
  
SECTION TWO:  

The Plight of the Leatherback Turtle 
 

Sea Turtles in Canada 
Leatherback turtles are the largest reptiles in the world, measuring 2 m in carapace length (length 
of the top shell of the turtle). From head to tail, this turtle is longer than most humans! 
Leatherbacks weigh close to 450 kg, although some can weigh as much as 900 kg. 
 

Leatherbacks are unique for sea turtles – they don’t have a 
hard shell or scales. Instead, like Ontario’s eastern spiny 
softshell turtle, leatherback turtles have a soft shell.  The 
leatherback turtle’s shell is semi-flexible and composed of bony 
plates which are covered in a tough, oily tissue.  

 
The large front flippers of this turtle are essential for its life at 
sea. Leatherbacks almost never stop swimming and females 

only return to land to nest, which occurs approximately 6 times every 2-3 years. 
 
Leatherback turtles are found in oceans all over the world, but they are most often seen in 
tropical regions. Many turtles make their way up to Canada (often following the warm Gulf Stream 
currents) in the summer months and can be found off the coast of the Atlantic provinces. They 
are occasionally spotted on the west coast, near British Columbia’s Queen Charlotte Islands. 
 
All leatherback turtles have a distinctive pink spot on the top of their heads. Scientists believe that 
these spots are unique to each turtle – much like a fingerprint is unique to each human. 
Researchers believe these spots may sense light or help the turtles to determine their location in 
the ocean. 

 
Turtle Tears 
Many people have observed leatherback turtles on land “crying.” These tears actually function as 
a way to rid the turtle of excess salt. The tears are generated by special glands the turtle has in 
its eyes. They contain the salt that the turtle accumulates in its body from the salt water of the 
ocean. 
 
The Perils of Nesting 
Most female leatherback turtles return to the same nesting beach annually. Once the female lays 
her eggs in a hole she has dug in the sand, she covers up the nest and heads back to sea, 
leaving her young, when hatched, to fend for themselves. The time on land is the most 
dangerous time of the turtle’s life. Once a male leatherback turtle hatches and makes its way to 
the sea, it may never again return to land during its lifetime.   
 
While she is on land laying eggs, the female turtle is in danger from poachers who illegally hunt 
this species for the leather and meat. Eggs, too, are poached for food and their supposed 
medicinal value. Once hatched, the young turtles must make their way from the nesting site over 
the beach to the ocean without being eaten by predators, such as birds, crabs, pigs and dogs. 
Turtles look for the brightest horizon as their guide to the sea. Often, the turtles become 
disoriented by the lights from buildings or roads that line the beaches. Unfortunately, the turtles 
journey toward the light and perish from dehydration or road mortality. 
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The Perilous Ocean Voyage 
Once leatherback turtles reach the ocean, the danger is not over. In fact, only one in 1,000 
leatherbacks survives to reach adult size. Hatchlings in the ocean are predated on by sharks, 
fish, squid and octopi. Ironically, squid are the main food source for adult leatherback turtles. 
Sharks and orcas are the only creatures large enough to feed on full-grown leatherback turtles. 
 
Many leatherback turtles die of human-caused hazards, such as oil slicks, marine debris, 
drowning in drift nets and trawling nets, and collisions with ships. As well, the turtles mistake 
marine debris, such as plastic bags, cellophane and balloons, as jellyfish and swallow them. The 
ingested plastic obstructs the turtle’s gut, leads to the absorption of toxins, and reduces the 
turtle’s capacity to absorb nutrients from real food. 
 
Population Crash 
Leatherback turtles have existed since the time of the dinosaurs. Now, due to habitat loss and 
other human activities, this species is in danger of being lost forever. In Canada, the leatherback 
turtle was designated endangered by COSEWIC in 1981. It was designated endangered on the 
World Conservation Union (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species in 1990. The Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) has placed the 
turtle in Appendix 1, prohibiting commercial international trade in specimens of this species. In 
1988-89, scientists counted 1,367 nesting females in a population study in Tamarindo, Costa 
Rica. Ten years later, in 1998-99, they counted only 117 nesting females in the same population. 
Scientists have documented similar trends in other populations worldwide. 
 
