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a b s t r a c t

New coastal development may offer economic benefits to resort builders and even local
communities, but these projects can also impact local ecosystems, key wildlife, and the
draw for tourists. We explore how light from Cabo Cortés, a proposed coastal development
in Baja California Sur, Mexico, may alter natural light cues used by sea turtle hatchlings.
We adapt a viewshed approach to model exterior light originating from the resort
under plausible zoning scenarios. This spatially explicit information allows stakeholders
to evaluate the likely impact of alternative development options. Our model suggests
that direct light’s ability to reach sea turtle nesting beaches varies greatly by source
location and height—with some plausible development scenarios leading to significantly
less light pollution than others. Our light pollution maps can enhance decision-making,
offering clear guidance on where to avoid elevated lamps or when to recommend lighting
restrictions. Communities can use this information to participate in development planning
to mitigate ecological, aesthetic and economic impacts from artificial lighting. Though
tested in Mexico, our approach and free, open-source software can be applied in other
places around the world to better understand and manage the threats of light pollution
to sea turtles.
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC

BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).

1. Introduction

Declines in sea turtle populations around the world have been linked to various threats posed by humans including
habitat degradation and loss, incidental capture, ingestion of plastics, poaching of eggs, and overhunting (Campbell, 2007;
Epperly, 2003; Eckert, 1995). Egg-laying female sea turtles exhibit site fidelity, returning to their natal nesting beaches
to reproduce (Nichols, 2003). Disturbances from development to critical nesting sites can modify a beach’s physical
features (e.g., slope, orientation, width) and certain nesting conditions preferred by mothers, including moisture content,
temperature, and salinity (López-Castro et al., 2004; Mortimer, 1995; Salmon et al., 1995a). Recent increases in urban
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development near nesting beaches have introduced artificial illumination in places traditionally lacking a large human
presence (Kyba et al., 2011; Troy et al., 2011). The ecological consequences of light pollution associated with new coastal
development near sea turtle nesting beaches are twofold. First, anthropogenic light can deter nesting females from coming
onshore, leading them to choose less ideal locations to lay eggs (Deem et al., 2007; Rich and Longcore, 2005) or to abandon
their nesting efforts once started (Witherington and Martin, 2000). More frequently studied and better understood is the
potential of artificial light originating from human settlements to disrupt the normal sea-finding behavior of sea turtle
hatchlings (e.g., Berry et al., 2013, Karnad et al., 2009, Witherington, 1992).

1.1. Sea turtle hatchlings

Sea turtle hatchlings are extremely sensitive to light as they rely on visual cues during the sea-finding process (Kawamura
et al., 2009; Salmon, 2003; Mrosovsky and Kingsmill, 1985). Introduction of artificial light presents a serious threat to
hatchlings as they typically emerge from their nests and journey towards the ocean at night to avoid opportunistic predators
(Salmon et al., 1995b; Witherington et al., 1990). Hatchlings’ primary cues are light intensity and horizon elevation. In
the absence of artificial light, the horizon over the ocean appears brighter than a landward dune or vegetation because
water has a higher albedo than land (Nicholas, 2001). Hatchlings will therefore orient away from the shadows and high
silhouettes created by beach vegetation or dunes (Salmon et al., 1992) and towards the lowest and brightest horizon (Limpus
and Kamrowski, 2013; Bourgeois et al., 2009; Witherington and Martin, 2000). Newborn sea turtles are also sensitive to
a particular range of colors in the visible light spectrum and will preferentially orient to short wavelength and higher
intensity lighting from artificial sources (Karnad et al., 2009). Arena trials and field observations indicate that visible point
sources and the sheer glow of artificial light can disorient hatchlings and hinder their ability to find the ocean (Limpus
and Kamrowski, 2013; Berry et al., 2013; Karnad et al., 2009). When hatchlings that emerge from nests are exposed to
artificial light, they experience difficulty aligning with the most direct path to the ocean. A circular pattern of movement
with frequent changes in direction has been observed in newborn sea turtles when artificial light is present (Tuxbury and
Salmon, 2005; Witherington and Martin, 1996). Even lighting from a distant human settlement can affect turtle orientation
because it creates a haze of light (called sky glow) on the horizon that is perceived as similar to the light over the ocean
horizon. This artificial illumination of the sky can result in greater mortality among newborns, mainly from exhaustion or
dehydration (Deem et al., 2007; Rich and Longcore, 2005; Witherington and Martin, 2000). Studies in Cape Verde and US
Gulf of Mexico show that more than half of hatched nests had disoriented newborns when artificial lights from nearby
beachfront development spilled into nesting areas (Taylor and Cozens, 2010; Nicholas, 2001). Celestial and atmospheric
conditions including the absence of a full moon, dense cloud cover, or higher than normal levels of particulate matter, can
amplify artificial light pollution (Kyba et al., 2011; Troy et al., 2013). While different factors can either expand or reduce
the reach of ecological light pollution, new urban development near sea turtle nesting areas poses a serious threat to the
reproductive success of sea turtles.

