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D3 North Marine Region 
Protected Species Group Report 
Card – Marine Turtles

Current at February 2008. For updates see  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/coasts/mbp/north>.

General �nformat�on

Mar�ne turtles are rept�les, and as such have lungs and 

must surface to breathe. Mar�ne turtles are typ�cally 

assoc�ated w�th trop�cal seas; however, some spec�es 

are also known to �nhab�t subtrop�cal and temperate 

ocean�c waters. Much of the �nformat�on �n th�s report 

card �s drawn from A Biological Review of Australian Marine 

Turtles (L�mpus, �n press). A draft publ�cat�on conta�n�ng 

�nformat�on on the �mportant areas for mar�ne turtles �n 

the Northern Terr�tory �s currently under �nternal rev�ew 

by The Northern Terr�tory Government Department of 

Natural Resources, Env�ronment and the Arts and w�ll 

soon be ava�lable for w�der c�rculat�on.

There are two fam�l�es of mar�ne turtles, Chelon��dae and 

Dermochely�dae. F�ve spec�es from five genera (Caretta, 

Chelonia, Eretmochelys, Lepidochelys and Natator) found 

w�th�n the Reg�on are from the fam�ly Chelon��dae, w�th 

one spec�es from one genus Dermochelys from the fam�ly 

Dermochely�dae. 

Nat�onally protected spec�es

S�x of the seven spec�es of mar�ne turtle �n the world 

are known to �nhab�t the Reg�on (table D II). All s�x 

spec�es of mar�ne turtle are l�sted under the EPBC Act 

as threatened, m�gratory and mar�ne spec�es. The Reg�on 

supports globally s�gn�ficant breed�ng populat�ons of 

green (Chelonia mydas), hawksb�ll (Eretmochelys imbricata) 

and flatback (Natator depressus) turtles. 

Hawksbill turtle. Photo: Department of the Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts.
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Table D II	 Marine turtles listed as threatened or migratory under the EPBC Act that are known to occur in the North 

Marine Region

Species Conservation status Australian Government conservation 

plans or strategies for the species

Loggerhead turtle
(Caretta caretta)

Endangered, M�gratory 
[also l�sted under CMS (Append�x II) and 
CITES (Append�x I)]

The Action Plan for Australian Reptiles 
(1993)

Recovery Plan for Marine Turtles in 
Australia (2003)

Sustainable Harvest of Marine Turtle 
and Dugongs in Australia – National 
Partnership Approach (2005)

•

•

•

Green turtle
(Chelonia mydas)

Vulnerable, M�gratory  
[also l�sted under CMS (Append�x I, II) and 
CITES (Append�x I)]

Leatherback turtle, 
leathery turtle
(Dermochelys coriacea)

Vulnerable, M�gratory [also l�sted under 
CMS (Append�x I, II) and CITES (Append�x 
I)]

Flatback turtle
(Natator depressus)

Vulnerable, M�gratory, 
[also l�sted under CMS (Append�x I, II) and 
CITES (Append�x I)]

Ol�ve r�dley, Pac�fic r�dley 
turtle
(Lepidochelys olivacea)

Vulnerable, M�gratory  
[also l�sted under CMS (Append�x I, II) and 
CITES (Append�x I)]

Hawksb�ll turtle
(Eretmochelys imbricata)

Vulnerable, M�gratory 
[also l�sted under CMS (Append�x I,II) and 
CITES (Append�x I)]

Ecology of protected spec�es �n the 

North Mar�ne Reg�on

Marine turtles

Important breed�ng, nest�ng and feed�ng areas for 

mar�ne turtles are found throughout and adjacent to 

the Reg�on. The Indones�an Throughflow �nfluences 

pelag�c d�spersal and transport of mar�ne turtles but the 

exact �nfluence of th�s ocean current on the Reg�on �s 

unknown (L�mpus, C., 2007, pers. comm.). 

All spec�es of mar�ne turtle have s�m�lar l�fe cycles and 

are suscept�ble to �mpacts because of the�r b�olog�cal 

character�st�cs. All mar�ne turtle spec�es are long l�ved 

and take many years, even decades, to reach sexual 

matur�ty. Adult mar�ne turtles m�grate from feed�ng 

hab�tats to the area of the�r b�rth to breed. Females lay 

the�r eggs on sandy beaches and m�grate back to the�r 

feed�ng areas after the nest�ng season. Each female lays 

several clutches of eggs �n a nest�ng season but does 

not necessar�ly nest every year. In any one year, only a 

proport�on of the adult populat�on w�ll v�s�t a breed�ng 

area.

