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It’s a turtle

In assosiation with...

REAL turtles



MOZAMBIQUE
Not only is Mozambique really fun to say 
out loud (try it and you’ll be provided with 
endless fun) but it’s also incredibly beautiful, 
and the perfect place to explore.

turtle facts...REAL
Sea turtles are large reptiles that swim throughout the tropical and sub-tropical 
seas. They have streamlined bodies and flippers that are specialised for 
swimming. There are currently seven species of marine turtle. They all originate 
from one family of turtles that separated from other turtles over 110 million years 
ago. This single family split into two separate families called Cheloniidae and 
Dermochelyidae which all seven species today derive from.

Their survival is now in jeopardy after existing millions of years and even 
surviving the Ice Age. Without conservation it is possible that some species of 
sea turtle will go extinct in our lifetime and, in fact, some populations already 
have. Six of the seven species are threatened with extinction according to the 
IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. Only the Australian flatback turtle is not 
classified as endangered, instead it is currently listed as ‘data deficient.’

Most of the research on sea turtles examines nesting female turtles. Male turtles 
stay at sea throughout their lives, but females crawl ashore to nest periodically as 
adults during their nesting season. They tend to return to nest on the very beach 
or region from which they once hatched as part of their amazing life cycle. The 
females typically nest at night (although flatback, Kemp’s ridley, and olive ridley 
turtles also nest during the day), crawling up the beach and then digging a body 
pit and an egg chamber with their hind flippers before depositing their eggs. The 
amount of eggs laid (known as the “clutch size”) depends on the species and 
other factors and can range from 50-200.

Eggs incubate for around 60-70 days. The sex of the hatchlings depends upon the 
average incubation temperature of the nests! Average nest temperatures over 28 
degrees produce mostly female turtles and lower average temperatures produce 
mostly males. The hatchlings break free from their shells using a sharp tooth that 
falls off soon after birth. The hatchlings then emerge as a group; working together 
to dig to the surface. They typically emerge at night to evade predators as they 
race frantically out to sea.

The turtles have a difficult start in life with only 1 in 1000 eggs surviving to 
become an adult turtle. As eggs and little turtles they are readily eaten by feral 
dogs and pigs, birds, large fish, sharks, honey badgers, jackals, ghost crabs, 
and even ants, or can die of dehydration or overheating. For the lucky ones 
that survive their initial journey off the beach they will swim frantically during 
a period known as the “swimming frenzy” in order to make their way out into 
deeper water where they can passively drift in the currents. As little turtles they 
will spend most of their early years floating around the open ocean in giant beds 
of seaweed where they spent their time eating and growing. After anywhere from 
a few years to a few decades the juvenile turtles migrate to near shore feeding 
grounds to finish growing. It can take as long as 40 years to reach maturity! Releasing hatchlings at RG’s Sri Lanka 

Turtle and Community project... 

Take me to the beach! Costa Rica Turtle Conservation anyone?!



Check 
out these 
turtle top 
facts... Loggerhead Turtle

Features: Loggerhead turtles are famed for their large heads. 

Habitat: Nest in tropical to sub-tropical regions. Migrate over 

vast areas of ocean basin.

Size & Weight: Grow up to 70-100 cm. Weigh up to 200 kg

Diet: Feast mainly on crabs, other crustaceans, and molluscs 

and occasionally jellies. They have powerful jaws that can 

crush a queen conch!

Reproduction: Reproduce every 2-4 years and lay 2-5 clutches 

of eggs per season with 80-120 eggs per clutch. Eggs hatch 

after approximately 60 days. Loggerheads can take 20-30 years 

to reach sexual maturity.

Turtle fact: A large juvenile loggerhead named Adelita was the 

first sea turtle to be tracked by satellite across an entire ocean 

basin. Her more than 10000 km (6500 mile) journey across the 

North Pacific Ocean started from the feeding areas off Baja 

California, Mexico to coastal areas off her natal Japan.