What Is Being Done to Save This Species? 
It’s not all bad news for the leatherback turtle. Governments around the world are working 
together to save this ocean giant and other sea turtles. To date, 116 countries have agreed to a 
ban on the import and export of sea turtle products through their membership in CITES (the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora).   
 
The U.S. government has taken steps to reduce the number of leatherback turtles drowning in 
drift nets. In 1989, the government mandated the use of Turtle Excluder Devices (TEDs) on 
shrimp trawl nets. These devises allow shrimp to pass into the net, but turtles to escape through 
a trap door. The TEDs have been shown to be very effective. However, critics claim that some 
shrimp trawlers wire closed the devices, and no effective means exist to enforce the law. In 1993, 
the United Nations passed a resolution banning the use of high-seas drift nets.  
 
Scientists are also participating in hatchery programs, which are set up to protect eggs from 
predators. Once hatchlings emerge from the eggs, they are released on their native beaches to 
travel to the ocean. Under a related project called headstarting, scientists keep the hatchlings in 
captivity for nine months to a year, and then release them into the wild. 
 
Malaysia has undertaken unique captive-rearing effort. Although adult sea turtles are protected, 
the government allows egg collection by licensed collectors. In return, the collectors give the 
government a percentage of the collected eggs for captive incubation, hatching and release into 
the wild.  
 
Who Is Helping in Canada? 

The Nova Scotia Leatherback Turtle Working Group  
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The Nova Scotia Leatherback Working Group is comprised of biologists, fishermen, tour 
boat operators, naturalists and coastal community members in Atlantic Canada. Members 
collaborate to record and track turtle movements using satellite telemetry so that biologists 
can learn more about leatherback turtles and how to conserve the species. They also 
participate in public education to make the public aware of preventative measures that can 
be taken to conserve this species. Visit their web page at www.seaturtle.ca. 

 
Newfoundland Leatherback Turtle Conservation Working Group   
This group is a cooperative relationship between the Whale Research Group at Memorial 
University, the Marine Animal Disentanglement Assistance Program, and several 
researchers from the Department of Fisheries and Oceans. The Whale Research Group 
was launched to release leatherback turtles accidentally caught in fishing gear. The team 
implementing the assistance program also helps release leatherback turtles, and operates 
an education program in schools. In 2002-2003, the federal government’s Habitat 
Stewardship Program for Species at Risk gave these groups a grant to help them aid in 
the disentanglement process and to promote awareness of marine animals. 
  
The Leatherback Turtle Working Group 
The Leatherback Turtle Working Group is a collaborative group based at The Centre for 
Wildlife and Conservation Biology at Acadia University in Nova Scotia. The group relies on 
the public to monitor and report leatherback turtle sightings. Leatherback turtle sightings 
can be recorded on the form at www.chebucto.ns.ca/Environment/FNSN/lbturtle.html and 
submitted. Information regarding leatherbacks can be reported at 1-888-729-4667. 
 
The Vancouver Aquarium Marine Science Centre 
On the west coast, the Vancouver Aquarium Marine Science Centre is contributing 
significantly to the conservation and recovery of the leatherback turtle through the Pacific 
Leatherback Awareness and Community Education Initiative. Through brochures, articles 
and interpretive displays, this group hopes to increase public awareness on issues facing 
these amazing creatures, including the increasing problem of marine debris. The 
development of a sightings network allows communities to help scientists gather much 
needed data on the seasonal movements of leatherbacks. This information helps 
scientists to improve the focus of their conservation efforts. In 2002-2003, the project 
received a grant from the federal government’s Habitat Stewardship Program for Species 
at Risk. 
 
Provincial and Federal Legislation 
In New Brunswick, the leatherback turtle was designated endangered under the provincial 
Endangered Species Act in 1996. It is also protected by provincial legislation in Nova 
Scotia.  
 