Once the turtles hatch the hatchl�ngs scramble down 

the beach to the sea. Although many are eaten by 

predators before they even reach the sea, a large 

proport�on reach open waters (beyond the three naut�cal 

m�le coastal waters l�m�t) where they dr�ft and feed �n 

ocean currents for some t�me. On reach�ng the juven�le 

stage of the�r l�fe cycle, most turtles move to shallower 

waters, where they beg�n to feed on benth�c organ�sms. 

The leatherback turtle �s the except�on, as �t rema�ns 

a pelag�c spec�es and cont�nues to feed on soft-bod�ed 

an�mals. 

As mar�ne turtles can m�grate thousands of k�lometres 

between nest�ng beaches and feed�ng areas, reg�onal 

and �nternat�onal cooperat�on �s necessary for the�r 

conservat�on. To promote mar�ne turtle conservat�on 

�n the Ind�an Ocean and South-East As�an reg�ons, the 

Austral�an Government �s a s�gnatory to the Ind�an 

Ocean South-East As�an Mar�ne Turtle Memorandum of 

Understand�ng (IOSEA Mar�ne Turtle MoU) wh�ch was 

establ�shed under the Convent�on on M�gratory Spec�es. 

Informat�on about the IOSEA Mar�ne Turtle MoU �s 

ava�lable at <www.�oseaturtles.org>.

Further �nformat�on about the ecology of the spec�es 

known to occur �n the Reg�on �s prov�ded below.

Loggerhead turtle

Loggerhead turtles are found �n the Reg�on; however 

ev�dence suggests that th�s spec�es does not breed �n 

the Reg�on or �n coastal areas adjacent to the Reg�on. 

Large �mmature and adult-s�zed loggerhead turtles from 
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Leatherback turtle. Photo: C. Jenner.

eastern Austral�an populat�ons are known to forage 

�n the eastern Arafura Sea, the Gulf of Carpentar�a 

and the Torres Stra�t (L�mpus, �n press), and they have 

been s�ghted �n Northern Terr�tory coastal waters from 

Fog Bay to north-east Arnhem Land (Chatto 1998). 

Loggerhead turtle populat�ons from Western Austral�a 

are thought to m�grate to north-east Arnhem Land and 

share forag�ng areas w�th eastern populat�ons of the 

spec�es (L�mpus, �n press).

Loggerhead turtles enter benth�c forag�ng hab�tats at 

a larger s�ze than other mar�ne turtles (other than the 

leatherback). Adults and large juven�les w�th shell s�zes 

of more than 70 cm �n length �nhab�t env�ronments 

w�th both hard and soft substrates, �nclud�ng rocky 

and coral reefs, muddy bays, sand flats, estuar�es and 

seagrass meadows. Loggerheads are carn�vorous, feed�ng 

pr�mar�ly on benth�c �nvertebrates �n nearshore waters 

to depths of 55 m. In the�r juven�le stage, they feed on 

algae, pelag�c crustaceans, and molluscs and have also 

been recorded as �ngest�ng flotsam and anthropogen�c 

debr�s.

Green turtle

The Reg�on supports at least two d�fferent genet�c 

breed�ng stocks of green turtles (Gulf of Carpentar�a 

and North Great Barr�er Reef) (L�mpus and Chatto 2004; 

L�mpus, �n press). Prel�m�nary est�mates of numbers 

of nest�ng green turtles �n eastern Arnhem Land alone 

suggest that several thousand green turtles breed there 

annually (L�mpus, �n press). 

Post-hatchl�ng and juven�le green turtles w�th shell 

s�zes up to 30 cm length are pelag�c, dr�ft�ng on the 

surface of the water, and are usually assoc�ated w�th 

dr�ftl�nes and float�ng Sargassum rafts. When the�r shells 

are between 30–40 cm length, they move to shallow 

benth�c forag�ng hab�tats such as coral and rocky reefs, 

seagrass beds and algal mats, where they feed pr�mar�ly 

on seagrass and algae. Green turtles also occur �n the 

deeper waters of the Gulf of Carpentar�a (Po�ner and 

Harr�s 1996; Rob�ns et al. 2002). Research undertaken by 

the Dh�murru Land Management Abor�g�nal Corporat�on 

�n Nhulunbuy, �n wh�ch turtles were fitted w�th satell�te 

track�ng dev�ces, �nd�cate that most (and poss�bly all) of 

the green turtles that nest �n north-east Arnhem Land 

rema�n �n the Gulf to feed (Kennett et al. 1998). 

