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When I last saw you all in early March, we were celebrating a very successful Sea Turtle
Day Festival. We had gorgeous weather, great crowds, and were looking forward to a
lot of great events in April, including the Gumbo Limbo 10K and celebrating the 50th
anniversary of the first Earth Day.
And then, suddenly everything changed. On March 18, 2020 in an abundance of
caution, the City of Boca Raton closed all facilities, including Gumbo Limbo Nature
Center, due to the COVID-19 pandemic. While we all had been monitoring the situation
very closely for several weeks and maintaining good communication, it suddenly became
very real as we went home on March 17 not knowing when we would be returning. In
this special edition of Hammock Happenings, we are going to give you a behind the
scenes look at what we have been working on during the past few months.
At the beginning of the shutdown, we were asked to do only what was considered absolutely essential. For Gumbo
Limbo, this meant a couple different things. The majority of our team members went home to comply with the City
Manager’s “Stay Home, Stay Safe” order. On the other hand, we could not all go home because of the many animals
that depend on us for care, rehabilitation, and support. Our Aquarists and Sea Turtle Rehabilitation Teams were on
site to provide daily care of our animals and to maintain life support systems (pumps and water supply). Our Sea
Turtle Conservation Team continued daily sea turtle nesting surveys on the beach. Our Maintenance Team was on
site to provide basic landscaping and cleanup a few times a week in order to keep our property safe and accessible.
In order to be able to provide critical care for our animals and to comply with permit requirements while keeping
staff safe, a split schedule (A shift and B shift) was created to eliminate staff overlap. If someone on one shift were
to contract COVID-19, the staff on the other shift would remain unexposed. The stay home order unfortunately also
included our beloved Gumbo Limbo volunteers. Adjusting to a routine that now included only half of the team and
zero assistance from volunteers was challenging. However, we all believe in the importance of our mission and our
amazing team rose to the challenge!
During this time, several difficult decisions had to be made about educational programming. All classes, programs,
events on city property or conducted by the city have been cancelled until further notice. Our Turtle Walk and
Hatchling Release programs, as well as all traditional summer camps, have been cancelled for 2020. This makes me
so sad because education is the heart of what we do and is the reason we were founded in the first place back in
1984. However, all decisions are made with the health and safety of our team members and our visitors in mind.

Gumbo Limbo Nature Center and property remains closed, but many of the City’s parks and facilities have opened
to the public. We are returning to work and have implemented CDC recommendations for face coverings, social
distancing, and disinfection and sterilization protocols for common areas. Not being able to present in person
has required us to get creative and we are busy filming and creating amazing virtual programming to keep you all
engaged. We will do what is needed to come back stronger than ever!
There have also been some exciting things going on while we have been staying safe at home. We have all become
much more computer savvy and are learning to navigate teleconferencing apps and platforms. We have launched a
whole new section of our website called At Home with
Gumbo Limbo. We have been working on video and
virtual tours of our facility, grounds, and aquariums.
Sea turtle nesting has taken off on our beaches and we
are on track for a very busy year! Nesting colonies of
protected least terns were present on the beach again
this year. Many sea turtles have been released back
into the ocean. We have a sea turtle ambulance! Keep
reading to learn more and I cannot wait for the day we
open our doors back up to see you all in person!
Cory, Leanne, Christie, and Kristin laugh during a virtual
meeting.