LOGGERHEA
D TURTLE

TRUMPS.

Features: Green turtles have a large, teardrop-shaped carapace 
(shell) that is usually lightly coloured. They are named not for 
the colour of their shells, but rather for the green coloured fat 
found under their shells. In the eastern Pacific, green turtles 
are darkly coloured and locally called “black turtles.”Habitat: The green turtle has the most widely spread nesting 
sites, throughout tropical regions. They generally keep to 
shallower waters and are often associated with seagrass beds. 
During non-nesting periods the turtles may move to cooler 
areas, but they do not normally venture into open waters as 
adults.

Size & Weight: Grow up to 80-120 cm. Weight up to 300 kgDiet: Immature turtles prefer soft-bodied invertebrates such as 
jellies and jelly-like organisms. During later immature stages 
and as adults they are mainly herbivorous, but also eat sessile 
invertebrates such as sea pens and soft corals.Reproduction: Reproduce every 2-4 years and lay 2-5 clutches 
of eggs per season with 80-120 eggs per clutch. Eggs hatch 
after approximately 60 days. Green turtles can take 20-40 years 
to reach sexual maturity. Turtle fact: Green turtles were once 
highly sought after for their body fat; a key ingredient in the 
popular delicacy, ‘green turtle soup.’ 

Turtle

GREEN TURTLE



GREEN TURTLE

Features: The hawksbill is a smaller turtle with a sharp pointed 

beak and a beautiful, translucent shell. The carapace is orange, 

brown or yellow and hatchlings are mostly brown with pale 

blotches.

Habitat: The hawksbill tends to stay in rocky areas, coastal 

areas and reefs. They tend to restrict to tropical regions 

although they may move to sub-tropical areas during non-

nesting times.

Size & Weight: Grow up to 75-90 cm.  Weigh up to 150 kg

Diet: The hawksbill’s narrow head allows him to feed from 

crevasses in coral reefs. Generally they eat sponges and, to a 

lesser extent, anemones, squid and shrimp.

Reproduction: Reproduce every 2-4 years and lay 2-5 clutches 

of eggs per season with 120-200 eggs per clutch. Eggs hatch 

after approximately 60 days. 

Turtle fact: Hawksbills are the only marine consumer whose 

diet predominantly comprises of sponges, and thus play a 

major role in tropical, coral reef ecosystems.

HAWKSBILL
 TURTLE Features: The smallest of the sea turtles and has an extremely 

restricted migration range. Adults have a dark grey green 
carapace with a white or yellowish ventral surface, while the 
hatchlings are jet black.
Habitat: Only nests in the Caribbean shores of northern Mexico 
and in Texas, U.S.A.  Non-nesting range extends between 
the northwest Atlantic Ocean, the Gulf of Mexico, and the 
Caribbean. Kemp’s ridleys prefer shallow areas with sandy/
muddy bottoms.
Size & Weight: Grow up to 60-70 cm. Weigh up to 60 kg
Diet: Feeds on mostly benthic crabs, other crustaceans, 
molluscs and some jellies. They have powerful jaws that help 
them feed.
Reproduction: Reproduce every 1-3 years and lay 1-3 clutches 
of eggs per season with 90-130 eggs per clutch. Eggs hatch 
after approximately 60 days. Kemp’s ridley’s can take 10-15 
years to reach sexual maturity.Turtle fact: Along with olive ridleys, Kemp’s ridleys are the only 
sea turtle species to exhibit synchronous mass nesting, termed 
‘arribadas’ (meaning arrival in Spanish). During an arribada 
tens of thousands of female turtles come ashore to nest during 
the same 3-7 day period.

KEMP’S 
RIDLEY TURTLE

The Hawksbill 
plays a major 
role in tropical, 

coral reef 
ecosystems.



Features:  The olive ridley is a small turtle with a heart-shaped 

carapace (shell). Adults tend to be greenish brown in color. 

