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WELCOME 

Welcome to the Kiawah Island Turtle Patrol  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sea turtle nest protection on Kiawah has been actively helping and monitoring nests since 1972. 
We are one of the largest turtle patrol volunteer programs in South Carolina, and we are thrilled 
to have you join us!  

Loggerhead sea turtles are the most common species to nest on Kiawah Island, and have 
been protected under the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA) since 1978. Nests laid on 
beaches without a nest protection project have extremely low hatch rates, typically under 10%. 
With intervention from trained volunteers like you, that number jumps to over 70%. One person 
can make all the difference, and with your help, we can improve the odds of survival even more. 
We appreciate your time as part of this effort; know that your work has an observable, positive 
impact. 

This manual provides insight on the tools we use and practices we follow for this patrol, 
and will help you become a turtle expert before setting foot on the beach. We recognize that your 
time here is valuable, and we are excited to have you be a part of the patrol! 

/Î ÂÅÈÁÌÆ ÏÆ 3ÏÕÔÈ #ÁÒÏÌÉÎÁȭÓ $ÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ .ÁÔÕÒÁÌ 2ÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ, the Kiawah Island Turtle 
Patrol, and the turtles who make the journey to and from Kiawah every year, thank you for 
ÖÏÌÕÎÔÅÅÒÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÕÓȢ 7Å ÃÁÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÉÔ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÙÏÕȦ 
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Hatching Patrol Overview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sea turtle activity, which includes nesting and hatching, takes place from the beginning of May 
through the end of October. From May 1st to August 31st, mother turtles make the journey from 
the ocean to their nesting grounds, and through the end of October, hatchlings will emerge from 
their nests and make for the ocean. While turtles do not always return to the exact beach where 
they hatched, they do return to the same general area. 

Kiawah Island serves as a vital nesting ground and consists of over 10,000 acres of land 
and 10 miles of beach. For patÒÏÌ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÓȟ +ÉÁ×ÁÈȭÓ ÂÅÁÃÈ ÉÓ ÄÉÖÉÄÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÅÉÇÈÔ ÓÅÐÁÒÁÔÅ ÚÏÎÅÓȟ 
which are defined by marker numbers, typically placed 1/10 mile apart. Each morning, Hatching 
Patrol teams survey individual zones on foot, while the Nesting Patrol team surveys the entire 
beach, moving eastward from marker #40. We use marker numbers to help indicate nest 
locations, as well as to determine which zone the nest is in. This process establishes which 
Hatching Patrol team is responsible for the nest. 

Each Hatching Patrol team is responsible for the zone they are assigned to. Volunteers 
walk their zone and watch for activity around the turtle nests. Hatched nests are marked and 
recorded. The patrol surveys the beach every morning to ensure the nests in a specific zone have 
not been compromised by the elements or predators. As the time gets closer for the eggs to 
hatch, the patrol looks for signs of emergence. After waiting three days after the first emergence, 
the patrol examines and catalogs the nest contents.  

The goal for both Nesting and Hatching Patrols is to keep everything as natural as 
possible; for example, when Hatching Patrol releases struggling hatchlings, the patrol places the 
hatchlings 40 ÆÅÅÔ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÏÃÅÁÎȭÓ ÅÄÇÅ ÓÏ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÃÒÁ×Ì ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÂÙ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅs. 
The reason why we perform our work this way is to ensure that we have minimal impact on this 
natural process. 
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GENERAL GUIDELINES 

All aspects of turtle nest handling require South Carolina Department of Natural Resources 
(SCDNR) permission. The Project Coordinator holds the permit with a list of authorized activities. 
All volunteers are required to read the procedures and guidelines and sign a consent form to 
receive a Letter of Authorization (LOA). Unauthorized disturbing of sea turtles, eggs, nests, or 
hatchlings is unlawful. 

All the procedures in this guide are compliant with SCDNR regulations and should be 
followed as outlined. Refer to the information below to learn more about some the guidelines 
you should keep in mind when performing your patrol. 

 

 

Patrol Procedure 

¶ You must wear your volunteer T-shirt while performing patrol 
activities to identify yourself as a member of the patrol. 

¶ When you sign the volunteer consent form, you will receive your LOA; 
you must carry the LOA with you when performing your patrol.  

¶ Only SCDNR-trained volunteers and team members may excavate a 
nest and handle hatchlings. Unauthorized personnel (including 
children) are not permitted to undertake any of the turtle nest 
handling activities. 
 

 

Patrol Times 

¶ Hatching Patrol surveys are conducted daily, beginning on the day the 
first nest is marked in your zone, usually in May. Patrols will continue 
through October, and need to start at first light (not before) so that 
found hatchlings are not exposed to the heat for too long. 

¶ In case of inclement weather, make every effort to start the patrol as 
soon as possible. However, do not risk your safety or well-being to 
perform any of the patrol-related duties. Stay off the beach during a 
storm event and comply with any evacuation orders. 

 

 

Hatchling Care 

¶ The use of flash photography and lights other than infrared is not 

permitted. There may be other turtles or hatchlings in the area and 

artificial lights can deter other nesting females or may disorient 

emergent hatchlings. Chasing ghost crabs at night with lights is also 

disruptive to the turtles. 

¶ At no time should a nest be dug into to see if the hatchlings are 
ȰÒÅÁÄÙȱ ÔÏ ÅÍÅÒÇÅȢ (ÁÔÃÈÌÉÎÇÓ should emerge naturally and must be 
allowed to crawl to the water on their own to imprint on the beach. It 
is unlawful to hold a hatchling without a permit. 
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EQUIPMENT 

In performing the tasks associated with your patrol, you may use the equipment defined below. 
In the procedures outlined later in this manual, equipment icons will appear next to the tasks they 
are related to. You may not need or use all the equipment listed here during each patrol, but 
knowledge of this equipment may be useful. 

