Script Older Elementary (Grades 4-5)

SLIDE 1: What is a Diamondback Terrapin?

One of the problems that Diamondback Terrapins are facing today is the fact that many people don’t know very much or anything at all about them! What kind of animal is a diamondback terrapin?

SLIDE 2: Diamondback Terrapin Malaclemys terrapin
Terrapins are a turtle found in estuaries, bays, lagoons, and creeks along the East and Gulf coasts of the United States. This species is named for the diamond-shaped patterns on its carapace (top shell).  They are most noted and easily recognized by their signature “smile” shape to their beak and “mustache-like” appearance.  Their scientific name, Malaclemys terrapin, comes from Greek meaning, “turtle” and Native American meaning “soft-bodied turtle.”  They have a high tolerance for a range of salinities (explain that is amount of salt in the water) from freshwater to estuarine to saltwater but prefer estuarine environments; all other U.S. species of turtles either live in freshwater, saltwater, or on land.

SLIDE 3-5: Diamondback Terrapin Habitat & Salt Marshes

Diamondback terrapins can inhabit coastal waters from Massachusetts to Texas.  Individuals can be found in salt marshes and estuarine environments throughout most of its range, with the exception of Florida, where than can be found around mangrove swamps. The diamondback terrapin is the only turtle species in North America that lives in an estuarine environment.  An estuary contains brackish water, where saltwater and freshwater mix.  

SLIDE 6: Estuarine Life History

Their mouths consist of a hard beak and strong jaw (they do not have teeth), which they use to crush the hard shells and exoskeletons of their favorite prey items: snails, mussels, crabs, insects, and sometimes fish and algae. 

SLIDE 7-8: Joke

SLIDE 9: Physical Characteristics

The exterior of the turtle body consists of two fused shells: a plastron (lower shell) and carapace (upper shell).  Both parts of the shell act like a protective covering or armor and a terrapin has the ability to pull its limbs inside its shell when stirred by a predator. All terrapins lack hinges on their shells, therefore they cannot completely retract into their shells like other turtles, and so some parts of their limbs remain exposed.  The carapace is made up of plates called scutes and they will grow outward as the terrapin grows. By counting the rings in each scute, you can estimate how old a terrapin is. This is very similar to counting tree rings. Their body is streamlined and their feet are webbed to allow for fast and efficient swimming ability.  Their feet also have claws that are used to dig in the mud for prey species and climb out of the water onto the banks of some salt marsh islands.

SLIDE 10: Sexual Dimorphism

Male and female terrapins show sexual dimorphism. Sexual Dimorphism is when one sex (male or female) is extremely different looking for the other sex. With terrapins, the females are much longer in length, with a larger head.  Males will have a longer and wider tail and females will have a shorter and narrower tail.  All of these characteristics and adaptations serve a key purpose during reproduction.

SLIDE 11: Reproduction

The number off eggs a terrapin can lay in one single event is called a clutch. Each female lays about 4-20 eggs per clutch (nest) on average. During the nesting season, which is May through August, females can lay up to 3 clutches/nests. When searching for a nesting location, they are very particular and will hold out laying until they find a suitable substrate (usually sandy and without roots). They will use their noses to investigate the substrate to make sure it is suitable before digging their nest using their webbed back feet. Once the eggs are laid, it takes 60-90 days on average for the eggs to incubate before they are ready to hatch.

SLIDE 12: Hatchlings

Eggs usually hatch during the spring and fall seasons. To aid the hatchling in coming out of its shell, it has an “egg tooth” on the edge of its beak, which will eventually fall off.  It is made of keratin, the same material as our hair and fingernails.  For the first two weeks of its life, a hatchling’s egg sac will serve as its primary food source. The egg sac is located on the hatchling’s plastron and once it is fully absorbed, you will see the “belly button” for another week.

SLIDE 13-14: Joke

SLIDE 15: Conservation Efforts

Diamondback terrapins are considered a species of special concern in many states, including New Jersey. This means that they are close to becoming threatened but are not quite there yet. There is a lack of information about terrapins so species of special concern need to be observed with a watchful eye. Some states, such as Texas, have no current legal protection at all. 

SLIDE 16–17: Threats & More Threats

There are many different types of human-caused threats to diamondback terrapins.  The loss in salt marsh habitat is the number one threat to terrapins. Because salt marshes serve as primary habitat source for terrapins, without them, the terrapin population could also diminish.  Human-made barriers and erosion can cause steep inclines on the banks of prime nesting areas, making it almost impossible for females to climb to good nesting areas.  

“Bycatch” is a word used for animals that are caught by accident while fishermen are trying to catch another kind of animal. For example, if a fisherman wants to catch salmon (a type of fish) and he accidently catches a shark, the shark is called bycatch. Unfortunately when an animal is caught as bycatch, many times it is killed in the process and often times it’s life is wasted. Fishermen using commercial-style crab traps (large crab pots) accidently kill thousands of terrapins every year because they can become bycatch. Terrapins venture into the crab traps, seeing the bait as food and cannot escape. Unfortunately because they cannot escape, the terrapins drown because they breathe air like us. This problem lowers the number of terrapins (called the terrapin population) in the wild. Because blue crabs and terrapins share their habitat, terrapins can easily be caught in blue crab traps, attracted to the bait in the center.  With no way of escaping, terrapins often drown, not being able to surface to breathe. This is a very important source of terrapin death in many places.  Any abandoned or free-floating crab trap is called a ghost trap and can be responsible for many dead terrapins.

For females, a special threat comes from highway traffic.  As terrapins are searching for suitable nesting sites, they may have to cross over major roads.  Some areas with high concentrations of nesting females have posted speed limit and terrapin crossing signs to reduce speed and avoid impact with females (ex: BL).

SLIDE 18: Natural Threats

Although raccoons, foxes and large birds are natural predators of terrapins, their association with humans has increased the number of predators well beyond natural numbers.  In areas where humans provide a foraging habitat for raccoons, including campgrounds, densely populated communities, and garbage dumpsites, the predation of terrapins will be much higher, Raccoons commonly eat terrapin eggs, hatchlings, and nesting females.

SLIDE 19-20: Joke

SLIDE 21: Helping Hands

Conservation is a key element in protecting terrapins. Habitat management is an example of how to maintain a viable population.  Head start programs eliminate egg predation by protecting the eggs and raising the terrapins to a larger juvenile size before releasing them back out into the wild.  Eggs can be removed from the nests or cages can be placed over the nests to keep predators away.  Those eggs that are removed are incubated and hatched.  Many different education programs have been produced throughout the working group to give students a sense of commitment and stewardship to the conservation of terrapin species.

Turtle Excluder Devices, or TEDs, (sometimes referred to as bycatch reduction devices, BRDs) have been used over the entrance holes (funnels) of commercial-style crab traps (pots) in order to limit terrapins from entering, but these are only effective if used. Some states with terrapin populations have regulations require the use of TEDs (BRDs) on crab pots. 

Having road signs installed alerting drivers that turtles may be crossing during their nesting season can also help to save the terrapin population. This is especially important for female terrapins coming onto land to lay their eggs.

These are just some of the many easy ways that we can help terrapins in our area. 

SLIDE 22: Questions

