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Bonaire’s sea turtles 

Seven species of sea turtles inhabit the world, and three of those species are found 
on Bonaire. All of the species are endangered and facing extinction. Many sea turtles 
are being captured, on purpose or accidently, and their nesting beaches and coral reef 
feeding areas are being degraded and destroyed. Bonaire is one of a few safe havens 
for sea turtles. 

From April to December each year, adult green turtles (turtuga blanku), hawksbill turtles 
(turtuga karet), and loggerhead turtles (turtuga kawama) migrate to Bonaire to breed 
and nest. Young green and hawksbill sea turtles, however, can be found throughout 
the year feeding around the island, having drifted from their birthplace to forage around 
Bonaire. These young sea turtles grow and build their strength before leaving Bonaire 
to return to their birthplace to breed and nest.

Green turtles and all sea turtles enjoy a protected status on Bonaire. The young sea 
turtles find plenty of their favorite food on the island, particularly at Lac Bay. Our re-
search has shown that these green turtles grow faster on Bonaire than anywhere else 
in the world. 

 Green turtle -  Robert van Dam
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Hawksbill turtles are critically endangered worldwide. Many people harvest their eggs 
and use their shells, threatening the species with extinction. While hawksbill turtles nest 
throughout the Caribbean, they do not nest in large concentrations and every beach 
where they nest is critical to the species’ survival. 

Endangered loggerhead turtles come to Bonaire only seasonally as adults to breed and 
nest. Females lay their eggs on the southwestern beaches and on Klein Bonaire. 

Nesting female sea turtles will lay an average of three to six clutches of eggs, deposit-
ing 100 to 180 eggs per nest, depending on the species. Once a nest is laid, the female 
returns to the sea, leaving the eggs to incubate in the warmth of the sand. Eggs hatch 
after about two months. The entire nest hatches at the same time, and the hatchlings 
(baby sea turtles) scramble together to the sea.

Turtles evolved hundreds of millions of years ago. These ancient reptiles have 
lived on earth since the time of the dinosaurs. 

fun fact

Turtle hatchling
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The green turtle (Chelonia mydas)
The green turtle has a round face and its carapace 
scutes (shell plates) do not overlap. Green turtles weigh 
as much as 230 kg (about 500 lbs.), although most on 
Bonaire are much smaller because they usually are not 
yet fully grown. While they sometimes eat jellyfish, they 
mainly are vegetarians (herbivores) and eat seagrasses 
and algae. Adult green turtles usually are found on 
Bonaire only during the nesting season, while younger 
turtles live on the island year-round. 

The hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata)
The hawksbill turtle has a pointed face with a mouth like 
a hawk’s beak. Its shell plates overlap, and the edge of its 
carapace is serrated toward the rear of its body. Hawks-
bills weigh as much as 85 kg (about 185 lbs.), and their 
diet mainly consists of coral reef sponges. Bonaire hosts 
young hawksbills year-round. Most adults are present only 
during the nesting season.

The loggerhead turtle (Carreta carreta)
The loggerhead has a massive head that is broad and 
triangular. Its shell is often encrusted with barnacles, and 
its front flippers are relatively short compared with other 
species. Loggerheads can weigh as much as 200 kg 
(about 440 lbs.). Loggerheads are carnivores (meat-eat-
ers) and use their powerful jaws to crush and eat crabs, 
clams, snails, jellyfish and other invertebrates. Sightings 
of loggerheads on Bonaire almost always are of adults 
that have come to breed and nest.

Knowing that many Bonairean sea turtles forage in our waters, we can coordinate and 
strengthen conservation efforts to reduce the many dangers for sea turtles locally.

In addition to natural predators, the sea turtles are endangered by ocean trash and pollu-
tion. They can become entangled in cast off fishing line or in some fishing nets and drown. 
Coastal development, pollution and climate change all are affecting sea turtle populations.

Loggerhead adult - Irene da Cunda

Hawksbill over reef - Doug Cohen

 Green turtle eating seagrass  -  Robert van Dam
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QUIZ

How many species of sea turtles can be found on Bonaire?

How many clutches of eggs do female sea turtles typically lay?

Which species come to Bonaire only as adults?

Which species is critically endangered?

What is the scientific name for the sea turtle’s shell?

What is the scientific name for a sea turtle’s shell plates?

What term refers to baby sea turtles?

Match the Latin name to the correct English name:

Carreta carreta    Green turtle

Chelonia mydas   Hawksbill turtle

Eretmochelys imbricata  Loggerhead turtle

What factors are affecting sea turtle populations?

Female turtles typically lay up to six ‘clutches’ of more than 100 eggs. 
fun fact
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Migration 

Sea turtles are migratory. Throughout their 
lives, adult sea turtles migrate between 
their nesting sites and their foraging 
grounds. Bonaire’s female breeding sea 
turtles return to the island for two to four 
months every two to three years to nest. 
Males, however, return every year to 
breed. The sea turtles then leave Bonaire 
waters to journey hundreds or thousands 
of kilometers to their foraging grounds.

STCB’s Satellite Tracking Program has 
shown that the sea turtles swim distances from 250 km to 2,500 km over two to six weeks to 
return to the ocean around Nicaragua, Honduras, Mexico and Colombia to the west; Puerto 
Rico, Jamaica, the Dominican Republic and the Virgin Islands to the north; and Venezuelan 
coastal areas and islands to the south and east. 

