
 Flatback turtles are only found 
on the continental shelf of 
Australia and only nest on 
Australian beaches – that 
means they are an endemic 
species.
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 Olive ridley turtles have a 
unique nesting practice called 
“arribada” where thousands 
of turtles swarm key beaches 
at the same time to lay their 
eggs.
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 The hawksbill turtle’s diet 
consists mostly of poisonous 
sponges, jellyfi sh - even toxic 
blue-bottles! 

3

 The leatherback turtle is the 
largest living turtle species, 
and has leathery skin covering 
its carapace, not a bony shell – 
hence its name!

5

 Adult sea turtles can live 
for over 40 years! 4

Turtles are an iconic animal of the Great 
Barrier Reef. Slow moving and graceful 
reptiles, they are easily identifi ed by their 
protective shells (called a carapace) and 
fl ippers that help them swim powerfully 
through the water. 

Gladstone is visited by several marine 
turtle species including the:

•  Green turtle (Chelonia mydas)

• Flatback turtle (Natator depressus)

• Hawksbill turtle 
(Eretmochelys imbricata)

• Olive ridley turtle 
(Lepidochelys olivacea)

• Leatherback turtle 
(Dermochelys coreace)

• Loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta).

All of these turtles may be found foraging 
in and around the Gladstone region at 
various times of the year, but only 
fl atback and green turtles nest in the 
Gladstone region. In Australia:

• loggerhead turtles nest not far from 
Gladstone, around Bundaberg 
at Mon Repos and Wreck Island, 
and also along the coast and on 
the islands of north-west Western 
Australia (WA) between Ningaloo 
and Shark Bay. 

• some olive ridleys nest in the Gulf 
of Carpentaria in Queensland and 
the Northern Territory (NT). 

• hawksbill turtles may nest in 
Queensland around Cape York and 
the Torres Strait, north-east Arnhem 
Land (NT), and along the north-west 
coast of WA.

• leatherback turtles occasionally 
nest in Australia, along Arnhem 
Land (NT), along the south 
Queensland coast although no nests 
have been recorded since 1996, and 
northern New South Wales (NSW). 

Meet the sea turtles
of the Gladstone region
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5 TURTLE-Y 
AMAZING FACTS!

While they are the two main species that 
you will see nesting in the Gladstone 
region, the fl atback and green turtles are 
quite different from each other. 

The fl atback, endemic to Australia, is 
named for the distinctive shape of its 
shell which is almost fl at with upturned 
edges. As hatchlings, fl atbacks are grey 
in colour with a white belly. They turn an 
olive/grey colour on their fl ippers and 
head as they reach adulthood.

Green turtles on the other hand start life 
as shiny black hatchlings with a white 
belly and white margins around the shell 
and fl ippers. As they mature they keep 
their white underside but turn an olive-
green colour on their fl ippers and head. 

Although they live in shallow, tropical 
waters such as the Great Barrier Reef, 
turtles nest on sandy beaches. 

The warmth of the sand incubates 
the eggs for six to eight weeks. The 
hatchlings then dig their way to the 
surface of the sand and make their way 
to the ocean. In Central Queensland, 
hatchlings can emerge from nests from 
November, with the peak hatching  
period in February and March.
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Flatback turtle hatchling
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Adult green turtle
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How you can help!
• Look but don’t touch – turtles might be cute, especially as 

hatchlings, but they are wild animals. Adults might even bite!

• Always let hatchlings make their own way down the beach. 

• Keep a look-out for turtles and their nests when playing on the beach during 
summer, be careful around vegetated areas of the beach, and be extra 
careful if driving on the beach!

• Always put your rubbish in the bin so it doesn’t end up in the ocean, and 
take care to not let fi shing line or nets go overboard when out on a boat.

• Go slow for those below! Stick to the speed limit when on the   
water, and slow down around seagrass. Turtles are slow moving and boat 
propellers can badly hurt them. 

• If you accidentally catch a turtle, or fi nd a hurt turtle, call 1300 ANIMAL 
(1300 264 625). Do not try to remove hooks or nets yourself!
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Where you find us 
As highly migratory species, you could 
see any of these sea turtles in and around 
Gladstone’s waters and islands, and 
most species’ habitats change with their 
age. Adult leatherbacks and loggerhead 
turtles appear to prefer the open ocean, 
while olive ridley, green, hawksbill, and 
fl atback turtles prefer coastal habitats or 
shallow/protected waters like coral reefs 
or estuaries.  

Of those that nest in the area, fl atback 
turtles’ favourite nesting sites 
(or ‘rookeries’) closest to Gladstone 
are Peak Island, Wild Duck Island and 
South End Beach on Curtis Island. It is 
less common for green turtles to nest 
on Gladstone’s beaches, but some 
females will come ashore at South End 
or Lillies Beach between October and 
March to lay eggs. You may also get the 
occasional loggerhead nesting in the 
region.

Laws protect us
Green, fl atback, and hawksbill turtles 
are listed as Vulnerable (to becoming 
endangered) under the Commonwealth 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Act 1999. Olive ridley, loggerhead, 
and leatherback turtles are listed as 
Endangered, at risk of becoming 
extinct. They also all have those same 
classifi cations under Queensland’s 
Nature Conservation Act 1992.  

Look but don’t touch – turtles might be cute, especially as 
hatchlings, but they are wild animals. Adults might even bite!

It’s not easy 
BEING GREEN

What threatens turtles near Gladstone?
•  Lights from buildings near the beach can confuse hatchlings and make them 

run inland, away from the water – that’s the wrong way!

•  Sea turtles spend a lot of time close to the surface of the ocean and often 
can’t move in time to avoid boats going too fast.

• Sea turtles can get caught in fi shing nets, crab pots, or fi shing line and die, as 
they need to come up for air to survive.

• The biggest threats to fl atback and green turtles occur when they are 
hatchlings – they make easy prey for birds, foxes, and other predators. It is 
estimated that of every 1,000 eggs laid, only one will 
survive to maturity.

Find out 
more
Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park Authority
www.gbrmpa.gov.au

Aus Turtle
www.austurtle.org.au

Australian Institute of 
Marine Science
www.aims.gov.au

Seaturtle.org Inc.
Seaturtle.org

What’s for dinner?
Loggerhead, fl atback, and leatherback 
turtles are omnivorous, meaning they eat 
both plants and animals, from seagrass 
to sea cucumbers, soft corals, fi sh, 
crustaceans and jellyfi sh.

Olive ridley turtles tend to be mostly 
carnivorous, eating animals including 
jellyfi sh, sea urchins, and crabs.

Adult green turtles are almost totally 
herbivorous meaning they feed principally 
on seagrass, a wide range of algae, and 
mangrove fruits, but sometimes they feed 
on jellyfi sh or small crustaceans.

The hawksbill turtle is unique in that 
it survives almost entirely on sponges 
(considered animals), but also 
supplements its diet with seagrass, 
soft corals, and shellfi sh. 

Green turtle hatchling
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Leatherback turtle
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