					- Leanne

We Miss Our Volunteers!
Unfortunately, since Gumbo Limbo has been closed due to the COVID-19 emergency, our wonderful volunteers have
not been coming to the center and they have all been greatly missed. Gumbo Limbo is not the same without the
smiling faces of our hardworking volunteers tending the garden, caring for our animals, and teaching our visitors.
We can’t wait to reopen and have everyone back together again.
Meanwhile though, our volunteer community is as strong, creative, and inspiring as ever. Even though volunteers
have not physically been at Gumbo Limbo, that does not mean they have not been in contact and doing amazing
things. During quarantine we celebrated National Volunteer Appreciation week (April 19th- 25th). Our volunteers
and staff shared why volunteering is meaningful to them so everyone could feel connected and our volunteers
could see how important and appreciated they are. We also celebrated Earth Day, and quarantine did not stop our
incredible volunteers from enjoying nature and taking care of our planet. Some volunteers have been connecting
with nature by walking around the lake in their neighborhood, gardening, diving with marine life, watching
butterflies, birds, and turtles from their back porch, or those lucky enough to live on the beach observed sea turtle
nests from their window. Our volunteers have also been crafty to pass the time, knitting, starting blogs, making
art, doing “at home with Gumbo Limbo” activities, and even sewing customized Gumbo Limbo face masks. See the
picture college below for more on what our volunteers have been up to.
Personally, I have also been staying busy during this time. If you didn’t know, before I was the volunteer coordinator,
I was a technician in our Sea Turtle Rehabilitation Facility. Right now, the animal care departments are really missing
all of the help that volunteers provide, so for the last several weeks I have been helping in the rehabilitation facility
cleaning tanks, chopping food, and filling in for our husbandry volunteers. I have also been developing a plan for
what our volunteer program might look like when we reopen.
So, while we are all doing the best we can to stay busy and connected during this challenging time, we look forward
to the day our volunteer family can be back together at Gumbo Limbo. We are not accepting new volunteer
applications until after we reopen, but if you are interested in joining our volunteer team in the future, you can find
more information about our volunteer program on our website.
									- Rebecca
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A. Volunteer Rob S. wearing a Gumbo Limbo shirt while kayaking on the Intracoastal near the center.
B. Carol U. sporting a Ben Hicks sweatshirt of a loggerhead hatchling.
C. An otter that Darlene W. spotted while walking nature trails by the Spanish River Library.
D. Digital art of a sea turtle created by Savannah W.
E. A school of pork fish photographed by Jim B. during a dive off Palm Beach County.
F. Shoshana L. showing her love of Gumbo Limbo while wearing a Gumbo Limbo sea turtle shirt.
G. A mama duck and her ducklings Hal J. encountered on a walk around his neighborhood lake.
H. Sharon N. getting ready to kayak by and wave hi to Gumbo Limbo from the water.
I. Sea turtle tracks Al S. observed from his condo window.
J. Kristin K’s adorable cousin modeling her new Gumbo Limbo onesie.
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Aquariums: Our Fish Miss You, Too!
While Gumbo Limbo has been closed, the aquarium team is making every effort to make sure the animals are
still receiving the highest level of care. There is one aquarist working each day caring for the fish. We are doing
visual checks, making sure the animals are healthy, and making sure the exhibits are in good condition. In an effort
to reduce the amount of people in and out of the kitchen area, the aquarium team is preparing the food for the
aquariums animals, sea turtles, gopher tortoises, and box turtles all at one time. This limits the number of people
entering and exiting our small kitchen space, therefore limiting everyone’s exposure to one another.
We have noticed that the fish will now follow anyone that walks by the aquarium windows. When we were open
to the public there were visitors and volunteers walking around the aquariums daily so the fish were used to seeing
people all day long. Now that "seeing people happens less often", any person that walks by might have food and is
worth following. In the wild the fish do not know where or when their next meal will be and take every opportunity
to put themselves in the best position to get a meal. The fish will be excited when visitors return so they can get
back to their daily routines and people watching!
April 30th marked the one year anniversary of our first fish surgery here at Gumbo Limbo, performed by our sea
turtle veterinarian! As you may remember, it was for a hook removal from our beloved porcupine fish, Kirby.
She was found to have a series of behavioral changes that led to the discovery of a hook in her intestines. She
rebounded from this surgery quickly and continues to be a tour de force in our coral reef exhibit! If you know Kirby's
personality, you know she's anxiously awaiting the day everyone will be able to visit her again. To read all about
Kirby's Adventure and watch her video, visit our Nature Blog.
									- Keith and Bryan