1.2. Sea turtles in Baja California peninsula, Mexico

Seven species of sea turtles have a near global range throughout the tropics.Many have documented the local importance
of these charismatic megafauna in terms of their existence value and as sentinel species (e.g., Finkbeiner, 2009, Aguirre and
Lutz, 2004, Burkhalter, 1999). For five species of sea turtles, dating back millions of years, the Baja California peninsula in
Mexico has served as an important foraging and development area along with being the northernmost breeding ground for
two species (Nichols, 2003). Local threats to nesting sites include poaching of eggs, artificial light pollution, loss of suitable
habitat due to coastal development, and longer-term impacts from climate change such as sea level rise and greater wave
action (López-Castro et al., 2004). The olive ridley (Lepidochelys olivacea) and leatherback (Dermochelys coriacea) turtles
are two species known to regularly nest on the beaches of the southern portion of the peninsula, Baja California Sur
(Nichols, 2003). Both are listed as vulnerable by IUCN (2014) and endangered by the Mexican government’s national red
list (SEMARNAT, 2010). In just twenty years, from 1980 to 2000, leatherback numbers in the Pacific Ocean have declined by
95% or more (Bjorndal and Jackson, 2003; Spotila et al., 2000). There are moremixed findings from surveys to estimate olive
ridley nests along the Baja California peninsula and Central America. At La Escobilla beach in Oaxaca, Mexico, olive ridley
nesting has increased dramatically since 1990 when a ban on hunting was announced. Nearly three-quarters of a million
nests were recorded during the 1994–1995 season alone (Márquez et al., 1996). This dramatic rebound is evidence of how
sea turtle populations can respond to protection. In Baja California Sur, overlap of olive ridley and leatherback nesting occurs
from the southern Pacific coast (near Todos Santos) around the East Cape region, which includes Cabo Pulmo Marine Park,
and up to La Paz (Fig. 1). Green sea turtles (Chelonia mydas) have also been documented to nest along the Baja California
peninsula but more sporadically (Nichols, 2003). The nesting season for the olive ridley in Baja California Sur is June to
December with peak nesting from August through October (Olguin-Mena, 1990; Márquez et al., 1982). Leatherbacks nest
from October through January (Fritts et al., 1982) but may not nest every year in the area (CONANP per. communication).

Sea turtles inhabiting the Baja California peninsula are of critical ecological and cultural importance. The recent surge in
human activity near foraging and nesting beach areas threatens turtles and their ecological, cultural and economic role in
these communities (Finkbeiner, 2009; Campbell, 2007; Nichols, 2006). Ecologically, sea turtleswere once themost abundant
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Fig. 1. Map overview of Baja California Sur, including the Cabo Pulmo study area. Overlap of the olive ridley and leatherback nesting range is indicated by
the dotted coastline and the proposed mega resort location is denoted by a star.

air-breathing marine vertebrate in the Baja California region. Baja California fisheries relied heavily on sea turtles as a core
source of protein for inhabitants and visitors to the peninsula (Nichols, 2003; Garcia-Martinez andNichols, 2001). Sea turtles
have played a crucial historic role in reef community structure (Aguirre and Lutz, 2004; Bjorndal and Jackson, 2003; Nichols,
2003). The region’s sea turtles now offer the potential to support local economies through ecotourism and environmental
education opportunities.

1.3. Mega resort development near Cabo Pulmo

Cabo Pulmo is a marine park that contains the northernmost coral reef in the east Pacific—a reef approximately
20000 years old (Natural Resources Defense Council, 2012). Described as one of the most robust marine preserves in
the world, it is home to the only living coral reef in the Gulf of California, offering unique biodiversity and an abundant
concentration of biomass (Aburto-Oropeza et al., 2011). The park contains over 25% of the area’s species of fish, 154 species
of marine invertebrates, and 25 species of corals. The reef is the backbone of the region’s economy, providing habitat for
marine mammals, reef fish, and sea turtles (Natural Resources Defense Council, 2012). The local community around Cabo
Pulmo is mainly responsible for preserving this rich diversity of marine life. After decades of overfishing nearly decimated
local fish populations, community members chose to halt fishing and protect the reef by requesting that the government
declare Cabo Pulmo a 7 111 hectare protected area in 1995. Ten years after the establishment of the park, marine life has
increased by about 463% (Aburto-Oropeza et al., 2011). The latest threat to this productive ecosystem is large-scale coastal
development including multiple mega-resort proposals. Organizations in Cabo Pulmo are committed to protecting the area
andmaintaining recent gains in fish stocks and growing the stability of their ecotourism industry (Natural Resources Defense
Council, 2010). They seek empirical evidence to better understand how anthropogenic change to the land and seascape will
impact ecosystems and their livelihoods.

Hansa Urbana, a Spanish developer, had plans to build a huge resort complex called Cabo Cortés on the east cape of the
Baja California peninsula, near the marine park (Fig. 2). While this proposal was rejected by Mexican President Calderón
in June 2012, developers continue to pursue similar projects in the area. In the summer of 2012, a new project called Los
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Fig. 2. Five phases and zoning plan for the proposed Cabo Cortés mega resort and its proximity to the Cabo Pulmo National Marine Park (hatched area).

Pericúes was proposed in the same location as Cabo Cortés with only slight modifications to the original Hansa Urbana plan
(Herrera, 2012). The original project was proposed in five phases with construction estimated to occur over 40 years. The
resort design includes five hotels with over 30000 rooms, two 27-hole golf courses, a 490-slip marina and private airstrip
(Cabo Cortés and Capso Corporativo, 2008). Large-scale development offers new jobs and investments in the Cabo Pulmo
area butmay also threaten local ecosystems and keywildlife that depend upon them, such as the vulnerable olive ridley and
leatherback sea turtles that nest on the shores stretching from Cabo Pulmo to the Cabo Cortés property (Natural Resources
Defense Council, 2012).

Here we explore how plausible development scenarios might impact sea turtle nesting. Previous studies have used
GIS-based methods to model impacts from artificial lighting on migratory species (e.g., sea birds; Troy et al., 2013). Our
analysis incorporates a viewshed tool to map the potential reach and relative intensity of direct light pollution originating
from the proposed Cabo Cortés resort. We use the InVEST scenic quality model (Sharp et al., 2014) to assess the relative
contribution of exterior lighting from five development phases in reaching nesting areas and highlight the spatial variation
of potential light pollution under alternative zoning and height configurations. By documenting this approach in a real
case study and providing recommendations for improvement through the incorporation of local knowledge, we offer the
community of Cabo Pulmo and others like it with a science-based approach to make more informed coastal development
and management decisions.

