
Identity and Description
The generic name Caretta was introduced by

Rafinesque (1814). The specific name caretta was
first used by Linnaeus (1758). The name Caretta is a
Latinized version of the French word “caret”,
meaning turtle, tortoise, or sea turtle (Smith and
Smith, 1980). Smith and Smith (1980) suggested
that the Indo-Pacific and Atlantic populations were
differentiated at the subspecific level, but this con-
clusion has been challenged by Hughes (1974) and
Pritchard and Trebbau (1984). In recent synopses of
the biological data available on this species, Dodd
(1988, 1990) considered C. caretta to be monotypic.
In the Wider Caribbean, the species is referred to as
loggerhead in English, cabezon and caguama in
Spanish, and caouanne in French (excerpted from
Eckert, 1995).

The loggerhead turtle is identifiable by the rela-
tively large size of its head, thick carapace (often
encrusted with barnacles and other epifauna), and
reddish-brown pigmentation of the skin and cara-
pace. In general there are five vertebral scutes and
five pairs of non-overlapping costal (lateral) scutes
on the carapace. There are two claws on each flip-
per. Adults can reach a size of 120 cm (straight cara-
pace length) and weigh up to 200 kg (Pritchard et
al., 1983), but more typical is an adult of 105 cm in
straight carapace length and about 180 kg (Pritchard
and Mortimer, 1999). The species is widely distrib-
uted in the subtropical and tropical waters of the
Atlantic, Pacific and Indian Oceans. Atlantic sight-
ings are documented as far north as Terranova
Island (Squires, 1954) and northern Europe
(Brongersma, 1972), and as far south as Argentina
(Frazier, 1984).

Hatchlings are uniformly reddish- or grayish-
brown with a scute pattern identical to the adult.

The typical straight carapace length is 45 mm, rang-
ing from about 38-50 mm. Egg diameter ranges
from 39-43 mm, with about 100-130 eggs laid per
nest (see Pritchard and Mortimer, 1999).

Distribution
The most important nesting grounds for this

species in the Wider Caribbean Region are mainly
located along the southeastern coast of the USA,
principally in the state of Florida which hosts the
second greatest nesting aggregation of this species
in the world, surpassed only by the most important,
located in Masirah Island, Oman, in the Indian
Ocean. Of the total number of nestings document-
ed in the USA each year, 93% are in Florida (FL),
5% in South Carolina (SC), and about 1% in each
of Georgia (GA) and North Carolina (NC) (Figure
1). Nesting declined in these areas during the
1980’s (Ehrhart, 1989). Today the south Florida
population is considered to be stable or improving.
Witherington and Koeppel (1999) reported that the
number of nests laid in Florida rose from 49,422 in
1989 to 85,985 in 1998. Based on 4.1 nests/
female/yr (Murphy and Hopkins, 1984) this annual
nesting population has increased from 12,054 to
20,972 females. In contrast, the northern popula-
tion (Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina) is
considered to be stable or declining, and the status
of the Florida panhandle population cannot be
determined at this time (TEWG, 2000). 

Other important nesting grounds are located on
the Yucatan Peninsula (particularly along the coast
of Quintana Roo in the Caribbean Sea), the islands
and keys of the Cuban Archipelago, and Colombia’s
Caribbean coast. Surveys for the Quintana Roo
beaches in the early 1990’s suggested annual nest-
ings of 1,300-2,200 (Zurita et al., 1993), with a
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