Hatchlings are black when wet with greenish sides but turn a 

charcoal grey colour when a bit older.

Habitat: Tends to stay in coastal regions and estuaries but can 

venture out further in the ocean. They are located in tropical 

regions; non-nesting range extends to temperate regions.

Size & Weight: Grow up to 60-70 cm. Up to 70 kg

Diet: Feeds on mostly benthic crabs, other crustaceans, 

molluscs and some jellies.

Reproduction:  Reproduce every 1-3 years and lay 1-3 clutches 

of eggs per season with 90-130 eggs per clutch. Eggs hatch 

after approximately 60 days. 

Turtle fact: Olive ridleys are the most abundant of sea turtles 

but are increasingly threatened by trawling and coastal 

development.

GREEN TURTLE
Features:  It has a flattened, olive grey carapace with paler 
underparts. 
Habitat: Nests only on the northern coast of AustraliaSize & Weight: Grow up to 80-98 cm. Up to 100kg Diet: Feeds on mostly benthic crabs, other crustaceans, 

molluscs and some jellies. Also apparently eats sea cucumbers, 
invertebrates and seaweed.Reproduction:  Reproduce every 2-4 years and lay 2-3 clutches 
of eggs per season with 50-70 eggs per clutch. Eggs hatch after 
approximately 60 days. 
Turtle fact: Flatbacks have a unique physiology that allows 
them to stay active underwater for longer periods than most 
other species. Saltwater crocodiles are a predator for these 
turtles in Australia. 

FLATBACK TURTLE

OLIVE

RIDLEY TU
RTLE

Enjoy a diet of 
sea cucumbers 
and seaweed! 

Delicious...



The need for
CONSERVATION
Marine turtles have been around for over 110 million 
years, but today they are struggling to survive due 
to our actions in how we are using the oceans and 
beaches.

Extinction of turtles may have more of an impact to 
humans than you would think. A reduction of turtles 
may upset the food chain. For example, green turtles 
feed almost entirely on seagrass. In the same way that 
we cut normal grass to keep it healthy, seagrass also 
needs to be maintained for the same reasons and for 
it to spread across the ocean bed. There has been a 
decline of seagrass beds over the past decade, and 
sea turtles have been shown to play an important role 
in maintaining healthy seagrass beds. Seagrass beds 
are important as the development ground of many 
species of fish, shellfish and crustaceans. Losing 
a part of the lower food chain would not only have 
consequences for our harvest, it is also likely to have 
a knock on effect. Other species have been shown 
to play important roles in maintaining healthy coral 
reefs, keeping jellyfish populations in check, and 
contributing to healthy beach ecosystems.



Poaching marine turtles is illegal in 
most but not all countries. Despite the 
laws, turtle meat and eggs are still 
highly sought after and regarded as a 
delicacy in some areas, and in other 
parts of the world they are used for 
subsistence needs and ceremonial 
purposes. Tortoiseshell material, 
derived from the shell of the hawksbill 
turtle, is also coveted for its use in 
jewellery, handicrafts and other 
decorative items. And in some regions, 
particularly Latin America, sea turtle 
eggs are reputed to be an aphrodisiac.

The illegal capture of marine turtles 
and consumption of their eggs is 
widespread and, in some regions, is 
taking a toll on their populations. One 
of the challenges in preventing illegal 
poaching is that much of it takes 

place in remote areas that are difficult 
to monitor, as well as in developing 
countries where law enforcement 
resources are very limited. Moreover, 
sea turtles are seen as an important 
food source in impoverished areas 
where residents have few other 
resources. Few poachers are actually 
caught and prosecuted. 

International trade in sea turtles and 
their products is also prohibited by 
CITES, the Convention on International 
Trade in Endangered Species, which 
is an international agreement that 
aims to protect species from extinction 
as a result of trade. However, black 
market international trade in sea turtle 
products still occurs, particularly in 
Southeast Asia where demand for 
tortoiseshell remains high.