2. Materials and methods

A combination of location (x, y) and height (z) of an artificial light source determines its reach. We first identify the
phase(s) of the Cabo Cortés development plan most likely to reach frequent nesting beaches and then within three ‘‘high
impact’’ phases (1, 2, and 3) assess change in the number of observed individual nesting events in 2012 thatmay be impacted
by three offset lighting scenarios.

2.1. Viewshed analysis

Coastal development projects such as Cabo Cortés have the potential to introduce artificial lightwhich can deter sea turtle
mothers from choosing suitable nesting locations and disorient their hatchlings. A viewshed approach applied to modeling
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Fig. 3. Diagram of how a viewshed analysis maps visible areas (dark gray) and those not seen (light gray) by incorporating topographic information
(Graphic from Berry, Beyond Mapping Compilation Series).

Table 1
Core inputs to the InVEST scenic quality model.

Model input Description

Digital elevation model (DEM) Three-dimensional representation of a terrain surface
Light sources (points) Coordinate location of potential exterior lighting
Nesting areas Areas where sea turtles are known to frequently nest

direct light pollution can help explore how artificial light reaching sensitive nesting beaches may change under different
zoning schemes. A typical viewshed analysis implements line of sight calculations as shown in Fig. 3. When determining
a viewshed for a given observer, if a straight-line vector can be computed from the viewer’s location to a pixel on the
landscape that cell is considered to be seen. For this study we used line of sight (viewshed) calculations to highlight areas
within the resort that could potentially emit light that penetrates known sea turtle nesting areas. The original version of
the InVEST scenic quality model employed a proprietary viewshed tool within the ArcGIS mapping software, developed by
Environmental Systems Research Institute (ESRI). More specifics about the ESRI viewshed algorithm and how to use the tool
can be found in their online documentation (ESRI, 2011) and the InVEST user’s guide for the scenic quality model (Sharp
et al., 2014). With the release of InVEST 3.0.1 in May 2014, the scenic quality model no longer requires an ArcGIS license,
making this tool open source and free to use. Here we conduct a viewshed analysis to map the reach of direct light pollution
originating from exterior lamps while considering topographical features of the landscape that can block the path of light.

Data requirements for the InVEST scenic quality model are basic and the user-friendly interface enables easier access to
a non-technical audience (Table 1). First, a digital elevation model (DEM) depicting the landscape topography is required.
A spatial resolution of 30-m or less is recommended for this input (USGS, 2006). We conducted a sensitivity analysis and
it showed linear artifacts when a coarser resolution DEM was used. Free DEMs with worldwide coverage are available at
30-by-30 m cell size. Bathymetric information (ocean depths) are not necessary since the InVEST scenic quality model will
adjust these depth values to zero and assume that light sources on the ocean will be at or above the water level. To produce
line of sight calculations the model also requires locations of potential light sources (observer) and nests (observed). We
created a uniform point grid of lights within the different phases and zones of development. The model then computes line
of sight measurements to identify areas within the resort where direct light can reach turtle nesting beaches.

2.2. Data acquisition and preparation

Weacquired two sea turtle nesting datasets near the proposed resort, (a) frequent nesting areas, two stretches of coastline,
each about 2 km in length, where monitors consistently find high nesting density and adult females laying eggs year
after year and (b) 67 GPS coordinates representing locations of individual nesting events from the year 2012 that together
comprise six distinct nest sites. Campamento Tortuguero Parque Nacional Cabo Pulmo, BCS (CONANP) generously provided
these data with the understanding that we would refrain from marking exact nest locations in this article. All frequent
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Table 2
The three InVEST scenic quality model input parameters for a light source.

Input parameters Description

Configuration Arrangement of light sources (phases 1 through 5)
Height Offset of light source relative to ground
Outer radius Farthest documented distance that artificial light illuminates the horizon

nesting areas and nest sites collected in 2012 are situated along the shoreline of Cabo Pulmo National Marine Park. Given
that these high nesting density areas represent the northern and southernmost extents of these two datasets and overlap
with three of the six nest sites, we are confident that the 2012 dataset is representative of typical nesting activities within
the last few years.

In order to explore different exterior lighting scenarios, we georeferenced a map of the Cabo Cortés Master Plan and
digitized using ESRI’s ArcMap software. Thismap shows the locations of different phases of the resort aswell as the proposed
zoning configuration, including commercial, residential, recreation and undetermined. Table 2 summarizes the different
input parameters of the model for each potential light source. We first used the viewshed tool to identify the percentage of
area within the five proposed development phases that will reach frequent nesting areas if exterior lights are present. We
then focused on impacts to individual 2012 nests based on alternative height scenarios for outdoor lighting.

Outputs from the model identify which areas within the proposed phases of development can reach nesting areas with
outdoor lamps. The farthest straight-line distance between any phase of the Cabo Cortés resort and nesting location is
21.5 km. However, both frequent nesting areas and all six 2012 nest sites are no more than 10.5 km from the closest phase
of the proposed resort. Safina (2006) observed that ambient light pollution originating from Boca Raton, Florida illuminates
clouds near sea turtle nesting beaches as far as 32 km away from the city. We set this distance as the outer limit for which
artificial light can negatively impact sea turtle hatchlings. Since all Cabo Pulmo nesting beaches are less than 11 km from
the proposed resort, we highlighted proximal development areas since they are more likely to disorient hatchlings with
higher-intensity light pollution.

