


Plastron
This is the lower, or
bottom portion, of a
turtle’s shell.

Back Flippers
Have you ever tried
to row a boat?  The 
person who sits in
the back is the one
who steers.  These
flippers are used to
help turn and steer
the turtle.  Female
turtles also use
these flippers to dig
their nests in the
sand.

Sea turtles have forever fascinated people. They have been a part of many cultures for 
centuries. However, their significance to these cultures has not saved them from being 
exploited for food and profit.  Millions of sea turtles once roamed the Earth.  Today, only a 
fraction remain.  All seven species of sea turtles are on the endangered species list.

Carapace
This is the top, or upper
portion, of a turtle’s shell.

Front Flippers
These two flippers
provide the speed!
They move in a 
figure-eight pattern
to propel the turtles
through the water.  

SEA TURTLE CHARACTERISTICS
There are 7 species of sea turtles swimming in the world’s oceans.  

Sea turtles are omnivores, meaning they eat both plants and 
animals. Some of their favorite foods are jellyfish, clams, crabs, fish,
algae, sponges, and coral.  

These air-breathing reptiles are found in oceans worldwide.  They 
rarely come to land except to lay eggs, and in a few populations, to
bask.

Sea turtles can live to be at least 70 years old!



Depending on the species, sea turtles range in size from 3.5 to 8 feet (1.1 to 2.4m), and can
weigh between 77 and 1300 pounds (35 and 590kg)! 

Green Turtle
Can grow to 5 feet

Leatherback
Can grow to 8 feet

Kemp’s Ridley
Can grow to 3.5 feet

SEA TURTLES CAN GET BIG

HOW FAST CAN A SEA TURTLE SWIM?

Sea turtles are generally
slow swimmers, however
they can swim at bursts
of speeds up to 22 mph
(35 km/hr). They can
migrate thousands of
miles in the course of a
year. And even though
they spend most of their
life in the water, these
air-breathing reptiles
need to come to the 
surface of the water
periodically for breaths
of air.   

The green sea turtles at
Shark Reef can hold their
breath for up to 5 hours. 



SOUND: My, what big ears you have!  Compared to a sea turtle, our ears are huge.  Sea 
turtles do not have visible ears.  Their ears are located behind their eyes, but are covered by
skin so you cannot see them.  They can hear vibrations in the water.

SMELL: Sea turtles have an excellent sense of smell. Female sea turtles may use this sense to
return to the beach where they were hatched in order to build their own nests. 

SIGHT: Sea turtles see well in the water, but outside the water they are a little near-sighted.

TOUCH: A sea turtle is sensitive to touch on the soft parts of the flippers and anywhere on the
shell. 

TASTE: Little is known about a sea turtle's sense of taste.   

Sea turtles have no teeth!  But they do have very strong jaws that have a hard covering with
very sharp edges.  The jaws resemble a beak.  

Green sea turtle skull

DO SEA TURTLES HAVE TEETH?

SEA TURTLE SENSES



ATTRIBUTE TORTOISE SEA TURTLE

SHELL AND BODY Thick, dome-shaped shell and 
elephant-type feet

SPEED Slow-moving Slow-moving, but can swim 
with quick bursts

PROTECTION Able to pull head, neck, legs,

and tail into shell

Cannot pull head, neck, legs, or

tail into shell

HABITAT Lives on land Lives in water

Light, streamlined shell 
and flippers

Did you know the Desert Tortoise is the Nevada State Reptile?
Las Vegas is home to this threatened species. These tortoises
are found in the desert and they cannot be touched without
special permits.  This tortoise is threatened due to disruption of
habitat, as well as people harassing, harming, killing, wounding,
and capturing them.  In fact, the most dangerous threat to the
desert tortoise is man.  To learn more about the desert tortoise
and how you can help, contact the Tortoise Group at 702-739-
8043, or visit their website at www.tortoisegroup.org.

IS THAT A SEA TURTLE OR A TORTOISE?

THE DESERT TORTOISE



SEA TURTLE REPRODUCTION

Sea turtle eggs being laid in the nest.
One to three eggs come out at a time.

Welcome to the world!

Baby sea turtle.

*When it is time to lay their eggs, female sea turtles come
all the way back to the same beach where they hatched to
build their nests.  Scientists are still not sure how they find
their way. Nesting usually takes place at night.

*When a female finds a good place to build her nest, she
digs a body pit in the sand using her back flippers.  

*Have you ever played ping-pong?  That’s what sea turtle
eggs look like!  Females will lay between 50 and 160 eggs
and then cover them with sand.  Females then return to the
sea.  Sea turtles do not watch over their nests or take care of
their babies after they hatch.

*After about 60 days, the eggs will begin to hatch.  It takes
a while for the little turtles to dig out of the nest.  All the
babies will emerge at once, usually at night.

*Baby sea turtles start their journey to the ocean 
following the moonlight reflecting off of the water.

*The temperature of the eggs in the nest will have 
determined the sex of the hatchlings:

Temperatures warmer than 82 O F = females
Temperatures cooler than 82 O F =  males

*Temperatures below 75O F or above 90O F generally result in
no hatching success.

Female sea turtle nesting.

LIFE AS A SEA TURTLE BEGINS AS AN EGG

Female Sea Turtle Nesting, Eggs Being Laid in a Nest, Welcome to the World, and Baby Sea Turtle photos courtesy of Kenneth Hydes,
Cayman Turtle Farm, www.turtle.ky



· Sea turtles like dark, quiet beaches when
they are ready to nest.  However, many
beaches today have
hotels and houses on
them with many
bright lights.  These
lights discourage
female sea turtles
from nesting.  The lights also confuse 
hatchlings. Instead of following the moonlight
to get to the ocean, they often head towards
the lights from hotels and houses.  When this
happens, the hatchlings never reach the ocean
and often die from dehydration.