The accidental capture of turtles 
in fishing gear is the biggest threat 
to their existence. Longline, gillnet, 
and trawl fisheries kill thousands of 
turtles each year. In a recent analysis 
(2010), scientists concluded that 
fisheries had killed millions of sea 
turtles worldwide over a 20-year 
period.

“Longlining” is an industrial fishing 
method whereby long fishing lines 
that can have thousands of hooks are 
set out for several miles behind boats. 
The lines are used to catch fish, but 
they are indiscriminate and turtles, 
seabirds, seals and sea lions, and 
other species can be unintentionally 
hooked in the process. The hooks can 
prevent the turtles from getting to 
the surface to get air, thus drowning 
them. If the turtles do not die this 
way, they can sustain serious and 
sometimes fatal injuries from the 
hooks.

Similarly, bottom trawling is a 
practice in which large nets are 
dragged across the ocean floor 
for miles, most commonly to catch 
shrimp/prawns. In addition to 
damaging seafloor habitat, this 
indiscriminate practice can catch 9 
kilos of non-target species, including 
sea turtles, for every 1 kilo of shrimp/
prawns. Turtles that are trapped 
in the nets are unable to reach the 
surface and drown. Devices have 
been developed that allow sea turtles 
to escape from trawl nets (called 
Turtle Excluder Devices or Bycatch 
Reduction Devices), but their use 
is only required and enforced by 
certain countries (notably the U.S.A. 
and Australia).

“Gillnets” are perhaps the most 
widely used fishing gear worldwide, 
used in particular by small-scale 
local fishers. Gillnets capture and kill 
many thousands of sea turtles each 
year, and many scientists believe 
that they have the greatest impact on 
global sea turtle populations. 

FISHERIES

“Despite the laws, 
turtle meat and eggs are

still highly sought after and

regarded as a delicacy in some areas”

THREATS
to turtles

HARVEST



It is estimated that there are 100 million tons of plastic in oceans around the 
world and that anywhere from 5 to 13 million metric tons of plastic are entering 
the ocean each year. The plastic and other pollution such as discarded fishing 
gear, petroleum by-products, agricultural runoff, and other debris affects turtles 
through indigestion and entanglement. The debris comes from our beaches and 
roads and through storm drains where the rubbish flows into rivers and streams 
into the sea, or is spilled or discarded at sea. 

Sea turtles accidentally eat plastic debris at alarming rates, which can lead to 
intestinal blockages and ultimately death. A recent study found that there was 
plastic in the stomachs of more than one-third of all leatherback turtles that had 
washed up dead worldwide since the 1970s.

Oil spills can also pose significant risks to turtles. With adult turtles, the oil can 
sting their eyes and skin and also make it difficult to breathe. Smaller turtles can 
become completely enveloped in oil and drown.

The rise of temperatures through global warming has increased the levels of the 
sea. Beaches are starting to disappear which will affect where the turtles can 
nest; this is especially true in low-lying island nations of the Indian and Pacific 
Oceans. 

Moreover, sea turtles’ sex is determined by the sand temperature during 
incubation of their eggs: warmer sand temperatures produce more females than 
males. Scientists are concerned that global warming may skew the sea turtles’ 
natural sex ratios by producing more female than male turtles.

Another threat to turtles is artificial lighting. Bright lighting next to beaches can 
disorient hatchling turtles as they try to make their way to sea, causing them to 
crawl away from, rather than into, the ocean.

Development of coastal areas worldwide threatens sea turtles’ nesting habitats. 
Destruction of dunes, traffic on beaches, sand mining, and other manipulations 
of nesting beaches can reduce the hatching and survival rates of sea turtles’ 
nests and disrupt natural behaviours.