We also explored three height scenarios for exterior lighting to determine if existing hills or dunes obstruct the direct path
of potential light pollution. Scenario A (1 m) assumes a light source at 1-m height while B (10 m) and C (25 m) assume this
offset height to be 10- and 25-m, respectively. This difference across scenarios can quantify any increase in the percentage
of 2012 nest sites impacted by areas using elevated lighting such as residential high-rise or golf courses. A comparison of
light penetration based on different offset heights can support recommendation on where to avoid elevated lamps (e.g., a
fixture anchored to the balcony of a hotel at 25-moffset height). Finally, we summarized the potential reach of light pollution
originating from different zoning categories to hone in on areas where shields and other lighting restrictions can mitigate
impacts on nesting females and their hatchlings.

3. Results

Viewshed outputs show that exterior lights within the boundaries of phases 1, 2 and 3 have the greatest likelihood of
emitting light that reaches frequent nesting areas and 2012 nest sites, regardless of source height. The percentage of a
uniform 30-m grid of lights positioned within phases 1–3 capable of penetrating at least one of the two frequent nesting
areas starts at 47% when lamps are 1 m high and expands to almost 75% for lights elevated 25 m off the ground. There is
only amodest increase in areas within phase 4 that reach frequent nesting areas if lamps are elevated to 10- or 25-m offsets.
Most exterior lamps sited within phases 4 and 5 are unlikely to reach nesting beaches regardless of height because phase
5 is farther inland and both are positioned behind elevated terrain. Table 3 summarizes our initial screening to determine
the reach of exterior lighting sited evenly throughout the different phases. We used frequent nesting area data here as the
analysis unit to give a sense for how general it might be as nesting changes from year to year. Given their overlap and
qualitatively similar results to frequent nesting areas, we used the 67 individual nest locations collected in 2012 (herein
referred to as ‘‘2012 nests’’) as our unit of analysis to explore impacts from the proposed zoning configuration for Cabo
Cortés and across alternative lighting height scenarios.

Zone-specific impacts originating fromwithin phases 1–3 indicate that undetermined areas, followed by recreational and
residential, are least likely to reach 2012 nests regardless of offset height. Areas designated for residential and recreational
activities can reach almost twice as many 2012 nests, however, when exterior lamps are elevated from 1 to 25 m. Lights
positioned within the proposed commercial zone penetrate the most nest sites on average (Fig. 4(E)). If resort plans for
commercial activities remain unchanged, the additional impact from elevated lighting on 2012 nests will be far less than
the other three zoning types. Fig. 4(A)–(C) maps the percentage of 2012 nests reached by exterior lighting at 1-, 10- and
25-moffsets. Model results summarized by zoning categories represent another screening approach to hone in on individual
zones that contribute most to light pollution when lamps are elevated. The potential of artificial light pollution to disorient
hatchlings is partially a function of the distance between the light source and a nest. Therefore, we include a distance overlay
in Fig. 4(D) to highlight areaswhere higher intensity light pollution is likely to originate.Within the southernmost portion of
phases 1–3 and closest to frequent nesting areas in Cabo Pulmo National Park we find substantial variation in light pollution
impacts across our three height scenarios.
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Table 3
Percentage of total area within each phase of the proposed Cabo Cortés
resort where exterior light at 1-, 10- and 25-m heights reaches at least one
of the frequent nesting areas along the shores of Cabo Pulmo Marine Park.

Height scenario Phases 1–3 (%) Phase 4 (%) Phase 5 (%)

A (1 m) 47.0 9.6 0.0
B (10 m) 70.0 14.1 0.0
C (25 m) 74.1 20.9 0.2

Fig. 4. (A)–(C) Percentage of observed nesting events in the year 2012 (67 nests total) that are determined by our model to be reached under the A (1 m),
B (10 m), and C (25 m) offset height scenarios, (D) map of four zoning types and their proximity to 2012 nests, and (E) average number of 2012 nests
reached by each zoning category. All results model lighting within proposed phases 1–3 of the Cabo Cortés Master Plan.

When mapping the percent increase in 2012 nests reached by the C (25 m) versus A (1 m) offset height scenarios, the
highest impact areas are found within coastal residential, inland recreational and undetermined zones. In these distinct
pockets of the southernmost section of phases 1–3, residential high-rises and hotels can reach 11 to 30 additional 2012
nests with elevated lighting. We also observe higher impact areas along inland recreational areas that could include tall
lamps for illuminating a golf course. By quantifying this change in number of nests impacted, we identify hotspots where
elevated lighting will have the greatest addition impact. It is important to interpret these results carefully as a percent
increase map does not tell the entire story of the reach of light pollution. For example, areas where a light reaches half the
67 individual nesting events, regardless of source height, will show no change in Fig. 5. Instead, this change map serves to
identify areas where if exterior lighting must be sited, then it will be least impactful to nesting sea turtle mothers and their
hatchlings if positioned low to the ground.
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Fig. 5. Percent increase in the number of 2012 nests reached under the 1- and 25-moffset height scenarios; percent increase is symbolized using graduated
dot symbols and background colors indicate the proposed zoning configuration for Cabo Cortés. Lights positioned within this southern section of phases
1–3 range in distance from 3 to 10 km away from the northernmost frequent nesting area in Cabo Pulmo National Park.

