
Dugong and Marine Turtle Knowledge Handbook  February 2005 

LEATHERBACK TURTLE 
Scientific name: Dermochelys coriacea 

 

Description 
Leatherback turtles are the largest of all sea turtles, reaching an average length of 

1.6 metres.  The carapace is black and leathery with pale spots but without scales; 

there are prominent ridges running the length of the shell.  Leatherback turtles can 

use changes in blood flow to regulate their temperature, maintaining their 

temperature in cold water and avoiding overheating in warm water.  The pale spots 

turn pinkish when the turtle is out of the water as blood flows to the surface of the 

skin to cool the body.   

 

 
Figure 35: Leatherback turtle108

 

Distribution and population 
Leatherback turtles live in all tropical, sub-tropical and temperate oceans of the 

world, but nest mainly on tropical beaches.  Leatherback turtles are more widely 

distributed than any other marine turtle (see Figure 36).  Their large size and ability 

to keep their body temperature higher than the surrounding water enables them to 

forage in colder and deeper waters than other marine turtles.   

                                                 
108 http://seamap.env.duke.edu/seamap/species/images/leatherback-turtle-106.jpg 
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Figure 36:  World distribution of Leatherback nesting sites109

 

Leatherback turtles feed in coastal waters around the whole of Australia, but nest in 

only a few locations along the northern coast of the Northern Territory.  The number 

of Leatherback turtles appears to be declining in the Pacific Ocean, suggesting that 

the population of leatherbacks along the eastern Australian coast may also be 

declining110.  Nesting populations of Leatherback turtles are declining in some parts 

of the world, such as Malaysia, and rising in other parts, such as South Africa. 

Nesting and foraging locations for Leatherback turtles in northern Australian are 

shown in Figure 37 

 

Breeding and life cycle 
Leatherback hatchlings swim out to sea after leaving their nesting beach.  Little is 

known about the movement of leatherback turtles.  They take about 15 to 20 years 

to become mature adults, which is ten or twenty years less than for other marine 

turtles. 

 

Female Leatherback turtles in other parts of the world nest every two or three years 

during December and January, and lay between 4 to 5 clutches per season, each 

clutch with between 64 and 100 eggs.  The time between laying each clutch is about 

9 days.  The eggs are white and spherical with a diameter of about 5.3 cm.  The 

eggs hatch after 63 to 93 days.   

 

                                                 
109 Modified from www.cccturtle.org/leatherback.htm 
110 Spotila et al. (2000) 

 87



Dugong and Marine Turtle Knowledge Handbook  February 2005 

Some Leatherback turtles feeding in Australian coastal waters probably migrate to 

neighbouring countries to the north to nest. 

 

 
Figure 37: Leatherback turtle nesting and foraging locations in northern Australia111

 

Feeding 
The diet of Leatherback hatchlings and juveniles is not known.  Adult Leatherbacks 

feed on jellyfish, salps and squid on the ocean surface and down to depths of 200 

metres. 

 

Indigenous harvest 
Leatherback turtles are rarely hunted in Australia. 

 

Concerns 
Recent reports of a significant decline in the populations of Leatherback turtles in the 

Pacific Ocean raises concerns for the species in Australian waters.  Leatherback 
                                                 
111 Limpus and Chatto (2004) 
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turtles have also been found entangled in marine debris, including fishing lines and 

nets in many parts of the world including Australia. 
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