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Section 4 
Tire Tracks/Rut Removal Plan 

 
Purpose 
 
Tire ruts created by vehicles on the beach can trap or impede post-emergent hatchlings during 
their crawl to the ocean.  Historic information has indicated that there were incidences where sea 
turtle hatchlings were trapped in tire ruts in St. Johns County.  An effective tire track and rut 
removal plan will minimize the potential impact to sea turtle hatchlings.   
 
Applicable ITP Condition- G.2.j. 
 
j. Tire Tracks/Rut Removal Plan.  “Within thirty (30) days of the effective date of this 

Permit, the Permittee shall submit for U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service review and approval a 
Tire Track/Rut Removal Plan as further described in Chapter 7 of the HCP.  The Permittee 
shall implement such Plan during the first full nesting season following U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service approval (beginning on May 1).  The approved Tire Track/Rut Removal 
Plan may be subsequently amended prior to and after its implementation upon review and 
approval of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.”  

 
HCP Performance During 2010 
 
Implementation: A Rut Removal Plan (Appendix C) was submitted to the USFWS on 
September 1, 2006. The HCP Coordinator works closely with the PPHs to ensure that all nests 
requiring rut removal are reported to both the Beach Enforcement Specialist and Technician. Rut 
removal was conducted on all south beach nests where daily beach driving occurs and on Vilano 
beach including the restricted driving portion where special 4x4 permits are required. No rut 
removal was requested for nests located on South Ponte Vedra beach where restricted driving is 
allowed. Under the direction of the Beach Enforcement Specialist and Technician Field 
Assistants, rut removal was conducted for both portions of the beach and both assisted with gate 
closures.  Rut removal was conducted using an ATV equipped with a heavy duty road grater and 
using large light-weight aluminum rakes. Per the approved protocol, staff is instructed to not 
touch the nest and to stay on the outside of the staked area when raking. In the event that a 
hatching or sea turtle related emergency is observed by on-duty staff, staff are instructed to 
immediately contact the Environmental Coordinator.  The PPHs are contacted so that may be 
aware of such events.  
 
Assessment: Three different PPHs are responsible for sea turtle patrol activities on driving 
beaches where rut removal was conducted.  Rut removal was required on approximately 12.25 
miles of the 16.3 miles of drivable beach beginning at the Usina vehicular access ramp south to 
the St. Augustine Inlet jetties and from A Street vehicular access ramp extending south to the 
Fort Matanzas National Monument ramp.  Permitted vehicles such as County staff and trash 
contractors routinely drive from A Street south to the pier and, depending on the tides, ruts 
occasionally occurred in front of the nests in this area. In response, rut removal staff would spot 
check the nests to ensure no impact occurred to emerging hatchlings.  
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The approved protocol requires that rut removal procedures start on the 47th day of nest 
incubation. However in mid-June rut removal staff and PPHs began to observe that incubation 
days were decreasing due to very warm temperatures. To adjust to this decrease in incubation 
time, rut removal procedures began on the 45th day of incubation thereby reducing any potential 
impact to the emerging hatchlings.  
 
This season, rut removal occurred for a period of 117 days which is starting 8 days later than last 
season and continuing for 52 days more than last nesting season. Rut removal procedures started 
on June 11th and concluded on November 5th on loggerhead nests located on St. Augustine beach.  
Rut removal for 211 nests is an 84% increase from last years 33 nests. There were few days 
where rut removal did not occur due to storm events, extreme high tides, or oversight by staff.  
No reports of hatchlings impacted by ruts were documented in 2010. Furthermore, gate staff did 
not report sea turtle related emergencies while on the beach conducting rut removal procedures.  
However, there were several occasions where the nest was hatching upon arriving to the nest. 
Staff stood by ensuring each hatchling had a safe passage to the ocean since the ruts were not 
removed prior to the hatching event.  
 
Object 4. Rut removal drag mat attached to ATV 
 

 
 
 
Program Improvements: The Beach Enforcement Specialist and Technician will continue to 
assist with gate closures while conducting rut removal procedures. In addition, St. Johns County 
will continue to maintain and improve data collection procedures as well as rut removal 
procedures.   
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