4. Discussion

We conducted a GIS-based viewshed analysis to map line of sight light pollution and demonstrate how resort managers,
planners and local communities can use a simple framework to mitigate light pollution impacts on sea turtles. The data
input requirements for our model are basic and methods can easily be replicated worldwide. By combining details from a
proposed resort development (e.g., zoning plan) with globally-available elevation data and the location of nesting beaches,
planners can coordinate with resort managers, community members and other stakeholders to produce new knowledge
and enhance communication. Spatially explicit information produced by our tool offers the Cabo Pulmo community – and
otherswrestlingwith light pollution –new scientific evidence to help informdecisions. Given that the relative reach of lamps
positionedwithin phases 1–3 is the greatest, considerations for lighting restrictions should focus on these phases. Our results
in the southernmost section of phases 1–3 identify areas of the undetermined and recreation zoning where restrictions on
elevated lighting can reduce impacts on 2012 nest sites (largest dot symbol in Fig. 5). More informed decisions on where to
build high-rise residential for visitors seeking dramatic ocean views are possible if light pollution maps are in the hands of
planners, developers and resort managers. By incorporating these and other relevant findings into development plans, it is
possible to better manage outdoor lighting and mitigate this particular threat to sea turtle reproductive success.

4.1. Improving elevation input data

While this article describes the application of a simple tool tomap direct light pollution, there are some limitations to our
use of the model in this context. These challenges are mainly due to the paucity of high resolution elevation data available
for this study area and our intent to use a free, globally-available elevation survey to demonstrate an approach that can
be used worldwide. They do not, however, eliminate or discredit our findings. Our input DEM does not account for trees,
buildings, or structures that can block ormodify the path of light, thus overestimating the reach of anthropogenic light.When
quantifying change in individual 2012 nests impacted by different height scenarios we assume that no other buildings exist
between the elevated light source and nesting beaches. Thus, our analysis provides a ‘‘worst case’’ scenario for direct light
pollution from each of the development phases explored. We believe it appropriate to use the ‘‘worst case’’ scenario for this
analysis because it serves as a starting place from which to explore potential mitigation options including the addition of
structures or vegetation. Site visits may reveal the presence of previously undetected objects like trees that can obstruct
the path of artificial light. Inputs to a viewshed analysis can be iteratively improved through stakeholder consultations
allowing users to adjust the DEM based on local knowledge. Higher-resolution elevation surveys such as aerial radar sensors
or LiDAR can improve globally-available DEMs, which typically only include surface heights (e.g., top of a tree canopy or
building). Detailed elevation surveys that map canopy structure or building geometry by collecting multiple laser returns
are expensive to acquire. While the cost of commissioning a LiDAR flight can be millions of US dollars, new technological
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advances in unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV) show promise in significantly lowering this cost. Future analyses using our
model could supplement global DEMs with surveys indicating the locations of buildings, vegetation, and dunes to more
accurately model how these features obstruct the path of anthropogenic light. Other mitigating factors such as the length
of nesting and hatching seasons, timing of hatchling emergence (e.g. during full moon they are less effected by artificial
light, Berry et al., 2013) as well as longer-term climate impacts from changes in temperature, humidity, and beach slope
(López-Castro et al., 2004) were not considered in this study.

4.2. Management of light pollution

Light pollution can be managed through smart design and development techniques. Because of natural and man-made
features dotting the landscape, where you position outdoor lampsmakes a huge difference as to the reach of light pollution.
Outdoor lighting techniques used by cities and resorts often produce ambient light pollution (sky glow), where less than
half the light released strikes the intended illumination surface (Illinois Coalition for Responsible Outdoor Lighting, 2008;
Rich and Longcore, 2005). There are, however, various light management options for resort operators including designated
lighting requirements, installation of fixtures with shields, timers and motion-detectors, and adjusting lamp heights or
angles. By exploring the relative reach of exterior lighting at different heights, stakeholders can also identify alternative
zoning configurations to reduce direct light pollution. Resort planners andmanagers canuse this viewshed approach tomake
more informed decisions on where to focus enforcement of shielding requirements, operational restrictions (e.g., seasonal
shutdowns), or install longer wavelength and low wattage light fixtures. Light pollution maps combined with information
on the timing of local sea turtle nesting seasons can serve to hone in on the highest impact development areas and guide
developers as to where construction should not be permitted. Finally, architects and engineers can use our tool to make the
case for introducing or restoring beach vegetation, an effective barrier to artificial light when at least 50 m away from the
high tide line (Karnad et al., 2009), or proposing modifications to a beach profile so the lowest angle of elevation is in the
direction of the ocean.

By classifying phases 1–3 into two distance ranges we begin to explore potential variation in light pollution intensity
based on distance decay. This offers stakeholders an indication of areas where exterior lamps are most likely to disorient
hatchlings. It is possible that our model also underestimates the reach of ambient light pollution that originates from the
resort, becomes trapped in the atmosphere, and as a result illuminates the distant sky. Although not incorporated in this
analysis, accounting for local atmospheric conditions such as dense cloud cover or sudden increases in particulate matter
that trap ambient light is possible with our tool. Here we set 32 km as the maximum threshold distance (outer radius)
from nesting beaches to an exterior light source considered to negatively impact hatchlings. Local observations of sky
glow produced by a distant light source using a similar fixture type as the resort could be used to justify an increase or
decrease in this outer radius. While line of sight calculations can accurately estimate the direct pathways of light, further
research is needed to better understand ambient light pollution especially under varying atmospheric conditions like fog,
mist, or moisture. Together these limitations underscore the importance of consultations with engineers, surveyors, and
other experts to better characterize the different sources of light, landscape, and atmospheric conditions of the study area.

