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REFLECTIONS 

 

T he University of Liverpool offers 
a wide range of opportunities to 

study abroad, including a summer 
programme, a semester abroad, or a 
full year in China. I can’t recommend 
study abroad highly enough after 
having spent my second semester 
last year at Macquarie University, 
Sydney, Australia. Studying abroad is 
a once in a lifetime experience. 
Apart from having a fab time, it will 
look great on your CV as it is such a 
unique opportunity. Furthermore, 
you can gain many soft skills from it; 
independence, organisation, and 
adaptability. Your host university 
and country will offer you the 
chance to develop your existing skills 
or find new ones. For me this was 
learning to surf on the famous Bondi 
beach, and I had some amazing ex-
periences while travelling.  

I took every opportunity that I could 
to see as much of Australia as possi-
ble. I went hiking in the Blue Moun-
tains and I spent a weekend in Mel-
bourne where I was lucky enough to 
spot a few wild koalas! However, my 
favourite Australian spots had to be 
Bruny Island in Tasmania with their 

white wallabies along with the Great 
Barrier Reef, Queensland.  

Study abroad is a fantastic oppor-
tunity on its own but I wanted to 
make my experience a little bit more 
unique. As I am studying Bioveteri-
nary Science and hoping to work in 
conservation biology, I thought it 
would be a good idea to do some 
work experience while in Australia. I 
spent a week volunteering at Cairns 
Turtle Rehabilitation Centre, based 
on the stunning Fitzroy Island, a 40 
minute ferry ride from Cairns Mari-
na.  

In the morning I would scrub the 
tanks and filter bags, then tempt 
turtles with fish or squid. It was dirty 
and smelly work, but ultimately very 
rewarding! While I was there the 
centre was looking after six turtles. 
The main species found around the 
island is the green sea turtle 
(Chelonia mydas) but the centre also 
had two olive ridley turtles 
(Lepidochelys olivacea). There was 
Margaret, estimated to be around 
100 years old and found starving 
near the island. Lou was badly in-
jured by a ghost fishing net and lost 
his front right flipper and his left 
rear flipper was later amputated by 
a vet. Lou's amputations were on 
opposite sides, so he will manage in 
the wild once rehabilitated. Francis 
was injured in a possible boat colli-
sion and suffered muscle damage to 
a front flipper, but will make a full 
recovery. Then there were the two 
‘babies’, Alex and Layla, they were 
around 5 months old when they 
were found by fishermen washed up 
on the beach. They were examined 

by a vet and found to be full of mi-
cro plastics, which is why they could-
n’t swim. They will be released into 
the wild when they grow a little big-
ger, to give them the best chance of 
survival. Lastly, there was Angie, 
who was the only permanent resi-
dent. Angie probably suffered from 
a boat collision or crocodile attack, 
causing damage to her shell, this led 
to her developing a condition similar 
to emphysema in humans. As you 
can see in the picture, Angie’s shell 
is much more domed than it should 
be, the excess air in her lungs pre-
vents her from diving to the sea 
floor to feed and is why she would-
n’t survive in the wild. I was also 
surprised to learn that the turtle 
shell or carapace is live tissue, which 
means they have nerve endings and 
blood vessels here. Angie of all the 
turtles especially enjoyed having her 
back scratched, as I am doing in the 
photo, and this would feel similar to 
a massage to you or me.  

While volunteering at the centre I 
found that marine sea turtles don’t 
reach sexual maturity until they are 
35 years old and continue to grow 
throughout their lives, though at a 
much slower rate as they become 
older. Their gender is determined by 
the temperature the egg is incubat-
ed at, female turtles above 30˚C and 
males below 28˚C. This is why cli-
mate change will be devastating for 
marine turtle populations, the num-

Studying and volunteering abroad 
in Australia  
From Macquarie University to volunteering with marine 
turtles on the Great Barrier Reef! 

Megan Johnson, 2nd Year Bioveterinary BSc  

“It was dirty and smelly 

work, but ultimately 

very rewarding!” 
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ber of female sea turtles is estimat-
ed to be as high as 87% of the total 
global turtle population and this is 
increasing. Once they reach 35, male 
turtles grow a longer tail but it is 
very hard to tell the difference oth-
erwise. At the centre all the turtles 

were considered female unless we 
knew otherwise, therefore Lou was 
the only known male and Angie and 
Margaret were of such a large size, 
so older than 35, and therefore defi-
nitely female.  

Fitzroy Island is surrounded by coral 
reefs, which form part of the Great 
Barrier Reef, I spent some time snor-
kelling here after volunteering with 
the turtles. It was an incredible 
sight, with so many beautiful fish 
species. Unfortunately, a lot of the 
coral has suffered bleaching due to 
human activities. If you are lucky 
enough to be travelling to a coral 
reef, do make sure you’re using 
phosphate-free sun protection. It is 
very important to keep protected 
from the sun but most sun lotions 
contain phosphorus which contrib-
utes to coral bleaching. There are 
organic alternatives on the market 
which protect us, as well as the envi-
ronment. If you are spending time 

outdoors in nature please make sure 
you take away all your litter with 
you and dispose of it correctly. Dis-
carded waste plastics really do cause 
injuries to animals, as shown by the 
turtles.  

My time spent in Australia, both at 
Macquarie University and Cairns 
Turtle Rehabilitation Centre, was 
absolutely fantastic and I would ea-
gerly encourage everybody to con-
sider study abroad or volunteering 
in another country. I found the pro-
ject through volunteerworld.com, 
they are an organisation that con-
nects volunteers to projects and 
oversees the whole process so you 
have nothing to worry about. They 
have projects all over the world 
from conservation, to providing 
healthcare and teaching and so 
there really is something for every-
body.  

You might also be interested in the article by McGinn et al. on 
the production of biodegradable plastic: 

See Research, page 26 