Leatherback turtle

No major breed�ng s�tes of leatherback turtles have been 

recorded �n Austral�a (L�mpus, �n press), however low 

numbers of nest�ng females have been recorded around 

Wreck Rock Beaches and Rules Beaches �n southern 

Queensland and at Cobourg Pen�nsula �n north-west 

Arnhem Land (L�mpus, �n press). Leatherback turtles 

were s�ghted on the Queensland coast of the Gulf of 

Carpentar�a �n 1997, w�th nest�ng tracks observed that 

were poss�bly made by leatherbacks. Several large turtles, 

poss�bly leatherbacks, were s�ghted aga�n �n th�s area �n 

2007 (Marsh, H., 2007, pers. comm.). Leatherback turtles 

are occas�onally observed on the cont�nental shelf �n the 

Gulf of Carpentar�a and near Cobourg Pen�nsula. Larger 

populat�ons have been observed �n temperate ocean�c 

waters around Austral�a (L�mpus, �n press; Chatto 1998). 

Reg�onally, New Gu�nea and Ir�an Jaya have s�gn�ficant 

nest�ng populat�ons wh�le Java supports �solated nest�ng 

on the southern shore (L�mpus 1997). It �s thought that 
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most leatherback turtles found �n Austral�an waters have 

m�grated from nest�ng areas to Austral�a’s north to feed 

�n temperate Austral�an waters (L�mpus 1995). 

Leatherback turtles are the largest of all mar�ne turtles, 

we�gh�ng up to 500 kg and w�th shells averag�ng 1.6 m 

�n length (L�mpus et al. 1994). The�r large body s�ze, 

h�gh metabol�sm, th�ck fatty t�ssue layer and ab�l�ty 

to regulate blood flows allows them to use cold water 

forag�ng areas (Department of the Env�ronment and 

Water Resources 2007). 

Th�s spec�es �s pr�mar�ly pelag�c �n both the juven�le and 

adult phases of �ts l�fe h�story. Small juven�les seem to 

‘d�sappear’ for several years but may concentrate around 

upwell�ngs where food sources are abundant. Large 

juven�les and adult turtles are found �n both pelag�c and 

coastal waters from trop�cal to cold temperate areas. 

Forag�ng occurs throughout the water column, from 

close to the surface, to depths of more than 1200 m 

(Gulko and Eckert 2004). Leatherback turtles are able 

to d�ve comparat�vely deeply due to a flex�ble carapace 

(top shell) and plastron (bottom shell) that are made 

of cart�lage embedded w�th m�n�ature bones and wh�ch 

res�st crack�ng under pressure, as well as the ab�l�ty 

to reta�n large amounts of oxygen �n the�r blood and 

muscles (Gulko and Eckert 2004). 

Hawksbill turtle

There are two recogn�sed genet�c stocks of hawksb�ll 

turtles �n Austral�a (Mor�tz et al. 2002; Dutton et al. 

2002) and each of these stocks supports an annual 

nest�ng populat�on of several thousand females. These 

are two of the largest rema�n�ng nest�ng populat�ons of 

hawksb�ll turtles �n the world (L�mpus and M�ller 2000). 

The breed�ng stock found w�th�n the Reg�on at Arnhem 

Land �s assoc�ated w�th the rooker�es of the Torres Stra�t 

and the northern Great Barr�er Reef (L�mpus, �n press). 

Austral�an stocks of hawksb�ll turtles are genet�cally 

d�fferent from the stocks that breed �n ne�ghbour�ng 

countr�es such as the Solomon Islands and Malays�a 

(Mor�tz et al. 2002).

Hawksb�ll turtle post-hatchl�ngs are bel�eved to follow 

an ocean�c, surface-water dwell�ng, pelag�c l�fe, although 

the d�str�but�on and b�ology of th�s age class �s poorly 

understood �n Austral�an waters (L�mpus, �n press). 

Young turtles (w�th shell s�zes around 35 cm length) 

settle �n feed�ng areas on the cont�nental shelf, forag�ng 

w�th�n rocky and coral reefs, and pr�mar�ly feed�ng on 

sponges and algae (Wh�t�ng 2000). They have also been 

found, though less frequently, w�th�n seagrass hab�tats 

of coastal waters, as well as the deeper hab�tats of trawl 

fisher�es (Po�ner and Harr�s 1996; Rob�ns et al. 2002).