The federal government also has a role to play in protecting leatherback turtles. It is 
designated endangered by COSEWIC, and is banned from international trade under the 
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora 
(CITES), to which Canada is a signatory. 
 

In Canada, other groups have been formed privately to help the plight of the leatherback turtle. 
For example, In New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island, the Clean Ocean 
Committee (based in New Glasgow, N.S.) of the Maritime Fishermen’s Union is working to 
reduce the amount of marine garbage.  
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What Can I Do To Help? 
 
If you live in the Atlantic provinces, and spot a leatherback turtle, make sure to report your 
sighting, along with the required information to the Leatherback Turtle Working Group 
www.chebucto.ns.ca/Environment/FNSN/lbturtle.html or call 1-888-729-4667. You can also follow 
the turtle-friendly tips that are included in Section Three: How You Can Help. Contact the Toronto 
Zoo to find out how you can donate to sea turtle conservation. 
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ACTIVITY #18:  
TURTLE HURDLES   
Adapted from Project Wild 

 
 

TOPIC 
The obstacles faced by leatherback turtles in order to lay their eggs. 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
Leatherback turtles live in almost every ocean around the world. Females leave the water only 
during their nesting periods. This is the time when they are most vulnerable. Female turtles dig 
deep holes in beach sands where they deposit approximately 80 eggs. Once the eggs are laid, 
the female covers up her nest and heads back to sea. The eggs are then on their own. If they 
survive predation by birds, crabs, pigs, dogs and humans, the baby turtles must hatch and then 
dig their way out of their nest to head towards the ocean. The same predators are a threat for this 
journey as well. Once in the ocean, the struggle for survival is not over. Predation and pollution 
are the main causes of the leatherback turtle’s early demise. It is estimated that only one out of 
1,000 leatherbacks reach adult size! 
 
MATERIALS 
String or rope to mark off the boundaries of the playing area (approx. 150 m) 
6 Traffic cones (pylons) to mark Nesting and Beach Zones  
2 Hula Hoops for Sea Grass Zones 
Bag of dried beans or other alternative for eggs (will need approximately 1,200 – 80 per student) 
Small containers or bags for students to keep beans in (enough for 1/2-2/3 of class) 
Identity tags for limiting factors (provided – one for each student) 
Two packets of index cards (2 different colours) for year cards 
Wastebasket for Mortality Zone 
 
METHOD 

1. Set up the playing field as suggested in the diagram below. The Mortality Zone 
(wastebasket) should be placed in the middle. Sea Grass Zones may be placed randomly 
within the Sea Zone. 

2. Divide the class into two groups. Half the students will represent a population of turtles that 
hatch into a single nest. The other half of the students will be predators or other limiting 
factors to the turtle population. 

3. TURTLES  give each student who represents a turtle 80 dried beans or another 
substitute (these represent their eggs) and a bag or small container to hold the beans in. 
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4. LIMITING FACTORS  Give each student who represents a predator or other limiting 
factor a tag (from the handout provided) that designates what threat he/she represents to 
the turtle. About half the group (or ¼ of the class) should be in-sea predators or limiting 
factors while the other half should be in the Beach Zone. 

5. Explain the playing zone as follows: 
Nesting Zone: designate with pylons the area where the eggs are laid and hatched. This 
is the zone where the surviving turtles will return in 10 years. This is where the baby turtles 
hatch and begin their journey to the sea. 
Beach Zone: split Beach Zone from Sea Zone using pylons.  The Beach Zone is the area 
that hatchlings must cross to get to the sea. It is a place of high predation and other 
limiting factors. 
Sea Zone: the area where the turtles must mature for a period of 10 years before they 
return to nest. 
Sea Grass Zones: designate with hula hoops. These are places where turtles are safe 
from limiting factors until they reach four years of age. At that age they are too large to 
hide from predators. 
Year Zone:  Location where a teacher or other volunteer must stand to hand out year 
cards (index cards). Use different coloured cards for different zones to ensure that 
students alternate year zones. 
Mortality Zone: The place where the mortality container is kept (prevents turtle eggs – 
beans – from being scattered).  

