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LOWLY HAULING THEMSELVES 
ashore to nest on the beaches of their 
birth, female sea turtles repeat a unique 
ritual their ancestors began 150 million 

years ago, back when the world was a real-life 
Jurassic park. As tears roll from her eyes – to keep 
sand out and excrete excess salt – the turtle digs 
a small pit above high tide. After laying up to 150 
eggs, she buries them and returns to sea. Seven 
to 12 weeks later, tiny hatchlings emerge to dash 
for the water. Perhaps one or two in 1000 will live 
to continue the cycle.

Australia has many places to witness these 
placid, plus-size reptiles enact their ancient ways. 
Of the world’s seven turtle species, six – green, 
loggerhead, hawksbill, flatback, olive ridley and 
(rarely) leatherback – lay their eggs between late 
October and February on beaches from WA’s 
Shark Bay around the Top End to subtropical 
Queensland. Nesting females usually come ashore 
within an hour or two of night high tide, while 
their hatchlings, born between February and 
April, tend to pop up from 8pm to midnight.

Turtle viewing involves strict etiquette as well 
as patience. Torchlight and sudden movements 
can scare nesting females back into the water, to 
sometimes lay and lose all their eggs. Lights also 
disrupt hatchlings, who look for moonlight on the 
horizon to point their way to sea. As they scurry 
into an uncertain future, it’s impossible not 
to wish them luck. 

Shell’s
belles
Endangered sea turtles still 
have havens along northern 
Australian coasts. 
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Having survived whatever wiped out the 
dinosaurs, sea turtles now face a far worse threat 
– us. All species are endangered, beset globally by 
habitat destruction and trade in turtle eggs and 
meat. Many drown in fishing nets, choke on 
plastic rubbish (which they mistake for jellyfish) 
or fall victim to fishing bycatch and boat strike. 

To highlight their plight, 2006 has been 
declared the Indian Ocean South-East Asia Year 
of the Turtle, a step towards ensuring our coast 
remains the precious turtle haven it has been for 
countless millennia.

ECOTOURISM

TURTLE DIARY
QUEENSLAND
MON REPOS TURTLE ROOKERY
(07) 4153 8888.
15km from Bundaberg, Mon Repos 
Beach is one of the two largest South 
Pacific loggerhead rookeries. Nightly 
escorted visits (groups of up to 60) in 
season. $8.50/$4.50, $20 family. 

LADY ELLIOT ISLAND 
& HERON ISLAND
www.ladyelliotisland.com.au 
www.heronisland.com
Both resorts have complimentary 
turtle tours for guests. See hatchlings 
bolt seaward from your balcony on 
Lady Elliot – it’s no holiday for them. 

CAPRICORNIA CAYS 
(07) 4971 6500. 
Camp by permit (Easter-Australia Day) 
on Masthead Island (loggerheads), 
North West Island (greens), or Lady 
Musgrave Island, a mating hot spot.  

CAPE YORK TURTLE RESCUE
Camp Chivaree, Mapoon.
www.turtlescapeyork.com
A six-day adventure. Measure and tag 
flatbacks and olive ridleys, remove 
washed-up fishing nets and protect 
turtle nests from feral pigs. $1875.

WESTERN AUSTRALIA

JURABI TURTLE CENTRE 
North West Cape. 
(08) 9949 1176.
Guided tours, Mon-Sat 8-11pm, Jan-
Feb. $25/$15 ($60 family). Greens, 
loggerheads, occasionally hawksbills. 

THEVENARD ISLAND
(08) 9184 6444. 
www.mackerelislands.com.au
22km off Onslow. Your hosts reveal the 
top turtle spots (greens, flatbacks).

NORTHERN TERRITORY

CASUARINA BEACH
(08) 8999 4555.
Watch (and assist) rangers ensure 
flatback hatchlings reach the sea at 
this rare urban rookery in Darwin. 
From 5.30pm about 10 times a year. 
Free, but booking is compulsory. �

Green turtle (Chelonia mydas)
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For more information about the Indian 
Ocean South-East Asia Year of the Turtle 
2006, visit www.ioseaturtles.org
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