The primary concern among local conservation groups opposed to Cabo Cortés is its proximity to Cabo Pulmo National
Park and the lack of consensus among stakeholders regarding the resort’s potential environmental impact (Natural Resources
Defense Council, 2012). Poorly designed and managed development can threaten Cabo Pulmo’s significant environmental
assets through the discharge of pollutants, nutrient release, sedimentation from construction and dredging, and desalination
plant brine (Natural Resources Defense Council, 2012). A 2012 study found seasonal variability in the direction of currents
within the Gulf of California and that winds from the northwest, especially in the winter and spring, could push pollutants
originating from the resort to the Cabo Pulmo reef in as quickly as one hour (Castro et al., 2012). This counters a claim
that runoff and other pollution from the proposed resort do not present a risk to the reef directly to the south because
the prevailing currents flow northward (Cabo Cortés and Capso Corporativo, 2008; Natural Resources Defense Council,
2012). Light pollution from coastal development can bemitigated using smart spatial analysis and stakeholder involvement.
Artificial light pollution, however, is just one of many social and environmental threats a new urban center could bring to
an area with historically low population density. Nichols’ ‘‘conservation mosaic’’ (2006, 2003) emphasizes the importance
of integrating science with community-based initiatives to bring together a diverse range of stakeholders and opinions.
Community efforts to establish this network in the Baja California peninsula have led to reductions in poaching and turtle
bycatch along with greater local enforcement and government support (Nichols, 2006). New analyses in Cabo Pulmo
studying a range of different impacts to this local ecosystem, and how they may or may not be mitigated, need to be put
together in order to make a decision on whether a resort should be built.

5. Conclusion

The potential economic benefits from tourism and other activities supported by new resorts are substantial. However,
coastal development that is not well planned can result in many negative externalities. Smart management can promote
long-term sustainability and the balancing of multiple objectives. Here we focus on one factor known to influence sea turtle
nesting site selection and hatchling survival. We offer a simple tool that can mitigate the unintended consequences of
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artificial light pollution created by coastal resorts. In this context, our method can provide a useful tool to developers in
Cabo Pulmo for planning and management of resorts and other development near sea turtle nesting beaches.

Many local people seek better approaches to identifying and managing threats to critical ecosystems and species.
The adoption of our tool has significant implications for conservation in Cabo Pulmo and throughout the world. The
empowerment of communities with science-based tools offers the opportunity to enhance decision-making. Scientific
evidence produced by local communities has the power to change decisions on how we balance development goals while
preserving natural capital. It begins with engagement and then knowledge generation among a diverse set of stakeholders
including developers, engineers, resortmanagers, and local citizens. Spatial information producedby ourmodel can facilitate
compromise and cooperation even among actors with opposing interests and viewpoints. This shared knowledge and
understanding can serve to protect sea turtles while maintaining tourism and recreation benefits for businesses and local
communities.

Acknowledgments

The authors are grateful to Campamento Tortuguero Parque Nacional Cabo Pulmo, BCS (CONANP) for providing sea turtle
nesting information used in this study. The authors also thank current and former members of the Natural Capital Project;
C-K Kim, Apollo Xi, Mike Papenfus, and Jess Silver for helping develop the early modeling framework for the InVEST scenic
quality tool andAnneGuerry for reviewing themanuscript. Finally, the authors thankDave Sungarian, Dan Loeffler, and three
anonymous reviewers for their thoughtful suggestions throughout the research and review phases. Funding and support for
the development of the InVEST scenic quality model were provided by the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation and WWF
Conservation Science Program.

References

Aburto-Oropeza, O., Erisman, B., Galland, G.R., Mascareñas-Osorio, I., Sala, E., Ezcurra, E., 2011. Large recovery of fish biomass in a no-take marine reserve.
PLoS One 6 (8), e23601.

Aguirre, A.A., Lutz, P.L., 2004. Marine turtles as sentinels of ecosystem health: is fibropapillomatosis an indicator? EcoHealth 1 (3), 275–283.
Berry, M., Booth, D.T., Limpus, C.J., 2013. Artificial lighting and disrupted sea-finding behaviour in hatchling loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta) on the

Woongarra coast, south-east Queensland, Australia. Aust. J. Zool. 61 (2), 137–145.
Bjorndal, K.A., Jackson, J.B.C., 2003. Roles of sea turtles in marine ecosystems: reconstructing the past. In: Lutz, P.J., Musick, J.A., Wyneken, J. (Eds.), The

Biology of Sea Turtles. Vol. II. CRC Press, Boca Raton, Fla, pp. 259–273.
Bourgeois, Stephanie, Gilot-Fromont, E., Viallefont, A., Boussamba, F., Deem, S.L., 2009. Influence of artificial lights, logs, and erosion on leatherback sea

turtle hatchling orientation at Gabon. Biol. Conserv. 142, 85–89.
Burkhalter, D., 1999. Among Turtle Hunters and Basket Makers. Treasure Chest Books, Tucson.
Cabo Cortés and Capso Corporativo 2008. Resumen Ejecutivo. Manifestación de Impacto Ambiental, Modalidad Regional Proyecto Cabo Cortés, BCS,

MéxicoGREHansa Baja Investments. Capso Corporativo,Mexico City,Mexico. Available fromhttp://www.cabopulmovivo.org/portal/documents/5._RE-
MIA_Cabo_Cortes.pdf (accessed July 2012).

Campbell, L.M., 2007. Local conservation practice and global discourse: a political ecology of sea turtle conservation. Ann. Assoc. Amer. Geogr. 97 (2),
313–334.

Castro, A.T., Oropeza, O.A., Ezcurra, E., Zaytsev, O., 2012. Observaciones de corrientes en el Parque Nacional de Cabo Pulmo, Baja California Sur: mediciones
Eulerianas en verano, otoño e inicios del invierno. GEOS 32 (2).

Deem, S.L., Boussamba, F., Nguema, A.Z., Sounguet, G.P., Bourgeois, S., Cianciolo, J., Formia, A., 2007. Artificial lights as a significant cause of morbidity of
leatherback sea turtles in Pongara National Park, Gabon. Marine Turt. Newsl. 116, 15–17.

