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Just like their green turtle cousins, 
flatback turtles (Natator depressus) are 
reptiles with a protective carapace (or 
shell) and flippers that help them move 
powerfully through the water.

They are the most common turtle species 
to nest around Gladstone and are named 
for the distinctive shape of their shell 
which is almost flat with upturned edges. 
This carapace can grow up to one metre 
long!

As a baby (or hatchling), flatbacks are 
grey in colour, with scales outlined in 
black, and a white belly, but as they get 
older, their flippers and head turn an 
olive/grey colour and their underside 
(called a ‘plastron’) becomes a pale 
yellow.

Flatbacks grow slowly and it takes 
decades for them to develop into a 
breeding adult.

When they are ready to breed, female 
flatback turtles return to the same area 
where they hatched – some, on the rare 
occasion, might even lay their eggs on 
the same beach where they were born!

What’s for dinner?
As post-hatchlings, flatback turtles eat 
jellyfish and similar floating animals but 
advance to a more diverse diet that 
includes soft corals and sea pens in their 
juvenile and adult years.

Protected Status
Flatback turtles are listed as Vulnerable 
both under Australia’s Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Act 1999 
and Queensland’s Nature Conservation 
Act 1992, meaning they are not critically 
endangered, but face a high risk of 
extinction in the wild in the medium-to-
long term. 

Researchers say that the eastern 
Queensland flatback turtle population is 
stable, with up to 300 female flatback 
turtles nesting on the beaches of the 
Gladstone region (including Peak Island) 
each year. 

Meet the flatback turtles 
of the Gladstone region
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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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All sea turtles have to surface 
every so often to breathe, some 
as often as every few minutes, 
but flatbacks can hold their 
breath a very long time – up to 
80 minutes when not active!
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Flatbacks do not have a phase 
of living in the open ocean like 
other sea turtles. They prefer 
to stay around areas of soft, 
bottomed sub-tidal habitats – 
like Port Curtis and Port Alma. 
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Flatback hatchlings are among 
the largest of the sea turtles’, 
so are less likely to be taken by 
their natural predators such as 
gulls, ghost crabs, or sharks!
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Flatbacks mate at sea, which 
means male flatback turtles may 
never return to land after they’ve 
hatched!
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What threatens Flatback Turtles?
• Lights from buildings near the beach can confuse hatchlings and make them 

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

• Turtles spend a lot of time close to the surface of the ocean and can’t move 
quickly to avoid boats going too fast.

• Flatback turtles can get caught in fishing nets, crab pots, or fishing line and die.

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

Australian Department of the 
Environment
www.environment.gov.au

Aus Turtle
www.austurtle.org.au

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

Seaturtle.org Inc.
Seaturtle.org

Qld Department of Environment 
and Heritage Protection
www.ehp.qld.gov.au

A fully-grown flatback turtle weighs 90 
kilograms and it is believed that they can 
live for up to 60 years. 

Flatback turtles mate from late October 
to early December and females drag 
themselves up the beach three times to 
lay their eggs between November and 
February (returning to their feeding areas 
soon after). Each time, the female uses 
her flippers to dig a nest in the sand to 
lay a “clutch” of about 50 eggs – what 
exhausting work! Flatback turtles may lay 
fewer eggs than other species, but their 
eggs are among the largest of all the sea 
turtles (second only to the leatherback) 
each weighing about 45 grams and 
about the size of a billiard ball!

Hatchlings break out of their eggs about 
two months later, dig their way to the 
surface, and head as fast as they can for 
the ocean. It will take 20 or more years 
for female hatchlings to mature and lay 
eggs of their own.

How you can 
help!
• Always put rubbish in 

the bin so it doesn’t end up in the ocean where 
turtles may mistake it for food.  Plastic bags 
can look like jellyfish, which turtles love to eat.

• Look out for turtles if camping or driving on the 
beach during summer, especially vegetated 
areas, and avoid driving on any known nesting 
beaches.

• Never let fishing line or fishing nets fall 
overboard.

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

• Look but don’t touch - always let hatchlings 
make their own way down the beach. Adult 
flatbacks can bite if approached, too!

• If you accidentally catch a turtle, or find a hurt 
turtle, call 1300 ANIMAL. Do not try to remove 
hooks yourself!

Backing the FLATBACK

Spotting Flatbacks
You could see a flatback turtle during 
nesting time, between November and 
February, near their favourite nesting 
beaches (or rookeries) such as South End 
Beach on Curtis Island. A few even nest 
on Facing Island!

Flatbacks, like other turtles, are migratory 
animals. Flatback turtles that nest in 
Gladstone are part of a tracking and 
monitoring program conducted 
through James Cook University 
and the Queensland Department 
of Environment and Heritage 
Protection.  In just 100 days, 
one female flatback turtle 
that nested on Curtis Island 
travelled a total of 2,446km 
north along the Queensland 
coast. 
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www.gbrmpa.gov.au/about-the-reef/animals/marine-turtles/flatback
www.environment.gov.au/marine/marine-species/marine-turtles/flatback
www.austurtle.org.au
www.aims.gov.au
http://Seaturtle.org
https://www.ehp.qld.gov.au/wildlife/threatened-species/vulnerable/flatback_turtle.html

