
 
 

Classy Conservation 
Mexico’s secluded Playa las Tortugas offers luxe digs and the chance 
to help endangered sea turtles. 
Text and photos by Mark Hiss 
 
Squealing with delight, shouting 
encouragement, and muttering 
concern, a small group of travelers 
looks on as waves of sea turtle 
hatchlings march inexorably down 
the sand and into the surf. I 
imagine if someone were 
watching, they might mistake us 
for soccer moms and dads caught 
up in the heat of a game or 
perhaps trackside gamblers urging 
their filly across the finish line. This 
is a moonless night on a secluded 
stretch of beach in Nayarit, 
Mexico, though, and we are 
working “turtle patrol.” And we 
have just performed the ultimate 
duty: release.  

 
We are volunteering for the non-
profit Playa las Tortugas turtle 
conservation camp, located at the 
northern end of an 11-mile-long 
sandy coastline along the Pacific 
known as the Costa Tortuga 
(Turtle Coast). An 1,100-acre 
saltwater estuary, lined with 
twisting mangroves and home to an outlandish array of birds, commingles with 
the sea nearby. Puerto Vallarta, with its lively oceanside restaurants, bars and 
luxury resorts, is more than two hours away by car.  
 
Earlier in the day, as we gather in the turtle camp’s simple compound, we are 
introduced to our scrappy charges by the project’s director, Dr. Miguel Angel 



Flores Peregrino. He and his team of volunteers do a sweep of the beach every 
night during egg-laying season (June through December), collecting the 
pingpong-ball shaped eggs from nests dug into the sand. The eggs are then 
packed into sand-filled polystyrene coolers and incubated in a temperature-
controlled building on-site until they hatch.  
 
Although poaching of turtles and turtle eggs has been illegal in Mexico since 
1990, a black-market trade in them still exists for their supposed aphrodisiac 
qualities. A nest of eggs, in fact, can fetch up to $100 in an area where the typical 

daily wage is about $11. So in a 
show of federal commitment to 
protect the three kinds of marine 
turtles that nest along this 
beach, Mexican soldiers often 
guard the area in order to deter 
hunters.  
 
The facts are still sobering. All 
sea turtles are listed as 
threatened or endangered 
species, and because of the 
perils posed by humans, 
scavenging animals and other 
hazards, only 60 to 70 percent of 
the hatchlings make it from the 
nest to the sea. Of those, only 
one in 100 survive to adulthood. 
Thanks to the work of the 
conservation program, though, 
85 to 90 percent of the 
hatchlings here are returned to 
the water, with eight out of 100 
surviving. 
 
Back on the beach, we kneel in 
the darkness alongside a 
children’s small plastic pool filled 

with some 200 scrabbling, scratching hatchlings. We pick them up one by one 
and set them on the sand like wind-up toys, watching them scuttle instinctively 
away to the sea. The ink-black water is calm, but the turtles, each not much 
bigger than an Oreo cookie, are knocked flipper over teakettle by even the 
smallest tidal surge. The odds seem almost insurmountable, yet in 8 to 12 years, 
a handful of these olive ridley turtles will return to this exact spot to lay their eggs. 
It’s a mysterious migration little understood by science. 
 



The turtle camp participants who hike up and down the beach or cruise along on 
ATVs in search of turtles and their nests range from Mexican high school 
students to tourists from around the world. The program depends on these 
nature lovers, who pay their own way, assist with cooking and cleaning, and 
sleep in a shared palapa with very basic amenities. 
 
I, on the other hand, walk about 100 yards back to my pristine Mediterranean-
style villa with plunge pool, crack open a Negra Modela beer from the fridge, and 
congratulate myself on a job well done. Ah, the beauty of Playa las Tortugas —
the rustic turtle camp and the luxury eco-development adjacent to it. 
 
Conceived about 10 
years ago by American 
Robert Hancock, Playa 
las Tortugas is a small, 
environmentally aware 
residential community 
that features rental 
options on a handful of 
the striking properties, 
which range in size from 
1,600 to 3,400 square 
feet. Built on what was 
once a 60-acre coconut 
plantation (coconuts still 
get harvested here), 
Playa las Tortugas 
currently has about a 
dozen home sites, with 
future plans calling for 
up to 66 residences. 
 