Did you know the fish in our exhibits can see out of
the windows just like we can see in?! Many of the fish
come over to check out what we're doing outside when
we stop and take a look in. During one of the recent
thunderstorms, our aquarists had taken shelter by the
exhibit just as this curious blue parrotfish came over to
check out what her local humans were up to!
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Education and Programs: Going Virtual
We miss you all, our visitors, our students, our campers...
We love our jobs because we get to share our passion for education and conservation, and our knowledge and love
for nature as we develop and lead programs, field trips, tours, and camps. But it all came to a screeching halt when
Gumbo Limbo, and most of the world closed its doors in mid-March. We no longer had our comfortable every-day
lives. Normal was a thing of the past. Like you, we had to adjust to quarantining, social distancing, and finding ways
to make our daily lives more interesting and meaningful under very difficult circumstances. For most of us at Gumbo
Limbo, that meant finding new ways to continue to do what inspires us most. From home, we began exploring the
possibilities of reaching out virtually, to keep the natural interest and curiosity of children piqued. We began by
designing a new page on our website called At Home with Gumbo Limbo, which features lessons and activities for
children of all ages based on a new topic every week. From story times to crafts, you and your child will be drawn
together into our natural world as you learn about sea turtles, fish, plants, coral reefs, and more.
For weeks we have very been busy researching the many options and platforms available to create virtual
experiences for the students who cannot come on field trips, the families who cannot visit our Center, and the
children who will not be able to attend summer camp. We have attended countless webinars and Zoom meetings
with educators from all over the country so that we will be able to provide the best resources and experiences
possible for the thousands of people who have visited, appreciated, and supported Gumbo Limbo. And although
nothing can compare to the physical experience of actually being here, until we can open our doors to the public, we
want to continue to inspire the community to love and care for our oceans, our forests, our beaches, and everything
that lives in them.
Some exciting additions to stay tuned in for are things like a virtual tour of the Center which will be available on our
website, an engaging Environmental Camp in July, and the development of virtual programs and events to keep you
all, our support system, inspired and in the loop with Gumbo Limbo! Keep up with our website and social media
postings for details about what we currently offer now and what is in store for when we reopen. Did we mention
that we miss you all?
						

- Susan , Alyssa, Christie , Frankie , Cori , and Kassie

APRIL 10 WAS FLORIDA GOPHER TORTOISE DAY!
Did you know gopher tortoises are an important keystone species, as they provide a home for up to 300 other
species or organisms with their burrows? Check out our video to learn more about these wonderful animals
and how you can help as they are classified as threatened in the state of Florida due to habitat loss from urban
development.
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Sea Turtle Rehabilitation
While our rehabilitation facility continues to be closed to the public along with the rest of
Gumbo Limbo, our sea turtle rehabilitation team, with help from the conservation team
and aquarists, has been diligently working to keep our sea turtle patients and residents
healthy. Operating a rehabilitation facility during a pandemic has posed many challenges,
including losing the help from our amazing volunteers, splitting our staff into shifts to cover
duties safely, and coordinating logistics of transferring and releasing turtles in different
counties while social distancing. Every change we have made, while difficult, has all been in
the interest of providing quality care for our animals and keeping everyone safe during this
uncertain time.
Fortunately, we have had the support of numerous community partners to help us with our
mission of rehabilitating sick and injured sea turtles. News station WPTV helped us share
a behind-the-scenes tour of our sea turtle rehabilitation facility through a virtual interview
and let all our followers know that we were closed, but still caring for our sea turtle friends.
The Broward County Sea Turtle Conservation Program assisted in the return of five fully
recovered sea turtle patients to the sea after their successful rehabilitations were completed and it was determined
by Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission that they should return to suitable habitats in Broward County. Boca Raton
Police Service’s Marine Unit has assisted in the recovery of several live and dead stranded sea turtles from our local
waterways, while Bedner’s Farm Fresh Market and Whole Foods Market (Boca Raton) continue to supply our sea
turtles and tortoises with fresh vegetable donations every week to help us feed them. We are so thankful for the
community partners that help make it possible to rescue, rehabilitate and release sea turtles every day!
Since mid-March, the Sea Turtle Rehabilitation Facility admitted 13 new patients starting with a severely injured
juvenile green sea turtle, Katydid, who weighed less than 10 pounds and was tangled in almost 40 pounds of
discarded fishing gear. Katydid launched our #TurtleTuesday newsletter which features weekly patient updates (sign
up at bit.ly/GLNC_EmailSignUp) and ways to help support sea turtle conservation and rehabilitation efforts from
home. Our research projects are continuing despite the closure and we were fortunate enough to be able to apply
satellite transmitters to two loggerheads as part of our ongoing Satellite Tagging Research Project. Unfortunately,
we were not able to make these releases public, but we are able to share the tracks on our website and are featuring
new patient stories on our YouTube channel regularly. One of our turtles, Army Ant, was even spotted while
satellite tracking by divers who were lucky enough to get a quick video! Tune in to our social media channels for
#SeaTurtleWeek from June 9-16th to see Ant’s story and other amazing turtle tales!
Our rehabilitation team is working hard saving lives and will continue to share their stories with you virtually. Please
stay safe and know that we miss you all and continue to wait patiently until it is safe to all be together again.
					