PLASTIC BAGSPLASTIC BAGS

FISHINGFISHING

NATURAL THREATSNATURAL THREATS

· Fishermen use big nets to catch fish.
Sometimes, sea turtles get caught in these 
big nets and drown.  In the
United States, fishermen are
now required to use a
special device called a
Turtle Excluder Device
(TED).  This device
acts like a trap door
and lets sea turtles escape the net 
when they accidentally get caught. 

· Raccoons, crabs, ants, birds, dogs, and 
fish eat either the sea turtle eggs or

the actual hatchlings.
Predation is natural and part

of the food chain, but
because all of the sea 
turtle populations are

already endangered, the
loss of eggs and hatchlings
can be a serious problem.

ARTIFICIAL LIGHTINGARTIFICIAL LIGHTING

ADDING SAND TO BEACHESADDING SAND TO BEACHES

·  New sand is often added to build up beaches
and to replace sand that has

been lost to erosion.
This is known as 

beach nourishment.  
Sometimes this sand

is too compacted and
does not make a

good nesting site for sea 
turtles. Compacted sand makes it difficult 

for sea turtles to dig their nests.

HUMAN THREATSHUMAN THREATS

LACK OF GOOD NESTING SITESLACK OF GOOD NESTING SITES

· In many cultures all over the world, people 
harvest sea turtle eggs and
meat for food.  People also 
kill thousands of sea turtles

each year to make 
jewelry and souvenirs 

from turtle shells.

· Seawalls are a problem for sea turtles.  These
walls are put up to protect
beachfront property from

erosion, but they often
prevent female sea 

turtles from reaching 
a good nesting area. 

·  Plastic bags that end up in the ocean can be 
deadly to sea turtles.  Close your eyes 
and imagine a plastic bag 
floating at the top of the water.  
What animal might it resemble?
If you guessed a jellyfish, you 
are right!  Jellyfish are a 
favorite meal of sea turtles, 
and plastic bags look just like jellyfish in the
water. When a sea turtle makes a mistake and
tries to eat the plastic bag, the bag can get
caught in the turtle’s throat or stomach.  

Only 1 in 1000 sea turtles will survive to adulthood.  
Read on to find out why...

THREATS TO SEA TURTLE SURVIVAL



5. The data received allows researchers to determine:
·where in the world the turtles are located.

·the number of dives taken during the last 24 hours.

·the duration of the most recent dive.

·the water temperature.

TURTLE TRACKING allows researchers to track sea turtles 
in the open ocean.

How does it work?

2. Next, a walkman-sized 
transmitter is then attached
to the mold, on the back of
the turtle. The antenna will
break the surface of the
water to transmit signals
every time the turtle comes
up to breathe.

3. The transmitter sends 
signals full of 

information to an 
orbiting satellite 

each time the turtle 
surfaces for air.

These satellites are operated by the U.S. National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Organization (NOAA), and
are the same satellites that monitor global weather
patterns!

4. The satellite 
re-transmits 
the data to 
a receiving 
station on
Earth, which
researchers access 
through computers.

1. Researchers mold a putty-like 
substance into an outline of the
transmitter, and place it on the
turtle’s carapace.

Earth

Turtle
Biologist

SEA TURTLE “TRACKS”



Mandy’s Journey
Green Sea Turtle Tracking

On September 12, 2001, Shark Reef and the Caribbean Conservation Corporation teamed up
to learn more about the green sea turtles of Tortuguero.  By attaching a
satellite transmitter to the shells of nesting females, researchers can track
places these turtles visit. Shark Reef adopted one female named Mandy
to assist with the study.  Green sea turtles are an endangered species and
this information may help conservationists to protect them. You can watch
Mandy’s movements on the internet at www.cccturtle.org/sat20.htm.



Adelita’s Journey
Loggerhead Turtle Tracking

Do loggerhead sea turtles forage off the west coast of Mexico and California,
and actually nest all the way across the Pacific Ocean, 

on the beaches of Japan?

One year after Adelita’s release, positions were still being recorded in the Pacific, even though
her transmitter battery was past its expected life of nine months. Spectacularly, Adelita 
demonstrated that loggerheads can migrate across the Pacific Ocean. Above, you can follow
Adelita’s complete track.

Other points were later recorded off the coast of Japan that were not consistent with Adelita’s
regular swimming patterns. Tragically, the positions recorded indicated more rapid swimming
and on a course straight to the nearest port of Sendai.

On August 10, 1996, a female loggerhead sea
turtle, named Adelita, was released just off
the coast of Mexico in a small town called
Santa Rosalita.  Immediately she started
across the Pacific.

The white circles indicate recorded positions of Adelita’s
journey (the transmitter on her back would transfer her
position to a receiving station on earth via a satellite
every time she would surface for air).

Japan
Mexico

Pacific Ocean

Of course, it is impossible to ever be sure exactly what happened to Adelita, but the
most likely possibility is that Adelita made an amazing, and for sea turtle research, 
historic, 7456 mile (12,000 km) journey all the way across the Pacific, only to be
trapped by a fishing net or a longline and drowned.

Adelita’s Journey, courtesy of www.turtles.org/adelita.htm
Photo courtesy of Wallace J. Nichols, www.wildcoast.net



Animal Riddles...
I swim most of my life, 
but I do come on land,

When it is time, 
to lay my eggs in the

sand.

I swim with big sharks, 
but I am protected

well,

Because on my back, 
I have a big, strong

shell.

What animal am I?
Draw your answer

below.    



Sea Turtle Coloring Page


