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INTRODUCTION TO SEA TURTLES
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Sea turtles are reptiles (Class Reptilia) that are adapted to live at sea. Seven
species of sea turtles exist worldwide and live mainly in warm waters. Sea
turtles have bodies enclosed by an armour-like carapace. Unlike their terrestrial
cousins, sea turtles cannot pull back their heads and legs into their carapace. Also,
their forelimbs are modified into flippers for swimming.

Sea turtles migrate regularly over long distances between feeding and nesting
areas (Laurent et al., 1999; Caminds, 2004). Females are known to leave the water
and choose some specific beaches for nesting. Male sea turtles never leave the
water. Females venture to quiet and remote sandy beaches, usually at night, to lay
their eggs. They dig holes in the sand and lay about a hundred eggs in each nest,
which are afterwards covered with sand. Each female may make several trips back
to shore making new nests and laying eggs each time. Eggs hatch two months later
and hatchlings must crawl all the way back to the water.

Sea turtles were once found commonly in coastal waters throughout the tropics.
However, human presence and activities had a significantimpact on their populations
worldwide. These animals are highly disturbed by many factors such as coastal
constructions, pollution, sand extraction, artificial lights, recreational equipment,
overfishing, and the use of some fishing gears (Caminas, 2004). Eggs and newly
born sea turtles face several dangers, from predation by terrestrial mammals and
ghost crabs to various usage of sandy beaches. Most young turtles are afterwards
predated upon by seabirds and large fishes. Furthermore, sea turtles are still
killed deliberately for their meat or because of the potential damage they cause
to fishermen. They are sometimes exploited for the ornamental crafts that can be
made from their carapace. Sea turtles are protected by international agreements.

Five species have been recorded in the Mediterranean but only three are commonly
found. These are the green turtle, the loggerhead turtle and the leatherback turtle.
The green and loggerhead turtles are known to nest in the Mediterranean while
leatherback turtles are found mostly as isolated individuals and no permanent nesting
area is known for this species in the area (Groombridge, 1990; Caminas, 2004).
Another unrelated and very different species, the Nile soft-shelled turtle, is found in
the area covered by this guide and is confined to the eastern Mediterranean.
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TECHNICAL TERMS AND MEASUREMENTS
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dorsal view of a juvenile sea turtle (Family Cheloniidae)
(il Ay 45 4 Slislad g gl hile

mandibular scale
A8 Cadl a

intergular scute

foreflipper

gular scute
humeral scute

ws A . .- .
Gacac dpalae daiia

pectoral scute

abdominal scute Aiala
lub“‘.. .’L'“kc, 5 “L;M,‘
femoral scute
A8 4k dadia
anal scute
Ll dpalie Anidea hindflipper

ventral view of a juvenile sea turtle (Family Cheloniidae)
(Siall) Alal) 46 4y ja Blialud g e



{2’%2{ 540

pointed snout

Caige ahd

flattened smooth skin

hid acli ala

dorsal ridges
ek s

dorsal view of a leatherback turtle (Family Dermochelyidae) dorsal view of a juvenile soft-shelled turtle (Family Trionychidae)
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CHELONIIDAE

FAO names: En — Loggerhead turtle; Fr — Tortue caouanne; Sp — Caguama;

Caretta caretta (Linnaeus, 1758)
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Size: From 60 to 90 cm CL (125 cm TL).

Habitat and biology: Pelagic deep sea species, getting closer to shore
seasonally. First maturity at about 10 years. Adults and subadults are mainly
carnivorous, feeding on crabs, sea urchins, molluscs, but also fishes and
jellyfishes.

Importance to fisheries: Occasional to common bycatch of entangling nets,
longlines, trawls and seines. Sold illegally for human consumption or simply
slaughtered in some areas. It is also sold naturalized whole or only carapace.

