtles and even when we thought we had the exact
“safe” distance figured out, no two pairs behaved the same and
some proved more timid than others. When they take flight, you just
have to sit and scan the horizon, waiting for them to surface again
somewhere in the distance for a breath and try all over again.

After several days of watching turtles, finding mating pairs and
observing behavior, we thought we had it all figured out and knew
where to be at certain times of the day and the stage of the tide for the
best chance of encounters. However, the turtles always liked to prove
who was really in charge and we had the occasional six-hour spell at sea
without seeing even a single turtle and this really tested our patience.

After a week spending dawn to dusk patrolling the island with
our sun scorched faces constantly scanning the undulating ocean
surface, we began to get regular good encounters with turtles and
worked out a system as follows: On spotting a mating pair, the boat
would maneuver as closely as possible without spooking them. A
snorkeller would then silently slip off the boat into the water with
a large orange safety marker tied round them. The boat would then
back off while Roger and | geared up with cameras ready while the
boatman kept safe distance from the snorkeller. Meanwhile, the
snorkeller would be watching the turtles as far away as possible so
as not to spook them. If they dived, which they often did, he would
have to duck-dive to keep a visual on them. We would then slip as
quietly as possible into the water near the snorkeller and fin hard to
catch up with the turtles. Sound easy, but very rarely was...

The behavior of turtles varied greatly. Sometimes we could drop
next to a pair and they would immediately bolt off into the blue. On
scuba gear, we would have to fin hard to keep up as the turtles swam
at high speed, sometimes dropping down below 40m, only then to go
straight up for a breath before diving down again. We had to be very
careful of our dive profiles. More often than not, the turtles would
take very Iltt]e notice of us and continue about their business. We

elgear as tend to stay near the surface.
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Towards the end of our trip, our patience finally paid off. We
dropped next to a very serene looking pair that happily sat on the
surface catching breaths. Once we got into the water we realized
there were another seven male turtles all chasing this pair and not
only nudging them now and again, but biting at the mounted male’s
fins trying to pull him off and literally jamming their heads between
the mating pair trying to pry them apart. We had seen other males
approach couples before and this was often when they bolted, but
here the obviously worn out couple could not escape the attention
of so many males.

The mating frenzy can get dangerous for the female turtle, as
the males tend to pile onto the couple in their attempt to mate,
making it impossible for the female to reach the surface for air.
Turtles have been known to drown in this way. In the chaos of the
battling, the turtles completely ignored our presence and allowed us
to get close. The only problem we had was the turtles keep getting
too close, a couple of times our poor assistant had to bid a hasty
retreat as a short-sighted male tried to mount him!

Thrilled with the encounters we had witnessed, we left the
island of Mabul after 14 calm, clear days in our little open-top
boat with smiles on our weatherworn faces. These soon turned to
grimaces though as the heavens really did open and a storm rolled
in, sending the surrounding sea almost black in appearance. A final
reminder of just who was ultimately in charge and how lucky we
had been, thankfully nature had been on our side on this trip.
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