 

 

Screens 

¶ Mesh screens are used to protect identified nests from predators while 
allowing hatchlings to crawl through the nest opening.  

¶ The center of the screen is supposed to be placed directly above the nest 
opening, and screens are secured in the sand using tent pegs. 

¶ Sand that builds up on screens will need to be removed to ensure that 
hatchlings do not have to dig through extra sand as they emerge from the 
nest. 
 

 

Protective Gloves 

¶ Protective nitrile, latex, or vinyl gloves are required by SCDNR regulations 
when excavating a nest or handling hatchlings, any part of a turtle, and 
eggs/egg shells. 

¶ There are no exceptions for using protective gloves. 
 

 

Specimen Bags 

¶ When a nest has been identified, a specimen (i.e., an intact egg or an egg 
shell fragment) will be retrieved for genetic testing. Specimens are stored 
in numbered bags that correspond to the identified nest number. 

 

Long Stakes  

¶ Numbered long stakes are used to mark identified nests in the order in 
which they are found. 

¶ These stakes are used in conjunction with red flags to identify nest 
openingsɂplace red flags at a 90-degree angle to the long stakes. 
 

 

Short Stakes 

¶ Numbered short stakes are used to mark suspected nests in the order in 
which they are found. 

¶ These stakes are used when all signs point to a nest (e.g., body pit, thrown 
sand, loose vegetation), but a nest cannot be found. 

¶ If an egg chamber cannot be found, you can contact the permit holder 
about getting a skilled prober out on the beach to look for it. 
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Red Flag 

¶ Numbered red flags are used to mark identified nests in addition to long 
stakesɂwhen a nest has been identified and screened, place a numbered 
red flag at a 90-degree angle to the long stake to help identify the center 
of the nest opening. 

¶ The number on the red flag must correspond to the number on the long 
stake. 
 

 

GPS  

¶ Nests that have been identified have their coordinates recorded with a 
GPS device to ensure ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÓÔȭÓ ÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ ÍÁÒËÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÏÍÅÈÏ× ÌÏÓÔȟ 
the patrol can still locate the nest. 

¶ GPS location details are required for data recording on the nest 
identification cards.  
 

 

Nest Identification Cards 

¶ Nest identification cards are used to record the nest location, species, nest 
number, egg inventory (in the event the nest needs to be moved), and 
post-hatch nest inventory, as well as any other details or comments 
related to the nest. 

¶ Abbreviated versions of nest identification cards are also used for 
recording non-nesting emergences (false crawls). 
 

 

Rakes  

¶ Rakes are used to clear turtle tracks that have already been documented; 
this ensures that other patrols do not duplicate nests or crawls that have 
already been surveyed. 
 

 

Buckets 

¶ Buckets are used either for relocating nests or transporting stragglers 
(hatchlings that did not make it out on their own); buckets must be lined 
with sand from the nest to ensure that the eggs do not roll and hatchlings 
stay moist.  
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REQUIRED PAPERWORK 

Nest Identification Cards  

As part of identifying nests, Nesting Patrol records crucial nest information on nest identification 
cards. 

¶ Nest identification cards contain information on the nest number, survey & lay dates, turtle 
species, GPS coordinates, location information, nest prober name, data recorder name, nest 
management method, genetic sample information, and any relevant comments. 

¶ If a nest had to be relocated, the total egg count for the nest will also be recorded and the 
number of eggs moved. 

Nesting Patrol will fill out all the information on the front of the card, as well as the relevant 
information on the back of the card. Hatching Patrol will then use this information when inspecting 
the nests in their zones. When a fresh hatch has been observed and you prepare to inventory to the 
nest, a designated data recorder will fill out the Inventory Data section on the back of the card. 

 
Refer to the card (front and back) below for an example of how to fill out the paperwork. 

 
Front 

All the information fields on the front of the nest identification card are filled by Nesting Patrol. 

 

1. Nest information, including number, date, 
beach location using beach markers, and GPS 
coordinates 

2. General nest location on the beach 
3. Nest prober and data recorder information 
4. Turtle activity and species 

5. Nest comments 
6. Nest type (note: in situ ÍÅÁÎÓ ȰÌÅÆÔ ÁÓ ÉÓȱ) 

and management method 
7. Nest relocation information 
8. Nest relocation comments 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

 6 

 7 

 8
1 
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Back 

The upper half of the back of the nest identification card is used by Nesting Patrol to record 
information on egg or hatchling loss before the nest inventory. Nest inventory is conducted by 
Hatching Patrol, which uses the Inventory Data section on the lower half of the card to record 
information when evaluating the hatch success rate of a nest. During Hatching Patrol, all the 
information fields on only the lower half of the back of the nest identification card need to be filled.  

 

 

1. Type of loss before the nest inventory, cause, 
recorded date, number of eggs/hatchlings 
lost, and additional comments 

2. Genetic sample information 
3. Nest inventory data, including first observed 

emergence date, inventory date, person 
responsible for inventory, egg shells, 
unhatched or partially hatched (pipped) eggs, 
dead and live hatchlings in the nest, and 
number of total washovers 

 

4. Washover dates (when the tide washes over 
the nest) 

5. Additional comments about the nest. 
 

It is essential that the information on the nest identification cards is accurate and complete; 
each data recorder and Zone leader should review and confirm the information they log for each 
nest. Once the Hatching Patrol fills out the nest inventory information, the Kiawah data entry 
person(s) will enter the additional data online using seaturtle.org and keep the cards for future 
reference. 

 1 

 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 








































