
 

 

 
As part of my MSc Environmental Dynamics and Climate 
Change thesis I (Rhys Bowen) was fortunate to have 
travelled to the DEKAMER Sea Turtle Rescue and 
Rehabilitation Centre at Iztuzu Beach, Dalyan, Turkiyë for a 
month long expedition (July 2022). 
 
Leading a team of Swansea Marine Biology students (Jack 
O’Callaghan, Tommy Rodrigues), the trip provided  the 
opportunity to undertake fieldwork on multiple projects as 
well as fulfill a number of volunteering roles at the centre.  
Ultimately, the information and experience gained 
improved our knowledge on sea turtle ecology and the link 
between human activities and loggerhead (Caretta caretta) 
sea turtles. 

THESIS FIELDWORK 
My thesis aimed to evaluate the effects of three microplastics (polyethylene 
terephthalate, high-density polyethylene, polystyrene) on sand temperatures at 
depths that are representative of C. caretta nests. Fieldwork involved burying 
temperature loggers at 30 cm and 50 cm underneath experimental plots seeded 
with each microplastic separately (as well as a control plot) at 4 sites on Iztuzu 
Beach. Temperatures were recorded over a 2 week period from  17th – 31st July. 
The results are reported in my thesis which will be available after marking. 
 

VOLUNTEERING 
Beach Surveys 
Nightly beach patrols (21:30 – 04:30) at Iztuzu Beach involved track 
identification, locating and relocating nests, caging nests to protect eggs 
from predation, tagging adult females and taking samples for laboratory 
work. Later into the month, as eggs began to hatch, I was also able to open 
hatched nests and assist in recording the number of eggs that had hatched 
and unhatched and their stages in embryonic development.  
 
Rehabilitation and Information 
In this role I was able to get first hand experience cleaning tanks and feeding 
C. caretta and green (Chelonia mydas) in rehabilitation. Further, I presented 
information on sea turtle ecology and the conservation efforts of DEKAMER 
to visiting tourists. DEKAMER believe that educating the public is the best 
way to make a positive impact for sea turtle conservation. 
 
General Support 
Lastly, I provided assistance in the maintenance and upkeeping of the centre, 
alongside the other volunteers.  

EFFECTS OF BEACH MICROPLASTICS ON SEA TURTLE NESTING 
TEMPERATURES IN THE MEDITERRANEAN – A BLOG 

Iztuzu Beach, Dalyan, Turkiyë 

This trip was partly funded by Darwin Plus and DEFRA. Supervision was provided 
Dr Nicole Esteban, Dr Yakup Kaska, Dr Kimberly Stokes and Dr Dogan Sozbilen. 
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The Lifecycle of microplastics across protected and unprotected beaches  

After a month-long expedition to Turkey in July 2022, Jack O’Callaghan reports some of the work completed 

along the coast of Dalyan and Dalaman. 

In my research expedition, I worked 

alongside other volunteers at Dekamer 

Rehabilitation centre. The main goal was to 

collect water and sand samples along both 

beaches to test for microplastics in the 

samples. Additionally, I helped Tommy 

Rodrigues and Rhys Bowen complete their 

research over the month, along with helping 

with volunteer work at the centre. 

Both sand and water samples were taken in 

50cm deep water across four locations on both Iztuzu (Dalyan) and Sarigerme (Dalaman).   

As well as taking samples on the beach, I helped with 

research at Dekamer; this involved nightly beach patrols, 

which involved surveying the beach between 9pm and 4am, 

observing, tagging, and taking samples from nesting turtles. 

During hatchling season, volunteers would help monitor the 

nest to check for predation and record the total amount of 

empty eggs to estimate hatchling emergence rates. 

Other volunteer duties included helping in the Rehabilitation and information section, in 

this role I would assist in cleaning turtle tanks, feeding the turtles, and providing 

information to visitors on the turtles and the centre itself. Dekamer took pride in the 

information they gave out and believe that educating the public is the best way to help 

make a positive impact. 

Finally, the support team would help keep the centre clean and 

maintained.  

