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SEA TURTLES...ANCIENT MARINERS
INTRODUCTION

Sea turtles have roamed the oceans for
over 100 million years. They are reptiles,
just like crocodiles, snakes, lizards, and
land turtles. Sea turtles have a lot in common with other reptiles – they need air to
breathe, they are “cold-blooded” and they
lay leathery eggs. All sea turtles have been
heavily exploited by humans and all are
afforded some degree of legal protection.

SEA TURTLE SPECIES

There are seven species of sea turtle found
in the world. They are:
• leatherback
• loggerhead
• green
• hawksbill
• Kemp’s ridley
• olive ridley
• flatback
Four species are found in Jamaican
waters – leatherback, green turtle, hawksbill, and loggerhead. Both the leatherback
and the hawksbill are listed as “critically
endangered” by the International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), while the
green and loggerhead turtles are listed as
“endangered”.

ADAPTATIONS

Sea turtles have developed
special adaptations that
differentiate them from
their relatives, particularly
the land turtles / tortoises. While tortoises have
high-domed shells that

allow them to
retract their feet
and heads into
their shells, sea turtle
shells are stream-lined
so they can swim better.
Since their shells are much
smaller, and their chest muscles much larger, sea turtles cannot
pull their head and flippers inside the
shell. Other visible adaptations include
powerful flippers (instead of feet) and tear
glands to rid the body of excess salt – with
the effect that a sea turtle always looks like
its crying!
Since sea turtles spend most of their
time underwater they also have special adaptations that allow them to store oxygen.
Their lungs have lots of spongy, elastic tissue that increases the surface area for oxygen and carbon dioxide exchange. Some
species are able to store large amounts of
oxygen in their blood and muscle tissues
(as opposed to storing it in their lungs).
Sea turtles also have reinforced airways
that prevent their collapse when faced with
pressure from deep dives.

NESTING

Sea turtles return to the coastlines where
they were born to lay their eggs, and they
often travel long distances to these “natal
beaches”. A leatherback turtle in 2009,
for example, travelled 7,153 miles from its
nesting grounds in Panama to its feeding
grounds in Nova Scotia over the course
of a year. Only the females come ashore
to nest; depending on the species, she
will lay 50-200 round white eggs. While

laying her eggs, the turtle
goes into a “trance” and
may not be as aware
of her surroundings as she is
during other
stages. This is the
time that researchers use to collect
data (in order to limit the amount
of stress on the turtle). Hatchlings
emerge after 50-75 days, depending
on the species, and immediately head
out to sea.

THREATS

Sea turtles are faced with both natural and
man-made threats. They are most threatened during the egg, hatchlings and young
juvenile stages. During these stages they
can be eaten by crabs, seabirds, fish, and
ants. Introduced predators (mongooses,
dogs, pigs) will also prey on turtles.
Man-made threats affect all sea turtle
life stages in several different ways, and
have helped to drastically reduce sea turtle
numbers. It is estimated that since the 18th
century, green sea turtle numbers have
dropped from approximately 90 million,
to about 300,000 today. Sea turtles are
poached for both their meat and their
eggs. Accidental capture (and drowning) in fishing gear, nesting habitat loss
(through coastal developments, artificial
lighting, seawalls, etc.), climate change,
and marine debris have all reduced sea
turtle populations. Sea walls, and other
types of construction, often prevent turtles
from nesting on the beaches, while artificial
lighting disorients turtles and hatchlings.

E A R T H FA C T S I S F U N D E D B Y T H E T R E A S U R E B E A C H T U R T L E G R O U P

Under the Wildlife Protection Act it is an offence
for anyone to:
• Hunt turtles
• Have in their possession
the whole or part of the
turtle;
• Take or attempt to take
any turtle eggs; or
• Sell or have in their
possession for the
purpose of sale any turtle
eggs.
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Climate change may lead to sea level rise,
increased temperatures and more powerful
storms – all of which can seriously impact
nesting and foraging sites. Since hatchling
sex is determined by the temperature
during incubation, increased temperatures
may lead to an increase in the number
of females born, reducing the number of
males.

PROTECTION

There are several treaties that afford
protection to sea turtles, including the
Convention on the International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and
Flora (CITES) and the Convention for the
Protection and Development of the Marine
Environment in the Wider Caribbean
Region (with its SPAW Protocol, which
fully protects Caribbean sea turtles by their
listing on Annex II). Locally, there are two
relevant Jamaican statutes – the Wildlife
Protection Act and the Endangered Species (Protection, Conservation and Regulation of Trade Act) of 2000.

Anyone found guilty
may pay up to $100,000
in fines or imprisonment
with hard labour for up to
six months.
The Endangered Species Act controls
the trade of certain marine turtles in and
out of the island – trade can only be done
with a permit issued by the Natural Resources Conservation Authority.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION
Visit http://www.widecast.org – the website for
the Wider Caribbean Sea Turtle Conservation
Network – for detailed information on Caribbean
sea turtles, survival threats (and how to solve
them!), creative resources for teachers, and
much more.

WHAT YOU CAN DO TO
PROTECT TURTLES
There are several things you can do to
protect sea turtles.

DO

• Obey all regulations regarding the
protection of sea turtles in Jamaica
• Report all regulation violations
protecting sea turtles to the National
Environment and Planning Agency –
(876) 754-7540
• Use “turtle friendly” lights or draw all the
curtains during the nesting season so
you don’t disorient the nesting turtles
and their hatchlings;
• Dispose of solid waste properly, never
discard plastics and other refuse at sea

DO NOT

• Purchase sea turtle products
• Harvest sea turtle eggs
• Drive on sandy beaches that are known
nesting sites, as incubating eggs can
be crushed and tire ruts can trap
hatchlings crawling to the sea.
• Let your dogs roam unattended on
the beach – they can harass nesting
turtles, dig up nests, and eat eggs and
hatchlings
• Start fires on the beach – the heat can
cook turtle eggs buried in the sand
and the flame (light) can attract and kill
hatchlings
• Get rid of living beach vegetation, since
some turtles like to nest amongst it
• Build near the high water mark. Turtles
nest above the high water mark so
their nests won’t get filled with water
– building houses, sea walls and other
structures near the high water mark can
destroy important nesting habitat.
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