Recovery of fl�pper tags suggests that hawksb�ll turtles 

are h�ghly m�gratory, as an�mals that were tagged �n 

the northern Great Barr�er Reef have been recaptured 

�n forag�ng areas �n the southern Gulf of Carpentar�a, 

south-eastern Indones�a and southern Papua New Gu�nea 

(L�mpus, �n press).

Flatback turtle

Flatback turtles are endem�c to the northern Austral�an–

southern New Gu�nea cont�nental shelf, w�th all 

breed�ng occurr�ng on Austral�an beaches (L�mpus et 

al. 1988). Flatback turtles d�ffer from other spec�es of 

mar�ne turtle �n that post-hatchl�ngs do not go through 

an ocean�c d�spersal but are bel�eved to follow a surface-

water dwell�ng, pelag�c l�fe over the cont�nental shelf 

and rema�n w�th�n pelag�c hab�tats (Walker 1994; L�mpus 

et al. 1994).

There are a substant�al number of med�um and h�gh 

dens�ty nest�ng s�tes of flatback turtles along the 

Northern Terr�tory coastl�ne (Chatto 1998), north-eastern 

Gulf of Carpentar�a and western Torres Stra�t. 

Flatback turtles forage over soft bottom hab�tats across 

the northern Austral�an cont�nental shelf and as far 

north as New Gu�nea and Indones�a (L�mpus, �n press). 

Flatback turtles have been captured �n �nter-t�dal reg�ons 

but are more commonly found �n depths up to 60 m 

(Po�ner and Harr�s 1996). Post-hatchl�ng d�et ma�nly 

cons�sts of macroplankton, gastropods, s�phonophores, 

pelecypods and cuttlefish. Immature adults and adult 

flatbacks eat ma�nly sea cucumbers, sea-pens, cuttlefish 

and jellyfish (L�mpus, �n press).

Olive ridley turtle, Pacific ridley turtle

Ol�ve r�dley turtles are the most abundant mar�ne 

turtle spec�es globally but one of the least abundant �n 

Austral�an waters. Austral�an nest�ng populat�ons of ol�ve 

r�dley turtles are recogn�sed as genet�cally d�fferent from 

breeds �n Malays�a, Ind�a and the eastern Pac�fic (Bowen 

et al. 1998; Dutton et al. 2002). There are two ma�n 

nest�ng aggregat�ons adjacent to the Reg�on: north-

west Arnhem Land (�nclud�ng Melv�lle Island, Bathurst 

Island, Cobourg Pen�nsula, McCluer Island group and 

Grant Island), and north-east Arnhem Land (�nclud�ng 

the Engl�sh Pellew Group, Wessel Islands and Crocod�le 

Islands) (Chatto 1998; L�mpus and M�ller 2000; L�mpus, 

�n press).
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Ol�ve r�dley turtle hatchl�ngs are among the smallest 

mar�ne turtle hatchl�ngs �n Austral�a (L�mpus, �n press). 

There �s currently no data on the d�str�but�on and d�et 

of post-hatchl�ng ol�ve r�dley turtles �n the Austral�an 

reg�on, but post-hatchl�ngs are thought to dr�ft �n 

offshore cont�nental shelf and ocean�c surface waters, 

feed�ng on plankton (Bolten 2003). Immature and adult 

ol�ve r�dley turtles are carn�vorous, feed�ng pr�nc�pally 

on gastropod molluscs and small crabs (L�mpus, �n press). 

Austral�an populat�ons of ol�ve r�dley turtles spend 

a substant�al part of the�r �mmature and adult l�ves 

forag�ng over benth�c hab�tats of the cont�nental shelf. 

Th�s �s �n contrast to the eastern Pac�fic Ocean ol�ve 

r�dley turtle populat�ons that spend the�r ent�re post-

hatchl�ng, �mmature adult and adult phases occupy�ng 

ocean�c pelag�c waters. Stud�es of m�grat�on behav�our 

of adult ol�ve r�dley turtles �n the Northern Terr�tory 

reveal that post-nest�ng, ol�ve r�dley turtles ut�l�se 

var�ous forag�ng areas �nclud�ng coastal, cont�nental 

shelf and cont�nental slope hab�tats and have been 

recorded m�grat�ng up to 1050 km from nest�ng beaches 

(Wh�t�ng et al. 2007). Ol�ve r�dley turtles nest�ng on the 

same beach can use d�fferent forag�ng areas and are 

often w�dely spread from nest�ng beaches (McMahon et 

al. 2007, Wh�t�ng et al. 2007). 