POLLUTION GLOBAL WARMING

ARTIFICIAL LIGHT & 
COASTAL DEVELOPMENT



are turtles in most danger?
WHERE IN THE WORLD
Research shows that turtles are most in threat in the Northern Indian Ocean, 
specifically on nesting beaches and in waters within countries like India, Sri 
Lanka, and Bangladesh. Other areas that proved to be at high risk are in the 
East Pacific Ocean and East Atlantic Ocean.
We have projects across the world in these areas. Each of them is in need of 
volunteers to help them achieve their objectives to conserve the turtles. 

SRI LANKA
Loggerhead turtles in Sri Lanka are 
2nd out of the 11 most threatened 
populations in the world. Olive 
ridleys and hawksbills here are also 
high on the list of most threatened 
populations in the world. 
This project is in need of help after 
the Tsunami in 2004 destroyed 
much of the turtles’ habitat. The 
project here in Kosgoda has been 
set up since 1988. The project‘s 
main aims are to monitor local sea 
turtle activity and conserve the 
local nesting sites. 
Poaching is one of the biggest 
threats in this area to the turtles. 
The project actually buys eggs from 
the locals who collect the eggs to 
prevent them from being poached.  
The eggs have to be buried in the 
sand straight away to limit the risk 
of the hatchlings not surviving. The 
project uses funds from fees paid 

by visiting tourists and placement 
fees to cover the cost of purchasing 
the eggs.
The project then sends a report 
of its research to The Nara 
Organisation who collects the data 
from different projects to help 
conserve the species.
Species spotted here at Kosgoda 
are green turtles and olive 
ridleys; on rare occasions a few 
leatherback turtles are also known 
to nest at Kosgoda.
The project here is also 
amalgamated with a community 
development programme so 
volunteers get the chance to help 
re-build homes and communities 
affected by the Tsunami. Recently 
volunteers have also been involved 
in building new hatcheries as 
the amount of eggs recorded is 
increasing.

“India is a home to many of
the most threatened sea
turtles in the world,”

Marine Specialist Turtle Group



COSTA RICA
Our projects in Costa Rica protect 
turtles on four beaches on the Pacific 
coast of Costa Rica: Playa Zapotillal 
and Playa Nombre de Jesus, Playa 
Junquillal and Playa Buena Vista. 
The projects desperately need more 
volunteers to be able to cover all the 
beaches. 

The main species of turtles seen here 
are green turtles (known locally as 
black turtles) and olive ridleys. On rare 
occasions they spot a leatherback 
turtle. 

Turtles in this area do not seem to 
travel that far. They keep relatively 
close to their nesting grounds. Turtles 
spend most of their time swimming 
and feeding during the day and 
relaxing on top of the water in the 
evening. The turtle’s behaviour of 
resting on the surface of water at night 

makes them particularly vulnerable 
to fishing activities near the nesting 
beaches.

Poaching of turtle eggs also represents 
a big risk to the turtles. Sea turtles are 
an endangered species in Costa Rica, 
being prey to poachers for their eggs, 
meat and shells. The eggs are bought 
as an aphrodisiac and the meat for 
soup.

The amount of turtles recorded at 
these projects was: In Playa Nombre 
de Jesús in 2013 there were 378 
black turtle females and 392 nests. 
There were also 2 leatherback turtle 
females and 6 nests recorded. In Playa 
Zapotillal in 2013 there were 46 black 
turtle females and 55 nests.  In 2014 
there were 114 female olive ridleys 
and 349 nests recorded in Buena Vista.

SOUTH AFRICA
South Africa has the longest 
continuous turtle monitoring program 
in the world, and important research 
has been conducted that has 
contributed to the conservation of 
turtles globally. South Africa’s pristine 
northern beaches along  the east coast 
attract giant leatherbacks, loggerhead 
turtles, hawksbills, olive ridleys and 
green turtles.

