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Life Cycle of Marine TurtlesLife Cycle of Marine Turtles
Every year between October and November female 
marine turtles return to the same region where they 
were born and crawl up on the beach above the 
high-tide mark to dig a nest and lay 50 to 150 ping- 
pong ball size eggs. When born, approximately 
six to eight weeks later, the hatchlings dig out of 
the sand and hurry as fast as they can into the 
water. During this period the temperature of the 
sand around the nest determines the gender of the 
turtles. Warmer sand produces females, while cooler 
sand produces male turtles. It is estimated that only one 
in 1000 marine turtles reach the age where they themselves can 
lay eggs (which is generally around 40 years old).

Creature FeaturesCreature Features
• Marine reptiles are some of the oldest residents of the Great Barrier  
 Reef Marine Park, they were around long before my family flew here,  
 and now they are all protected species 

• Six of the world’s seven species of marine turtle are found in the Great  
 Barrier Reef

• Unlike a tortoise, marine turtles are unable to hide their head and   
 limbs in their shell (carapace) – they rely on short bursts of speed  
 to escape most predators

• There are 17 species of sea snakes found in the Great  
 Barrier Reef, they are among the most venomous   
 snakes in the world but most have short fangs and are  
 not aggressive

• Estuarine crocodiles have been spotted swimming   
 in the open ocean a long way from the nearest land  
 however the primary habitat for crocodiles is along the   
 coast

    Threats to Marine     Threats to Marine 
       Turtle Survival       Turtle Survival
Turtles are ‘marine dinosaurs’ they have been swimming in the ocean 
for about 150 million years. This suggests that turtles have 
adapted to previous environmental changes. The big 
question is whether marine turtles will survive 
global warming. As the earth warms, its 
climate is changing and sea levels are 
rising, turtles may return to beaches to 

lay their eggs but where there was 
once land there is now water. Some 
nesting beaches may be eroded 
away by strong wind and waves. 

New research suggests turtles have adapted their behaviour in 
the past to a changing environment. Prior to the last ice age, sea 

levels were significantly lower, so the coastline and turtle nesting 
beaches were further out, as far as 1200 kilometers from their present 
day locations. By the time the last ice age ended 4000 years ago sea 
levels had risen significantly. The flatback turtle adapted and found 
new nesting sites and foraging (feeding) areas.

Coastal development can also impact on a marine turtle’s survival. 
Lights on the land can distract turtles from heading to the water and 
animals, such as feral pigs dig up turtle nests. Litter can also have an 

impact, particularly plastic bags. Today, marine turtles are 
a protected species in the Marine Park and the Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority is working 
with others to ensure future generations 
can enjoy marine turtles in the Great 
Barrier Reef and not in a museum.  

Cultural Cultural 
ConnectionsConnections
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders   
have a strong connection with the   
land, sea, rivers, mountains, plants   
and animals. Marine turtles are   
culturally important to Aboriginal   
and Torres Strait Islander people living along 
the Great Barrier Reef coastline. The Great 
Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority is working 
with Traditional Owners to assist them with 
managing their hunting sustainably (making 
sure there is enough for future generations). 
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    You can help      You can help  
  protect our         protect our       
 marine turtles marine turtles
  • Don’t litter: even if you
   throw a piece of
   rubbish on the ground  
   in your school, it can  
   make its way into the  
   ocean
• If visiting beaches along the Great  
 Barrier Reef between October and  
 April, switch off or minimise the  
 use of lights (for example torches  
 so that nesting turtles and
 hatchlings won’t be confused
• Keep your dogs on a leash so  
 turtles and hatchlings won’t be  
 harmed
• Do not chase, grab or block the  
 path of a turtle either in the water  
 or on the beach, regardless of the  
 direction it is heading.

yesterday, today and tomorrowyesterday, today and tomorrow

Reptiles

Learning about the past, looking to the future