- Closed but still caring, Whitney, Caitlin , and Emily

TURTLES ON TV
During global Earth Day celebrations, Gumbo Limbo Nature
Center was featured in two amazing films! The documentary,
Troubled Waters: A Turtle's Tale, made its national debut on
PBS on multiple days throughout Earth Week. Trouble Waters
features our sea turtle rehabilitation and conservation programs
and Florida Atlantic University researchers. Plastic pollution was the focal point
of The Great Global Cleanup on Discovery Channel, which featured our sea turtle
rehabilitation team as they tackle problem of microplastics for tiny turtles. Visit
our website (bit.ly/GLNC_52) to enjoy these documentaries from home.
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YOU CAN HELP SEA TURTLES SURVIVE EVERY TIME YOU DRIVE
In the mid 1990s, there was a statewide initiative to establish a license plate that would fund the state’s Marine
Turtle Protection Program. Thanks to the efforts of the Sea Turtle Conservancy (STC) and many other Florida sea
turtle protection groups, the legislature authorized the creation of the Sea Turtle Specialty License Plate in 1997. A
portion of the funds raised from these sales would go to the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission’s
Marine Turtle Protection Program to support research and management of Florida’s sea turtles. In addition, the
remaining funds would be used to support the Sea Turtle License Plate Grants Program, administered by STC. This
grants program would support marine turtle conservation efforts such as education, research, and rehabilitation
projects throughout the state of Florida.
The Sea Turtle License Plate Grant has been a successful program for over 20 years now contributing to up to 20
different projects annually. Our Sea Turtle Rehabilitation Facility is thrilled to report that we were recipients of one
of these grants last year! Thanks to generous support from the Sea Turtle Grants Program, the Friends of Gumbo
Limbo, and the City of Boca Raton, our rehabilitation facility now has a fully outfitted rescue vehicle to transport sick
and injured sea turtles to the rehabilitation facility at Gumbo Limbo Nature Center.
Gumbo Limbo Nature Center’s Sea Turtle Conservation Program has been responding to sea turtle strandings in Palm
Beach County for over 35 years. In 2010, we opened the Sea Turtle Rehabilitation Facility and began treating 50-100
sick and injured sea turtles each year. This new sea turtle rescue vehicle will help our sea turtle programs respond
safely and efficiently to sea turtle strandings. Thank you to everyone involved in helping bring this vehicle to life!
The Sea Turtle Grants Program is funded by proceeds from the sale of the Florida Sea Turtle License Plate. Learn
more at helpingseaturtles.org.