The analysis of microplastics and water samples is currently 

underway in the Benthos lab in @Swanseauni, I expect to 

release my finding in early 2023. To stay up to date, please 

follow my Twitter @Jack_Ocall_ 

The research was partly funded kindly by Darwin Plus and 

DEFRA, and supervised by DR Nicole Esteban, Dr Kimberly 

Stokes, Dr Yakup Kaska & DR Dogan Sozbilen  

Filtering samples in the Lab 

Map of Turkey with the location of 

Dekamer marked  

https://www.swansea.ac.uk/
https://dplus.darwininitiative.org.uk/
https://www.dekamer.org.tr/index-eng.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-environment-food-rural-affairs
https://www.dekamer.org.tr/index-eng.html
https://www.dekamer.org.tr/index-eng.html
https://twitter.com/SwanseaUni?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor


A summer at DEKAMER 
 
I spent my August of 2022 volunteering and researching at the 
DEKAMER Sea Turtle Research, Rescue and Rehabilitation Centre in 
Dalyan, Turkey. The main reason for my visit was for academic 
research, specifically for my third-year dissertation. The objectives 
of my experiment were to investigate the orientation of sea turtle 
hatchlings to ambient light on areas of a beach both with and 
without exposure to artificial light. I also aimed to 
compare two separate methods for collecting this 

data, chosen based on reviews of previous studies of the topic.  

 
After spending a few days working with the DEKAMER teams’ night patrols 
and trial runs of my experiment, I was able to clarify my method and discuss 
with the team how it would best fit into the daily running’s of the centre. The 
basics of my experiment (arena-based) were to take a group of hatchlings 
(15 where possible) found during the night patrols, immediately place them 
in a depression in the sand (5cm deep) where a 2m diameter circle had been 
drawn around the depression. I would then measure the compass bearings of their emergence 
from the circle, whilst also recording the ambient light and location on the beach (Iztuzu).  For 
my second method, the fan based, I would travel the length of the same beach in the morning 
and record any tracks from nests that had been made during the night, with the hopes of taking 
more accurate measurements of the natural pattern of the hatchlings.   

 
This was my first time leading my own experiment and whilst I can 
look back fondly on the time and be grateful for the obstacles, as they have 
taught me so many field skills, I am now aware of how little I knew going in. I am 
glad I got to experience field data collection in this was and hope to take what I 
have learnt on this trip into my future studies and career. My next steps will be 
to analyse the data, hopefully creating graphs that best represent the data 
collected, and finally writing up my method and findings to form my dissertation 
which will be submitted in March of 2023.  

 
Whilst collecting my data during the night patrols and in the early mornings, I also volunteered at the 
centre. This included helping in the rehabilitation centre, where we would start the day by feeding the 
turtles and cleaning the tanks before spending the rest of the day in the information centre, where we 
would talk to the many visitors about the work going on at DEKMAR and introducing them to the injured 
turtles currently at the centre. Volunteering would also include being on 
“Support”, where you would help wherever you were needed during the day, 
including cooking and cleaning for the centre.  
 
Almost one month since volunteering and researching in Turkey, I have a lot to 
reflect on. I didn’t travel to Turkey knowing much the country or the research 
going on there. Buckets of sun cream and countless cups of Turkish tea later, 
I’m happy to say I now know more things about Turkey than I honestly could 
have dreamed of – all thanks to the amazing and insightful people I spent my 
month with.  
 
This research would not have been possible without the support of the entire team at DEKAMER or the 
support of my supervisor Nicole who answered my MANY messages about method changes and unsuitable 
equipment. 

 

Working in the DEKAMER lab with fellow Swansea 
University student Manning Hope and researcher and 
volunteer Zeynep Sena Yıldız 

Depression 

Evenings when not on night patrol were spent playing 
uno and learning Tavla (back gammon)  



 

Volunteering and researching the influence of lunar phase on sea-finding and nesting behaviour of 

loggerhead (Caretta Caretta) sea turtle. 

DEKAMER is a sea turtle rehabilitation centre located in Dalyan, Turkey. This centre helped injured turtles that 

ranged in various injuries, once fit enough for the wild they were released with trackers attached to them. I partnered 

with DEKAMER to conduct my own research. My researched was looking at the moons influence on sea-finding 

behaviour of hatchlings. The centre contained many volunteers as seen in figure 1. Arriving at Dalaman, Turkey on 

the 28th of August I was greeted by Atakan Serin the camp coordinator and 

Koray Kabadayıoğulları the centres veterinarian at the airport. They took 

me and Izzy (another Swansea student) to the centre where we got to meet 

the everyone at the camp; including staff, volunteers and other Swansea 

students who were already in the Turkey for a month doing their own 

research. I was introduced to everyone around the camp and how it was 

operated. After a few days familiarising myself with field work, tourist 

information and support around the camp, I began my own research on the 

night of the 31st of July. How I conducted my work schedule was to join a 

field team that left the camp around 10pm for field work each night and 

aided them in digging up nests that should have hatched or tagging mother turtles that came on the beach to nest as 

seen in fig. 3 below. Once the field team returned to camp, I stayed out on the beach and sampled nests for my own 

research. This sampling was carried out individually where I looked at nests that hatched that night. I examined the 