Distribution: Common to occasional throughout
Mediterranean. Elsewhere, temperate and
tropical oceans worldwide. There are about
2500 turtles nesting annually on
beaches in Italy and from Greece
to Tunisia, including Cyprus.
Endangered worldwide.

more than 1 pair of
prefrontal scales

etz oe S

TaleY) U8 sl jall

2 claws
Ohlie

ol U g g B

o 125 (oradY) SN Jshall 5 o 90—60 48,01 sk zpnall

#1521 10 U iy ¥ e s (L) (0 s cGlas ) A im0k 1)l i gl
Sl il i g A el a8l 5 bl ) e (o3 Ay Lubud 281U 4as 5 3200 28
) JaaliE s el e L

ol T g 5 Al 38,5541 ALl & e ) i o 5 dnae taual) 8 LaaY)
¢g sl O Blaliall (any e yh e b s o Al ALl 5 ool i
Aaos s 26,0 gl ol Unina SUalS Liagf $13 a6 G
o s T idl adl 8 me ) ols g S
s Al Iy cllamall i lad) s Asaall slual
olo Lsie (RIS Gl e 2500 s

Loy ¢ puisi () il gy Llla) (3 (bl 50
Lalle Tan dls U8 3¢ a8l

3 inframarginal scutes
without pores

alase (50 Andidla G milea 3

5 lateral scutes
dpils miléa 5

carapace plastron
£/ 3‘3)5 (Boall) (Al cuilal)




CHELONIIDAE

FAO names: En — Green turtle; Fr — Tortue verte; Sp — Tortuga verde;

Chelonia mydas (Linnaeus, 1758)
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Size: From 80 to 110 cm CL (125 cm TL).

Habitat and biology: Pelagic, mainly shallow water species. First maturity at about
30 years. Adults are mainly herbivorous feeding on seaweeds and seagrass, but
also sponges and molluscs. Juveniles feed on small invertebrates.

Importance to fisheries: Occasional to common bycatch of entangling
nets, longlines, trawls and seines. Sold illegally for human consumption or
simply slaughtered in some areas. It is also sold naturalized whole or only
carapace.

Distribution: Occasional to rare in area. Elsewhere,
tropical and subtropical oceans worldwide.

There are about 300 to 400 individuals
that nest on some beaches in Cyprus and
Turkey (99%), more rarely from Lebanon to
Egypt. Endangered worldwide and critically
endangered in the Mediterranean.
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DERMOCHELYIDAE Dermochelys coriacea (Vandelli, 1761) Cluadll

FAO names: En — Leatherback turtle; Fr — Tortue luth; Sp — Tortuga laud; )g-EJ\ ks sleale — Ar
Size: From 110 to 150 cm CL (200 cm TL). 2 200 a8y S Jshall, an 150110 48,20 J sk zaaadl
Habitat and biology: Pelagic, highly migratory species getting occasionally 10 ) 6 J gaiy ¥ Jalad) (e umf_ qu JiLYI LSS ¢ oadly Blall ale g Jisal)
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rarely fishes and seagrass.
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Importance to fisheries: None. Rare bycatch of entangling nets, longitudinal ridges on carapace
longlines, trawls and seines. Might be sold illegally as trophy in some 4,00 e AgY sk Cigya
areas. Flesh may be toxic to eat.

Distribution: Rare in area. Present throughout the
Mediterranean mainly in isolated individuals.
Elsewhere, temperate oceans worldwide.

Only few specimens are thought
to nest occasionally in the
Mediterranean. Turtles observed
in the Mediterranean Sea are born
in the western Atlantic. Critically
endangered worldwide.
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TRIONYCHIDAE Trionyx triunguis (Forsskal, 1775) Sl i)

FAO names: En — Nile soft-shelled turtle; Fr — Trionyx du Nil;
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Size: From 60 to 100 cm CL (120 cm TL).

Habitat and biology: Coastal species, usually confined to the lower course
of rivers but spends apparently a significant part of its life cycle in the
Mediterranean sea (maximum recorded depth 55 m). Nesting occurs usually
on muddy river banks. Omnivorous species. Biology not well known.

Importance to fisheries: None. Rare bycatch of entangling nets and trawls.
Slaughtered in some areas because of damage caused to fishermen nets.
Rarely eaten or kept for ornamental purposes.

Distribution: Present only from Turkey to Egypt, one record in Greece.
Additional isolated populations occur inland in Africa. There are about
1 000 mature individuals in the Mediterranean. Critically endangered in the
Mediterranean.
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