Eckert, K.L., 1995. Anthropogenic threats to Sea Turtles. In: Bjorndal, K.A. (Ed.), Biology and Conservation of Sea Turtles, revised ed. Smithsonian Institute
Press, Washington, DC, pp. 611–612.

Epperly, S.P., 2003. Fisheries-related mortality and turtle excluder devices (TEDs). In: Lutz, P.J., Musick, J.A., Wyneken, J. (Eds.), The Biology of Sea Turtles.
Vol. II. CRC Press, Boca Raton, Fla, pp. 339–353.

ESRI 2011. How viewshed works. Environmental Systems Research Institute, Redlands, CA. Available from http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/
index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works (accessed April 2013).

Finkbeiner, E.M., 2009. Establishing a Socio-economic Baseline of Sea Turtle Ecotourism in Baja California Sur, Mexico (MEMdissertation). Duke University,
Durham, North Carolina, USA.

Fritts, H.T., Stinson, L., Marquez, R., 1982. Status of sea turtle nesting in southern Baja California, Mexico. Bull. South. Calif. Acad. Sci. 81 (2), 51–60.
Garcia-Martinez, S., Nichols, W.J., 2001. Sea turtles of Bahia Magdalena, Baja California Sur, Mexico: demand and supply of an endangered species. In:

Proceedings of the International Institute of Fisheries Economics and Trade (IIFET), 10th IIFET Conference, July 10–14, 2000, Corvallis, Oregon, USA.
Herrera, C., 2012. Cabo Pulmo National park safe, for now. Natural Resources Defense Council, New York, NY. Available from

http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/cherrera/cabo_pulmo_national_park_safe.html (accessed December 2012).
Illinois Coalition for Responsible Outdoor Lighting 2008. Chicago: a lighting case study. Illinois Coalition for Responsible Outdoor Lighting, Chicago, IL.

Available from http://illinoislighting.org/chicago.html (accessed June 2012).
IUCN (World Conservation Union) 2014. The IUCN red list of threatened species. IUCN/SSC, Cambridge, United Kingdom. Available from

http://www.iucnredlist.org (accessed July 2014).
Karnad, D., Isvaran, K., Kar, C.S., Shanker, K., 2009. Lighting the way: towards reducing misorientation of olive ridley hatchlings due to artificial lighting at

Rushikulya, India. Biol. Conserv. 142 (10), 2083–2088.
Kawamura, G., Naohara, T., Tanaka, Y., Nishi, T., Anraku, K., 2009. Near ultraviolet radiation guides the emerged hatchlings of loggerhead turtles Caretta

caretta (Linnaeus) from a nesting beach to the sea at night. Mar. Freshwater Behav. Physiol. 42, 19–30.
Kyba, C.C., Ruhtz, T., Fischer, J., Hölker, F., 2011. Cloud coverage acts as an amplifier for ecological light pollution in urban ecosystems. PLoS One 6 (3),

e17307.
Limpus, C., Kamrowski, R.L., 2013. Ocean-finding inmarine turtles: the importance of low horizon elevation as an orientation cue. Behaviour 150, 863–893.
López-Castro, M.C., Carmona, R., Nichols, W.J., 2004. Nesting characteristics of the olive ridley turtle (Lepidochelys olivacea) in Cabo Pulmo, southern Baja

California. Mar. Biol. 145 (4), 811–820.
Márquez, R., Peñaflores, C., Vasconcelos, J., 1996. Olive ridley turtles (Lepidochelys Olivacea) show signs of recovery at La Escobilla, Oaxaca. Marine Turt.

Newsl. 73, 5–7.
Márquez, R., Villanueva, A.O., Peñaflores, F., 1982. Situación actual y recomendaciones para el manejo de las tortugas marinas de la costa Occidental, en

especial la tortuga golfina, Lepidochelys olivacea. Ciencia Pesquera 1, 83–91.

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref6
http://www.cabopulmovivo.org/portal/documents/5._RE-MIA_Cabo_Cortes.pdf
http://www.cabopulmovivo.org/portal/documents/5._RE-MIA_Cabo_Cortes.pdf
http://www.cabopulmovivo.org/portal/documents/5._RE-MIA_Cabo_Cortes.pdf
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref12
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://webhelp.esri.com/arcgisdesktop/9.3/index.cfm?TopicName=How%20Viewshed%20works
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref15
http://switchboard.nrdc.org/blogs/cherrera/cabo_pulmo_national_park_safe.html
http://illinoislighting.org/chicago.html
http://www.iucnredlist.org
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref25
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref26


180 G.M. Verutes et al. / Global Ecology and Conservation 2 (2014) 170–180

Mortimer, J.A., 1995. Factors influencing beach selection by nesting sea turtles. In: Bjorndal, K.A. (Ed.), Biology and Conservation of Sea Turtles. Smithsonian
Institution Press, Washington, D.C., pp. 45–51.

Mrosovsky, N., Kingsmill, S.F., 1985. How turtles find the sea. Z. Tierpsychol. 67, 237–256.
Natural Resources Defense Council 2010. Cabo Pulmo: protecting Baja California’s thriving coral reef frommassive tourism development. NRDC Factsheet.

Natural Resources Defense Council, New York, NY. Available from
http://www.nrdc.org/oceans/files/Cabo%20Pulmo%20%20FS%201011_08_FINAL.pdf (accessed June 2014).

Natural Resources Defense Council 2012. Hansa Urbana’s cabo cortés project in Baja California Sur: investor risk advisory. NRDC Report. Natural Resources
Defense Council, New York, NY. Available from http://www.nrdc.org/international/files/Baja%20Investor%20Briefing_11LR.pdf (accessed June 2012).