This is carefully 
considered 
development that has 
had a powerful, positive 
impact on the region, 
says Hancock. A builder and engineer from Colorado, he has worked closely with 
the local ejido, a kind of rural council that oversees the community’s common 
land, to insure the success of his project. 
 
“I consider community an important part of what we do,” he says. To that end 
Hancock has poured time and resources into improving roads (though he 
purposely keeps the road to Playa las Tortugas unpaved), building a sewer 
system and new plaza for the tiny neighboring town of Otates, as well as creating 
a scholarship fund for local students.  



 
But it may be the turtles that benefit most from his efforts. 
 
“Somebody’s going to develop here. They’re building 20, 25 stories in Nuevo 
Vallarta. I’d like to control density, keep it protected,” he says. 
 
Hancock is one of the turtle camp’s primary benefactors (along with the 
government and the Mexican rock band Maná), financing the construction of its 
buildings. Armed with a comprehensive environmental study by the University of 
Nayarit that he commissioned, Hancock has also pushed through 
groundbreaking legislation that adds another 65 feet to the federal buffer zone 
between the beach and any future construction or concessions. The new 
restriction is in place for about 2.5 miles of Costa Tortuga, and Hancock is 
working on getting it implemented for the rest, as well as having the estuary 
federally protected. 
 
“This is never going to be Puerto Vallarta,” he declares. “It’s better to plan now 
and not have a mess.” 

 

At Playa las Tortugas, no home is over two stories, though some are crowned 
with way-cool rooftop palapas. The residences are also spaced well apart from 
each other, separated by lush landscaping. A common pool area is almost 
completely hidden from view. The units available for rental (starting at $149 for 
one bedroom) all have entertainment systems, housekeeping service and full 
kitchens. For an additional daily charge of $48 (for two people) you can have two 
meals per day made for you by one of the local women — and fabulous cooks 
they are. 
 



Playa las Tortugas is an isolated location (Otates is a 25-minute drive away), so 
Hancock envisions adding more features, including a spa, biking trails and 
guided bird-watching tours. There is no shortage of activities to keep you busy 
now, though, including surfing and body boarding on a sweet little offshore break 
or kayaking in the pristine estuary. During our stay, we also arranged for a 
horseback ride along the deserted beach. Not surprisingly, it was immediately 
clear our mounts were working animals from the surrounding farms. I felt my 
machismo swell when I noticed my horse had a machete strapped to his side.  
 
If you find you must tear yourself away from splashing in the warm ocean water 
or lounging in a hammock strung between coconut palms, some great day trips 
are available as well. Traveling up into the Sierra Madre Mountains, about an 
hour away, you will find a roaring 
100-foot waterfall. There is also a 
village of Huichol Indians, a tribe 
that clings to its ancient ways, 
making its culture one of the best 
preserved of the pre-Colombian 
world. The Huichols are known 
for their traditional bead artwork 
that is breathtaking in its vibrancy 
and intricacy. 
 
A kayak trek around the northern 
point of Costa Tortuga will bring 
you to the village of Platanitos. 
Mexican families flock here for 
the fresh seafood, grilled on 
wood fires by more than a dozen 
restaurants that are little more 
than plastic tables and chairs set 
under thatched roofs. When we 
arrived, the beachside setting 
was percolating with a joyful 
cacophony of laughter, 
conversation and banda music on dueling jukeboxes competing with strolling 
musicians. We heartily consumed two tasty whole fish, along with bottles of beer 
in ice-filled buckets. It was a quintessential Mexican experience. 
 
Comfortably back in my chaise lounge at Playa las Tortugas that night, watching 
for shooting stars with a margarita in one hand and a Cuban cigar in the other, I 
knew the olive ridleys were on to something here. No scientific study will be 
necessary to determine why I want to return. 

 
For more information: (800) 320-7769; www.playalastortugas.com. 


