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Species feeling the effects of climate change

Region:
Oceans

Area affected:
Caribbean Islands

Climatic change:
Higher temperatures

Impact:
Reproductive changes
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Leatherback
Sea Turtle

Dermochelys coriacea

ABOUT THIS SPECIES

Leatherback sea turtles are found throughout the tropical and temperate oceans of the
world. They get their name from their top shells, which are leathery and have several
parallel ridges. (The shells of other sea turtle species consist of hard, bony plates.)
Leatherbacks are also the largest turtle in the world, capable of growing to 6.5 feet
long and a weight of 2,000 pounds. Leatherbacks spend most of their lives in the open
ocean, migrating long distances and feeding mainly on soft-bodied prey, like jellyfish,
which they grasp and swallow using the many toothlike projections that line their
jaws and esophagus. They nest on sandy beaches in tropical regions around the world.
The largest nesting areas are in northern South America and West Africa, but they
also nest on the U.S. West Coast and in the Caribbean Islands. Females lay about 100
eggs at a time in shallow, covered depressions from which the hatchlings emerge about
two months later. Bycatch, hunting and collection of eggs for commercial uses pushed
the turtles to the brink of extinction. In 1970, leatherbacks were listed as endangered
under the Endangered Species Act and received critical habitat protection for nesting
areas.

DESCRIPTION OF IMPACT

All sea turtles have temperature-dependent sex determination, meaning that the
incubation temperature of the nest determines the sex of each hatchling. Eggs exposed
to higher temperatures at the top of the nest or in darker sand produce females;

cooler incubation temperatures produce males. Climate warming poses a threat to sea
turtles because it can skew sex ratios toward more females and fewer males. Along
beaches in the Caribbean Islands, 92% of hatched eggs were female and complete
feminization is predicted to occur in some areas in the near future. Warming
temperatures can also endanger the turtles before they hatch. Unlike other sea turtles,
leatherbacks nest lower on the beach. Climate change and rising sea levels pose a higher
risk to these turtles as their nests are more prone to being washed away or inundated.
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For more information on other wildlife affected by climate change, visit
defenders.org/climatechange
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