Important areas for mar�ne turtles �n 

the North Mar�ne Reg�on

Important areas �n the Reg�on are �dent�fied for those 

spec�es l�sted as threatened or m�gratory under the EPBC 

Act. Mar�ne turtles nest on coastal beaches and �slands 

adjacent to the Reg�on, and are known to feed w�th�n 

the Reg�on as well as �n State and Northern Terr�tory 

waters adjacent to the Reg�on. The areas that are known 

to be �mportant for mar�ne turtles �nclude:

Joseph Bonaparte Gulf – a forag�ng area for ol�ve r�dley 

turtles. 

North-west Arnhem Land (including Cobourg Peninsula, Melville 

and Bathurst Island) –nest�ng s�te for ol�ve r�dley and 

flatback turtles. Ol�ve r�dley forag�ng area. Leatherback 

nest�ng s�te at Cobourg Pen�nsula.

Wessel Islands – home to nest�ng populat�ons of ol�ve 

r�dley and flatback turtles.

Groote Eylandt – th�s appears to be the most s�gn�ficant 

area for hawksb�ll turtle nest�ng �n the Northern 

Terr�tory.

Gulf of Carpentaria Blue Mud Bay to Mornington Island 

– prom�nent forag�ng area for ol�ve r�dley, flatback and 

green turtles.

Sir Edward Pellew Group – s�gn�ficant forag�ng area for 

mar�ne turtles �nclud�ng green, hawksb�ll and flatback 

turtles and s�ght�ngs of forag�ng loggerhead turtles. 

Nest�ng s�tes for green, flatback and ol�ve r�dley turtles. 

Wellesley Islands – �mportant nest�ng area for green and 

flatback turtles and low numbers of ol�ve r�dley turtles. 

The Bount�fuls, P�son�a and Rocky �slands make up one 

of the four major green turtle rooker�es �n Austral�a, and 

are one of only s�x s�gn�ficant breed�ng s�tes for flatback 

turtles �n Austral�a. The coastal areas of the southern 

Gulf of Carpentar�a are the only rema�n�ng s�tes �n 

Austral�a where major �nter-t�dal bask�ng of �nter-nest�ng 

green turtles st�ll occurs. 

East coast of the Gulf of Carpentaria – forag�ng grounds for 

flatback turtles.

Crab Island and adjacent islands in western Torres Strait – th�s 

area supports the largest nest�ng aggregat�on of flatback 

turtles �n Austral�a. It �s also a nest�ng area for hawksb�ll 

turtles. 

Flatback turtle hatchl�ng at F�eld Island (Kakadu Nat�onal Park). Photo: 
Scott La�dlaw, Department of the Env�ronment, Water, Her�tage and 
the Arts
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Known �nteract�ons, threats and 

m�t�gat�on measures

Past commercial exploitation

L�ttle �s known generally of past commerc�al harvests of 

mar�ne turtles �n the Reg�on although green turtles were 

commerc�ally explo�ted �n Western Austral�a unt�l 1973 

and �n Queensland unt�l 1968 (L�mpus, �n press). There 

are no known records of large scale commerc�al harvest 

of green turtles �n the Northern Terr�tory.

Indigenous harvest

Under Sect�on 211 of the Native Title Act 1993, Ind�genous 

people w�th a nat�ve t�tle r�ght can leg�t�mately 

hunt mar�ne turtles �n Austral�a for communal, non-

commerc�al purposes, subject to l�m�ted except�ons. 

L�ttle �nformat�on �s currently ava�lable on levels of 

Ind�genous harvest of mar�ne turtles �n the Northern 

Terr�tory and Queensland waters of the Gulf of 

Carpentar�a but they are bel�eved to be relat�vely low. 