angle, abundance and the length of the tracks that successfully made it to the sea. This allowed me to sketch the widest 

tracks to see as seen in figure 2. I also looked at the moons phase and the light intensity of the beach to find any 

correlation. The camp operated by being split into 3 different sections; Field workers, support workers and 

information workers. Each volunteer would be on rotation so everyone 

helped out equally. Field work consisted of 3 groups, usually of 4 

people one being an expert. They patrolled the beach at night looking 

for nesting mothers, hatchlings and examining nests that should have 

hatched. You can see the field expert, Yavuz, removing barnacles of a 

nesting turtle returning to the sea in figure 3. This is because the 

barnacles are parasitic to sea-turtles and can cause infections also 

increasing drag, therefore making the turtle use more energy to find 

food. Support workers occurred throughout the entire day, where you would help out the centre. This would include 

helping researchers, cleaning areas and building structures to make DEKAMER a 

better and improved area. Information workers was giving tourist important 

information about the centre, preventing injuries and any questions people had. This 

would occur between 10am-6pm every day, after 6pm the turtles would be fed and 

given any needed medicine. Once the day was completed, the volunteers would sit 

together talking, playing games before field workers would begin to get ready to 

leave for the night as shown in figure 4. DEKAMER was a great experience for 

becoming more confident in the 

academic sense such as field work but also becoming more confident in a 

social sense. You get to meet people from a different culture, learning 

new things such as their language, food and games. This makes you 

appreciate people with different backgrounds and cultures that become 

life-long friends.  

 Research was supervised by Dr Nicole Esteban 

 

Figure 1 

Figure 2 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 



@Darwin_Defra 

  

After a month (July 2022) of sampling and volunteering in Dalyan, Türkiye, with DEKAMER (Sea Turtle 

Rehabilitation Centre), Tomas Rodrigues (Swansea University Bsc Marine Biology intern) updates on 

the work done.  

I was working/assisting other Swansea students (Rhys 

Bowen and Jack O’Callaghan) estimating microplastic 

variation, life cycle and impact on sand temperature, and 

volunteering and partnering with DEKAMER.  

My aim was to estimate microplastic and surface 

macroplastic variation, on both protected (Conserved/ 

cleaned) and unprotected beaches (not cleaned).  

Microplastic abundance was 

examined, using corers (surface to 

60 cm deep), in 3 sites, on İztuzu 

(Dalyan) and Sarigerme (Dalaman) beaches. Macroplastic and other 

macro-debris were surveyed using transects (100m (length) x 4m) 

and the Marine Debris Tracker App, on the same locations. 

I was supported and volunteered in the Dekamer centre. Knowledge gained includes sea 

turtle track identification, nest monitorisation, age/sex determination, hatchling emergence 

rate estimation and their rehabilitation process. I was in many jobs, that varied daily:  

“Beach surveys”. 

Daily night patrols 

(21:30 – 04:00), along 

the Iztuzu beach and 

weekly patrols (15:30 

– 17:00) at the 

Dalaman beach, to 

study/record sea 

turtles nesting, their 

nests, egg number/stage, hatchlings, and protect them from predation.  

“Support”. Backbone of the centre. We helped everyone, worked on the centre’s 

maintenance, and aided in sea turtle rescue/transport, as well as in laboratory processes. 

“Rehabilitation and information”. We helped treating and feeding rescued sea turtles and 

most importantly, educated tourists about rescued sea turtles. 

 

Currently (Sep – Oct 2022): Sand collected is being processed in Swansea University’s 

laboratory, going through multiple stages, e.g., centrifuging and density separation.  

If you would stay up to date on the research, follow me on twitter @TRodrigues_02, and click on About 

DEKAMER, if you are interested to learn more about the DEKAMER centre.   

This research and experience were generously, partly funded by Darwin Plus and DEFRA associations, and 

supervised by Dr Nicole Esteban, Dr Kimberley Stokes, Dr Yakup Kaska and Dr Doğan Sozbilen. I humbly 

thank all the parties involved. 

 @dekamerturkey @MarineSwansea @DefraGovUK 

Micro- and Macroplastic Variation between Protected and Unprotected beaches 

Material used to collect 
sand, from Iztuzu and 
Sarigerme beaches. 

60 cm 

10 cm 

Satellite photo of Iztuzu beach, Dalyan, 
zoomed on a particular site sampled. 
Dekamer centre is also located. 

From left: Sea turtle carapace measuring to compare growth rates. Arrival to the Dalaman 
airport, from left: Me, Rhys, Atakan, Jack and Koray. Vacuum filtering/ recycling potassium 
carbonate (K2CO3) solution. 
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