6. Explain the rules as follows: 
a) The goal of the game is for turtles to hatch from the nesting zone, cross the beach, spend 

10 years at sea (by collecting year cards) and return to the nest area to reproduce, at 
which point they have finished the game. 

b) Every time a turtle crosses from one year zone to another, he/she receives one year card 
from the teacher or other assistant. Once a turtle has received 10 year cards, he/she must 
get to the nesting area safely. 

c) When a turtle (4 years of age and under) reaches the Sea Grass Zone, he/she may 
remain there until the count of 15 before a limiting factor is allowed to tag. 

d) Limiting factors cost the turtles a specific amount of eggs. The penalties are as follows: 
• Tagged in the beach zone: 15 eggs 
• Tagged in the open ocean (under 4 years old): 1 egg 
• Tagged in the open ocean (over 4 years old): 10 eggs 
Once turtles have payed out eggs, they can continue playing.  (ex: if they have 10 year 
cards and are returning to the beach, they can continue towards the beach after being 
tagged). 

e) Limiting factors must tag turtles in order to obtain their eggs. Limiting factors place eggs in 
the mortality zone once turtles pay them out. Students who are limiting factors must abide 
by the following rules: 
• They cannot tag the same turtle twice in a row; 
• They cannot tag turtles who are paying out eggs to another limiting factor; 
• They must give a turtle who is paying out eggs to another limiting factor a count of 10 

to get away after he/she has finished paying out eggs; 
• They must give a turtle a count of 5 to get away from the Sea Grass Zone before 

tagging.  
f) Any turtle that loses all 80 of his/her eggs must go to the beach to become a 

condominium. If the condominiums (sitting side by side) eventually block access to the 
nesting site, the remaining turtles die without reproducing. 

g) The game is over when all the turtles have returned to the nest area or are dead. 
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7. Review the rules twice with students to ensure they are understood. Teachers may want to 
post the penalties for easy reference. 

8. After completing the activity, encourage students to discuss the results. Students may be 
disturbed with the high mortality of the turtles. Discuss with students the importance of 
reducing human impact on turtle survival. It is also important to emphasize that some 
limiting factors are natural and important for maintaining the balance of the turtle 
population.  

 
EXTENSIONS 

1. Have students brainstorm the reasons for production of high numbers of offspring.  
2. Have students identify and discuss the factors that limit the turtles’ survival. Since 

leatherback turtles are a threatened species, the limiting factors seem to be out of 
balance. Have students brainstorm recommendations to increase successful reproduction 
and survival of sea turtles. 

3. Change the ratio of limiting factors to turtles (1/3 limiting factors, 2/3 turtles) and replay the 
activity. Compare the differences between the two games. 

4. Have students write a protocol that would protect Leatherback turtles. What would the 
protocol include? Who would enforce it?  

 
SUGGESTED GAME SET-UP 
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 ACTIVITY #19:  
A DAY IN THE LIFE… 

 
TOPIC 
What is the life of a leatherback turtle like? 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
Female leatherback turtles lay their eggs on the beach in nests they dig in the sand. Once the 
eggs hatch, the hatchlings head to sea.  Female turtles return to land to lay their eggs. 
Otherwise, leatherback turtles spend their entire life in the ocean. For more information, read 
Section Two: The Plight of the Leatherback Turtle. 
 
METHOD 
Read Section Two: The Plight of the Leatherback Turtle to students to give them some 
background information about what leatherback turtles must face in order to survive. 
 
Have students brainstorm, as a class, all of the perils that face the leatherback turtle in its 
struggle for survival. Have students create a narrative story illustrating a day in the life of the 
leatherback turtle, from the turtle’s point of view. They can choose to write about a hatchling 
making its way from the nest to the ocean, or an adult turtle trying to survive at sea. 
 
Details that should be included in their story are: 

 What does the turtle see, hear, smell and feel? 
 What challenges does the turtle face? 
 What adventures does the turtle have? 
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