The Nat�onal Partnersh�p Approach for the susta�nable 

harvest of turtle and dugong �s an �n�t�at�ve of the 

Natural Resource Management M�n�ster�al Counc�l. The 

partnersh�p �nvolves the Austral�an, Western Austral�an, 

Northern Terr�tory and Queensland governments as 

well as relevant Abor�g�nal and Torres Stra�t Islander 

commun�t�es. The key object�ve of the partnersh�p �s 

to better understand the exper�ences and asp�rat�ons of 

Ind�genous commun�t�es �n relat�on to the susta�nable 

management of mar�ne turtles and dugongs and to use 

th�s to �nform pol�cy and programme development and 

�mplementat�on by Austral�an governments. 

Commercial fishery interactions

Mar�ne turtles are somet�mes caught acc�dentally �n 

gear operated by commerc�al fisher�es �n Austral�an 

waters, �nclud�ng trawl, longl�ne and pot fisher�es. In 

general, there �s a low level of �mpact on mar�ne turtle 

populat�ons by commerc�al fisher�es operat�ng �n the 

Reg�on. Small numbers of mar�ne turtles are caught �n 

trawl nets operated by the Northern Prawn F�shery, 

though numbers have s�gn�ficantly decl�ned s�nce the 

�ntroduct�on of turtle excluder dev�ces �n 2001. For 

example, �n 1999, 780 turtles were caught and released 

by the Northern Prawn F�shery, w�th 96 turtle deaths. 

In 2006, follow�ng the �ntroduct�on of turtle excluder 

dev�ces, 31 mar�ne turtles were caught and all released 

al�ve. 

Concern has been expressed about the potent�al �mpact 

on mar�ne turtles of entanglement �n equ�pment used 

�n pearl farm�ng and aquaculture. There �s no ev�dence 

to suggest that aquaculture act�v�t�es are currently 

affect�ng mar�ne turtles �n the Reg�on.

Light pollution

L�ght pollut�on has been �dent�fied as a factor that 

�mpacts on the success of mar�ne turtle nest�ng 

(Env�ronment Austral�a 2003). L�ght that attracts 

hatchl�ngs or nest�ng mar�ne turtles at land or sea �s 

l�kely to contr�bute to �ncreased mortal�ty (Env�ronment 

Austral�a 2003). 

In the Reg�on, l�ght�ng assoc�ated w�th aquaculture, o�l 

and gas fac�l�t�es and coastal and �sland developments 

may have the potent�al to d�sturb the nest�ng reg�mes 

of mar�ne turtles. Adjacent to the Reg�on on the North 

West Shelf, l�ght�ng from �ndustr�al complexes has 

been shown to affect flatback, green and hawksb�ll 

turtles (Env�ronment Austral�a 2003). In Western 

Austral�a, prel�m�nary results of an �nvest�gat�on �nto 

the �mpact of flares and fac�l�ty l�ght�ng suggest that 

�mpacts are determ�ned by the phase of the moon, w�th 

d�sor�entat�on greatest �n the new moon n�ghts. Another 

factor �s the br�ghtness and wavelength of the l�ght 

sources (Env�ronment Austral�a 2003).

Nest�ng beaches adjacent to the Reg�on are found 

predom�nantly �n �solated areas where l�ght�ng 

assoc�ated w�th aquaculture, and l�ght�ng and flares 

assoc�ated w�th o�l and gas fac�l�t�es, are currently 

unl�kely to be of concern. 

Oil spills and operational discharges

In the Reg�on, pollut�on from sh�pp�ng and from o�l and 

gas explorat�on may be a potent�al threat for mar�ne 

turtles. The Recovery Plan for Marine Turtles in Australia 

�nd�cates that:

•

•

•

weathered petroleum emanat�ng from heavy 

crude o�l has been observed to seal the mouth and 

nostr�ls of turtles; 

tar balls are known to be m�staken for food �tems 

by mar�ne turtles; and 

one �nc�dent �n Austral�a of a mar�ne turtle be�ng 

affected by weathered petroleum has been reported 

(Env�ronment Austral�a 2003).

Management pract�ces have been adapted to m�n�m�se 

the chance of th�s occurr�ng, and under the EPBC Act, 
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petroleum operat�ons are assessed to ensure no adverse 

effects on mar�ne turtles. 

Sh�pp�ng d�scharge �s regulated by the International 

Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships 1973 and 

�ts 1978 Protocol (MARPOL). The National Plan to Combat 

Pollution of the Sea by Oil and Other Noxious and Hazardous 

Substances (Austral�an Mar�t�me Safety Author�ty 1996) 

�dent�fies the potent�al effects on w�ldl�fe, wh�ch would 

�nclude turtles, and the operat�ons and procedures that 

should be put �nto place �n the event of an o�l sp�ll 

(Env�ronment Austral�a 2003). 