Nicholas, M., 2001. Light pollution and marine turtle hatchlings: the straw that breaks the camel’s back? George Wright Forum 18 (4), 77–82.
Nichols, W.J., 2003. Biology and Conservation of Sea Turtles in Baja California, Mexico (Ph.D. dissertation). University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona, USA.
Nichols, W.J., 2006. The conservation mosaic: networks, knowledge and communication for loggerhead turtle conservation at Baja California foraging

grounds In. Ki nan, I. (Ed.), Proceedings of the Second Western Pacific Sea Turtle Cooperative Research and Management Workshop. Volume II: North
Pacific Loggerhead Sea Turtles. March 2–3, 2005, Honolulu, HI. Western Pacific Regional Fishery Management Council: Honolulu, HI, USA.

Olguin-Mena, M., 1990. Las tortugas marinas en la costa oriental de Baja California y costa occidental de Baja California Sur, Mexico. Dept. de Biologia
Marina. Universidad Autónoma de Baja California Sur. La Paz, BCS, Mexico. Unpublished Bachelors Thesis. 74.

Rich, C., Longcore, T. (Eds.), 2005. Ecological Consequences of Artificial Night Lighting. Island Press, Washington, DC.
Safina, C., 2006. Voyage of the turtle. In: Pursuit of the Earth’s Last Dinosaur. Henry Holt and Company, New York.
Salmon, M., 2003. Artificial night lighting and sea turtles. Biologist 50 (4), 163–168.
Salmon, M., Reiners, R., Lavin, C., Wyneken, J., 1995a. Behavior of loggerhead sea turtles on an urban beach. I. Correlates of nest placement. J. Herpetol.

560–567.
Salmon, M., Tolbert, M.G., Painter, D.P., Goff, M., Reiners, R., 1995b. Behavior of loggerhead sea turtles on an urban beach. II. Hatchling orientation. Journal

of Herpetology 568–576.
Salmon, M., Wyneken, J., Fritz, E., Lucas, M., 1992. Sea finding by hatchling sea turtles: role of brightness, silhouette and beach slope as orientation cues.

Behaviour 122, 56–77.
SEMARNAT 2010. NOM-059-SEMARNAT-2010. Protección ambiental-Especies nativas de México de flora y fauna silvestres-Categorías de riesgo y

especificaciones para su inclusión, exclusión o cambio-Lista de especies en riesgo. Diario Oficial de la Federación. México.
Sharp, R., et al. 2014. InVEST 3.0.1 user guide. The Natural Capital Project, Stanford, CA. Available from http://ncp-dev.stanford.edu/~dataportal/invest-

releases/documentation/current_release/ (accessed August 2014).
Spotila, J.R., Reina, R.D., Steyermark, A.C., Plotkin, P.T., Paladino, F.V., 2000. Pacific leatherback turtles face extinction. Nature 405 (6786), 529–530.
Taylor, H., Cozens, J., 2010. The effects of tourism, beachfront development and increased light pollution on nesting Loggerhead turtles Caretta caretta

(Linnaeus, 1758) on Sal, Cape Verde Islands.
Troy, J.R., Holmes, N.D., Green, M.C., 2011. Modeling artificial light viewed by fledgling seabirds. Ecosphere 2 (10), Art109.
Troy, J.R., Holmes, N.D., Veech, J.A., Green, M.C., 2013. Using observed seabird fallout records to infer patterns of attraction to artificial light. Endanger. Spec.

Res. 22, 225–234.
Tuxbury, S.M., Salmon, M., 2005. Competitive interactions between artificial lighting and natural cues during seafinding by hatchling marine turtles. Biol.

Conserv. 121 (2), 311–316.
USGS 2006. National elevation dataset (NED). United States geological survey, Reston, VA. Available from http://ned.usgs.gov/ (accessed June 2013).
Witherington, B.E., 1992. Behavioral responses of nesting sea turtles to artificial lighting. Herpetologica 31–39.
Witherington, B.E., Bjorndal, K.A., McCabe, C.M., 1990. Temporal pattern of nocturnal emergence of loggerhead turtle hatchlings from natural nests. Copeia

1165–1168.
Witherington, B.E., Martin, R.E., 1996. Understanding, Assessing, and Resolving Light-pollution Problems on Sea Turtle Nesting Beaches. Florida Marine

Research Institute Technical Report TR-2.
Witherington, B.E., Martin, R.E., 2000. Understanding, Assessing, and Resolving Light-pollution Problems on Sea Turtle Nesting Beaches. 2nd ed. rev. Florida

Marine Research Institute Technical Report TR-2. I-73.

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref28
http://www.nrdc.org/oceans/files/Cabo%20Pulmo%20%20FS%201011_08_FINAL.pdf
http://www.nrdc.org/international/files/Baja%20Investor%20Briefing_11LR.pdf
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref31
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref32
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref35
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref36
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref37
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref38
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref39
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref40
http://ncp-dev.stanford.edu/~dataportal/invest-releases/documentation/current_release/
http://ncp-dev.stanford.edu/~dataportal/invest-releases/documentation/current_release/
http://ncp-dev.stanford.edu/~dataportal/invest-releases/documentation/current_release/
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref43
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref45
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref46
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref47
http://ned.usgs.gov/
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref49
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref50
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref51
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2351-9894(14)00027-4/sbref52

	Exploring scenarios of light pollution from coastal development reaching sea turtle nesting beaches near  Cabo Pulmo, Mexico
	Introduction
	Sea turtle hatchlings
	Sea turtles in Baja California peninsula, Mexico
	Mega resort development near Cabo Pulmo

	Materials and methods
	Viewshed analysis
	Data acquisition and preparation

	Results
	Discussion
	Improving elevation input data
	Management of light pollution

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References