John Holloway, Executive Director, and Whitney Crowder, Sea Turtle Rehabilitation Coordinator show off the brand
new sea turtle ambulance. Special thanks to everyone involved in helping bring this vehicle to life! Especially
Mobility Works for our custom vehicle, JM Custom Creations for the custom wrap, and Ben Hicks for his amazing
photography!
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Sea Turtle Nesting Starting Off Strong
Regardless of COVID-19, we are experiencing a busy sea turtle nesting season so far!
Our first nest on a Boca Raton Beach was on February 23rd, almost a week before the “official” start of sea turtle
nesting season. A leatherback turtle made her nest in Spanish River Park. Because a renourishment project to
widen the beach was scheduled to start in March, the nest was relocated out of the project area. The renourishment
project started in early March as planned and was quickly finished by mid-April. The northern 1.5 miles of Boca
Raton’s beach was widened from 50 feet to 250 feet. Our first loggerhead nest was on April 21, just after the
renourishment project was completed.
Seeing a wide, sandy beach with few people on it, endangered least terns saw a good site to set up some shorebird
nesting on the beach just south of Spanish River Park. Upwards of 50 to 70 terns flocked to the area with the males
waving fish treats to the ladies (their normal mating behavior). Soon after we found two nests on the beach with
eggs; one nest had two eggs in it! We roped off the area to protect the nest sites. At one point, we observed at least
a dozen nests with brooding birds. Unfortunately, the foxes soon showed up and destroyed all the nests and the
terns have left the area for the most part. Read more about least tern nesting in Boca Raton at bit.ly/GLNC_53.
Like the rest of Gumbo Limbo, the sea turtle conservation staff is scheduled on A and B shifts (in case any one person
become infected, the other shift can still patrol the beach. Through May, the loggerhead sea turtles were nesting at
the highest rate since 1996 however, the nesting has decreased slightly; now we have the second busiest year since
1996. In addition, the number of our non-nesting emergences (false crawls) have been significantly lower this year
probably due to the lack of people on the beach at night. On uninhabited beaches, the false crawls to nest ratio
is one to one. In past years the false crawl to nest ratio have grown to about one and a half false crawls per nest,
this year we are slightly under the 1 to 1 ratio for the first time since 1996. Our first green nest was on May 22; this
should be a lower nesting year for this species based on past years. As of June 4, we had 276 loggerhead nests, 12
leatherback nests, and 7 green nests; two of our leatherback nests have hatched and we expect more nest hatching
soon! Visit gumbolimbo.org/nesting to see the latest number of sea turtle nests in Boca Raton.
- Kirt, David , Ali , Carlee , Rachel , Taylor, and Lisa

The renourishment equipment - offshore dredge to pump the sand, and the bulldozers to build the new beach with
the pumped sand.
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Left: A least tern sits on her eggs in the nest, simply a scrape in the sand.
Middle: Two least tern eggs in nest.
Right: The first leatherback nest in Boca Raton for the 2020 season.

Exhibits From Six Feet Away
For the last few weeks, our team has been primarily focused on what happens next. In a post-COVID world, how
do we keep our guests (volunteers and staff) safe while they explore our property? Can we develop personalized
experiences in a hands-off world? How do we “inspire” from six feet away?
Despite the grim impetus for these questions, the opportunity has been challenging and rewarding in its own
way. The exhibition team has had to push ourselves and our creativity. We have been learning new skills and
collaborating with professionals from other organizations around the country. We have shifted our focus from the
more traditional “hands-on” approach, to a platform of digital engagement, immersive environments, and emotional
design.
Over the next few weeks and months, we will be rolling out new ways to see, hear and explore the barrier islands.
From self-guided story tours, to community art projects, and augmented reality, we are excited to continue to offer
thoughtful, scientifically informed, and action-oriented experiences for our guests (from six feet away).
								 - Cory, Megan , and Winston