Seismic activity

The response of mar�ne turtles to sound var�es 

depend�ng on the frequency and �ntens�ty of the sound. 

Under exper�mental cond�t�ons, mar�ne turtles have been 

shown to be able to detect low frequency no�se and are 

�nfluenced by �t. Green and loggerhead turtles have 

shown behav�oural responses to tests on the effects 

of a�r gun se�sm�c arrays used �n se�sm�c survey�ng 

(McCauley et al. 2000). Overseas, se�sm�c test�ng and 

explos�ve removals of platforms have been �dent�fied as 

no�se sources that �mpact on mar�ne turtles, part�cularly 

where se�sm�c surveys have occurred near mat�ng 

grounds and nest�ng beaches dur�ng breed�ng season 

(M�nerals Management Serv�ce 1997). In Austral�a, the 

method of platform removal �s subject to the approval of 

the des�gnated author�ty �n each jur�sd�ct�on, w�th the 

author�ty mak�ng a judgement of the potent�al �mpact 

on the env�ronment. Protect�ve measures to m�t�gate 

the �mpact of se�sm�c test�ng on mar�ne turtles may also 

be appl�ed under the EPBC Act. 

Marine debris

The �ngest�on of, or entanglement �n, harmful mar�ne 

debr�s has been �dent�fied under the EPBC Act as a 

key threaten�ng process caus�ng �njury and fatal�ty to 

vertebrate mar�ne l�fe. Entanglement �n mar�ne debr�s 

such as d�scarded fish�ng gear can lead to restr�cted 

mob�l�ty, starvat�on, �nfect�on, amputat�on, drown�ng 

and smother�ng. The �ngest�on of plast�c mar�ne debr�s 

can cause phys�cal blockages lead�ng to starvat�on, or 

�njur�es to the d�gest�ve system lead�ng to �nfect�on or 

death. 

Mar�ne turtles are part�cularly vulnerable to float�ng 

debr�s as some spec�es of mar�ne turtles are thought to 

m�stake plast�c bags and other �tems for the�r jellyfish 

prey, wh�le others, espec�ally hawksb�lls, eat encrust�ng 

organ�sms that grow on float�ng plast�cs and nets, 

and are l�kely to become ensnared when attempt�ng 

to feed. A A monmon�tor�ng�tor�ng programme programme run run by by rangers rangers from from

the Dh�murru Land Management Abor�g�nal Corporat�on 

�n Arnhem Land (Northern Terr�tory) s�nce 1996 has 

recorded more than 360 hawksb�ll, ol�ve r�dley, flatback 

and green turtles stranded along a short stretch of 

coastl�ne (Roeger et al. 2005). AA mar�nemar�ne w�ldl�few�ldl�fe strand�ngstrand�ng 

and mortal�ty database ma�nta�ned by the Queensland 

Env�ronmental Protect�on Agency/Parks and W�ldl�fe 

Serv�ce h�ghl�ghts that s�gn�ficant numbers of mar�ne 

turtles are also �ngest�ng and becom�ng entangled �n 

mar�ne debr�s �n Queensland waters (Greenland et al. 

2004). 

The Austral�an Government �s currently develop�ng 

a threat abatement plan that a�ms to m�n�m�se 

the �mpacts of mar�ne debr�s on threatened 

mar�ne spec�es. Further �nformat�on �s ava�lable at  

<www.env�ronment.gov.au/b�od�vers�ty/threatened/

publ�cat�ons/mar�ne-debr�s.html>.

Other threats to marine turtles

Other threats to mar�ne turtles �n the Reg�on could 

�nclude (Env�ronment Austral�a 2003):

•

•

•

factors that reduce successful mar�ne turtle nest�ng 

such as tour�sm and recreat�onal act�v�t�es, veh�cle 

damage (part�cularly where there �s recreat�onal 

four-wheel dr�ve beach access), and feral an�mal 

predat�on on mar�ne turtle eggs;

change �n land use pract�ces such as land clear�ng, 

urban and �ndustr�al development and assoc�ated 

�mpacts such as water qual�ty degradat�on, loss of 

seagrass and other �mpacts on nest�ng hab�tats; 

and

tra�n�ng act�v�t�es undertaken by the Department of 

Defence, such as the use of explos�ves and land�ng 

craft on nest�ng beaches.
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