The mission of this project in South 
Africa is to monitor turtles both at sea 
and on land. On the nesting beach the 
project records the turtles’ breeding 
habits and the impact of natural 
predators. This information is then sent 
on to partnering research institutions 
such as the iSimangaliso Wetland 
Authority to aid in the conservation of 
this endangered species. 

The project that we facilitate is in 
iSimangaliso Wetland Park which is 
South Africa’s first world heritage 
site (UNESCO). The iSimangaliso 
Wetland Park features the following 
ecosystems; the ocean with pristine 
coral reefs; estuaries; the highest 
forest dunes; wetlands; sand forests 
and savannah grasslands. It is the 
only biosphere where you can see the 
biggest land mammal—the elephant—
the oldest land mammal—the 
rhino—the biggest sea mammal—the 
whale—and the oldest “living fossil” 
prehistoric fish—the Coelacanth—
and one of the biggest reptiles in the 
world—the leatherback turtle.

Two sea turtle species nest on the 
beach where our project is based: the 
loggerhead turtle and the leatherback 
turtle.  They nest on the Maputuland 
coastline – from Kosi Bay in the north 
to St Lucia in the south. The turtles 
nesting here were born on these 
beaches, and they return to their 
natal beaches once they reach sexual 
maturity. The loggerhead turtles 
return after about 22 years, and the 
leatherbacks after about 12 years.

African cultures believe that the 
consumption of turtle eggs is a cure 
for HIV/AIDS; therefore this tradition 
increases the threat to the turtles. 
Another tradition here is the belief 
that the consumption of turtle eggs 
and internal organs will make them 
live longer. For these reasons it is 
vital that there is education about 
turtle conservation. The project that 
we facilitate gets involved with this 
kind of education with youths and in 
schools.

This project is a new venture for our 
portfolio and has only just started. 
In the past month it recorded 33 
loggerhead turtles and 34 leatherback 
turtles. There were also sightings 
of nests without any turtles; 11 
loggerhead nests and 19 leatherback 
nests. Volunteers at this project will 
get involved in the conservation of the 
turtles as well as educating children in 
the local schools.

“UFUDU is the Zulu word for turtle”

“Leatherback turtles in
Pacific Costa Rica are one

of the most endangered
populations in the world”

Marine Specialist Turtle Group



How can 
volunteers
HELP?
Volunteers’ efforts are vital to helping conserve the 
turtles.  Volunteers can combine some international 
volunteering whilst travelling or on holiday or travel 
to specifically help this cause. 

www.realgap.com/conservation has programmes 
in Costa Rica, Sri Lanka and South Africa. A typical 
volunteer’s week will include tasks that will vary 
dependent on whether it is nesting season or 
not, but should include tasks such as:  marking of 
nesting sites between beacons along the beach, 
counting of eggs while nesting, record keeping of 
turtle activity, noting of injuries and abnormalities 
and scarring on turtles, recording of tag numbers, 
beach clean ups, monitoring the emergence of 
hatchling, counting of hatchlings when emerging, 
vehicle and equipment maintenance and at some 
projects participation in educational programs at 
local schools. 

People can also help conservation efforts by donating to charities or adopting turtles 
in organisations such as: 

Oceanic Society - http://www.oceanicsociety.org/support_options/donations

Sea Turtle Conservancy - http://www.conserveturtles.org/

Wildlife Conservation Society - http://www.wcs.org/saving-wildlife/ocean-giants/
leatherback-sea-turtle.aspx

#experienceit



Feeling inspired?
Get in touch!

AT Real Gap we’re worldwide,
so take your pick...

The State of the World’s Sea Turtles
http://www.seaturtlestatus.org/

UK
realgap.co.uk

01273 647220

info@realgap.co.uk

GERMANY
realgap.de

0800 1817 021

info@realgap.de 

US
realgap.com

1-800-985-4852

info@realgap.com

AUSTRALIA
realgap.com.au

1300 844 270

info@realgap.com.au
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