The Rest of the Team Stayed Busy, Too
While many of the departments within Gumbo Limbo had some big changes to share with you, for some of us, things
were more status quo (but still not normal). Timekeeping, payroll, and paying bills were some of the administrative
tasks that kept moving forward with a new twist every week. We kept our website up to date with closure and
cancellation information; while it may not have been good news, it was important. Restrictions on gatherings of
people means rethinking celebrations for World Oceans Day and Luna's Birthday. Not having visitors onsite gave us
time and space (literally) for maintenance and improvements, such as pressure cleaning the boardwalk, repainting
the outdoor aquarium walls, varnishing the bathroom doors, and pouring new sidewalks. We did a lot of gardening:
planting new bushes and flowers, trimming bushes in the butterfly garden, and trying to stay on top of hand-pulling
weeds and unwanted plants. We may be closed, but we are still caring.
- Kristin , Darlene , Debbie , Kayla, Reed , Cary, and Kevin
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Friends of Gumbo Limbo News
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Friends of Gumbo Limbo News

11

Gumbo Limbo Nature Center
Hours & Information
We remain closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Check gumbolimbo.org for updates.
General Information (561) 544-8605 · Volunteer (561) 544-8538
Friends of Gumbo Limbo (561) 544-8608 · Gift Shop (561) 544-8610
1801 North Ocean Boulevard, Boca Raton, Florida 33431
www.gumbolimbo.org
Suggested donation of $5 per person.
Your donations go to Gumbo Limbo Nature Center, Inc. to support Gumbo Limbo Nature Center,
including, but not limited to, feeding the animals, purchasing supplies and services for the
Sea Turtle Rehabilitation Program, and creating exhibits.

City of Boca Raton Recreation Services Staff
Administration & Operations
Recreation Services Director - Michael Kalvort, CPRE
Deputy Recreation Services Director - Michelle Zimmer, CPRP
Manager - Leanne Welch
Secretary - Darlene Rosa
Volunteer Coordinator - Rebecca Mannen
Visitor Hospitality Representative - Debra Wilson
Environmental Program Coordinator - Kristin Child
Community Events Assistant - Kayla Caldwell

Exhibits
Exhibits Coordinator - Cory Keester-O’Mills
Exhibits Assistant - Megan Barry
Exhibits Intern - Winston Miller
Facilities Maintenance
Maintenance Supervisor III - Reed Benardo
Custodian - Kevin Addison
Groundskeeper - Cary Boudreau
Sea Turtle Conservation
Marine Conservationist - Kirt Rusenko, PhD
Sea Turtle Conservation Coordinator - David Anderson
Marine Turtle Specialists - Rachel Brown,
Ali Courtemanche, Lisa Espositio, Carlee Jackson, Taylor Roe

Aquarium
Senior Aquarist - Keith Herman
Aquarist - Bryan Danson
Education
Environmental Program Coordinator - Susan Elliott
Science Educators - Christie Collins, Alyssa Saldarriaga
Environmental Educator - Frankie Gorora
Environmental Camp Counselors - Cori Scanlon, Kassie Rodrigiez

Sea Turtle Rehabilitation
Sea Turtle Rehabilitation Coordinator - Whitney Crowder
Sea Turtle Rehabilitation Assistants - Caitlin Bovery, Emily Mirowski

Gumbo Limbo Nature Center, Inc.
Staff
Executive Director - John Holloway
Retail Manager - Kim Cantoli
Administrative Assistant - Andrea Atkins
Business Manager - Pam Mulcahy

Board of Trustees
President - Jim Miller
Vice President - Manjunath Pendakur
Secretary -Susan Walker
Treasurer - Sheila Reinken

Gift Shop Sales Associates - Emily Cohen, Brittnie Funez,
Morgan Isabella, Nicole Lantzy, Justine Masluk,
Jordan Rossi, Amy Sarnow, Lisa Stampp, Briseida Villa

Board Members - Connie Chiara, Robyn Morigerato,
Keith Rizzardi, Darlene Ward
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