How sea turtles navigate so well to specific 
geographic targets is still pretty much a 
mystery to humans. To make such a migra-
tory journey, the sea turtle needs to maintain 
its headings — compass sense — and also 
a sense of where it is in relationship to its 
goal — or map sense. Many animals have 
a sense of compass based on stars, the 
sun’s position, patterns of skylight polariza-
tion, and the Earth’s magnetic field. We 
have much to learn about the mechanisms 

that underlie sea turtles’ and other migratory 
animals’ map sense. Recent experiments indicate that the sea turtles’ map sense is based at 
least partly on the Earth’s magnetic field.

 Green turtle -  Robert van Dam

Transmitter up close
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QUIZ

How often do female sea turtles return to Bonaire to breed and nest?

How often do males return?

How far might sea turtles migrate between their nesting and foraging areas?

On the map, find and circle places where Bonairean sea turtles forage.

What does the latest research indicate about how sea turtles navigate?

Protected areas for Hawksbill sea turtles

The temperature of the sand around a nest determines whether baby turtles, 
known as ‘hatchlings’, will be male or female. Colder temperatures produce 
males and warmer temperatures produce females.

fun fact
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tracked sea turtles map

Nicaragua

Honduras

Jamaica

Costa Rica

Cuba
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Jklynn

Caribbean Sea

Venezuela

Haiti
Dominican Republic

Aruba Curaçao Bonaire

Turtles drink saltwater and get rid of extra salt through special glands
in their eyes.

fun fact



12 great migration game

Previously tracked sea turtles

Turtles are in some ways like people. They are individuals. Every turtle has a differ-
ent shape and a different pattern on its carapace, head and even flippers. Every turtle 
also has its own story. Tracking captures a piece of the individual turtle’s story of its 
journey to Bonaire and back to the reef it calls home. 

Staff and volunteers have been hard at work to tag turtles and track their migration journeys. 

Hawksbill turtles

Nautila
Nautila, a female hawksbill, was the first-ever tracked sea turtle 
from Bonaire. She was fitted with a transmitter on Oct. 24, 2003, 
and left Bonaire’s waters the very next day. She traveled 1,712 
km in 45 days before arriving at Navidad Bank, 100 km north of 
the Dominican Republic. To this date, no other tracked sea turtle 
has ever traveled that far north.

 
Schillie

Schillie is a female hawksbill tagged in 2003. On her journey, she 
first reached the Dominican Republic and then made a little de-
tour. She swam 200 km back toward Bonaire before changing her 
mind and turning around again. In January 2004, she reached 
her home base near Monito Island, Puerto Rico. In August 2005, 
a Sea Turtle Conservation Bonaire researcher doing an in-water 
survey in Puerto Rico spotted her and removed her transmitter. 

Tom
Tom is the first male hawksbill turtle tracked on Bonaire. After he 
was fitted with a transmitter in July 2004, he remained around 
the island for almost 100 days to mate. Next, he headed toward 
the Saba Bank, and his signal was lost. When he returned the 
following year to mate in Bonaire, Sea Turtle Conservation Bo-
naire staff saw him and removed the transmitter. As a male sea 
turtle, he usually returns every year to his breeding ground.
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Funny
Funny, a female hawksbill turtle, was fitted with a satellite trans-
mitter after nesting Nov. 22, 2004, at No Name Beach on Klein 
Bonaire. As a hawksbill, she typically lays nests — a total of four 
to six — at two-week intervals, and so after 15 days, she laid 
her final nest and then departed Bonaire for a 1,446 km journey 
to her foraging grounds at the Serranilla Bank, Honduras.

Albert
Albert is a male hawksbill turtle. He was fitted with a transmitter 
early in the 2005 nesting season because males usually depart 
earlier than females. Not Albert. He stayed for another 150 days 
before starting his 1,532 km journey to his foraging grounds 
between Banco Gorda and the Serranilla Bank in Honduras. As 
a male sea turtle, he probably has never returned to land after 
entering the water as a hatchling. Not much is known about 
male sea turtles’ behavior.

Sea turtles always return to the beaches where they were born to nest. 
fun fact
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Jenni 
Jenni left Bonaire just six days after being fitted with her trans-
mitter on Oct. 13, 2005. She traveled 1,874 km to the vicinity of 
the Serranilla Bank, an offshore area between Honduras and 
Jamaica. Mariposita also traveled there, arriving a few weeks 
later, but Jenni’s journey was two days longer than Mariposita’s. 
Jenni had less navigational efficiency. The Serranilla Bank is a 
popular and important foraging area for many Bonaire turtles.

Mariposita
Mariposita is a female hawksbill tracked in 2005. She is the small-
est sea turtle tracked from Bonaire, with a carapace length of only 
80 cm and a weight of 60 kg. Her size makes it likely that she is 
a young sea turtle who was nesting for the first time. Hawksbill 
turtles typically take from 15 to 30 years to reach maturity, and 
they can live to be 60 years old or more. Despite her small size, 
Mariposita was eager to get home. She arrived at her foraging 

grounds after 1,474 km at the Serranilla Bank, Honduras, after just 46 days. Jenni was already 
there, but it had taken Jenni two days longer to make the same journey.

Heit
A female hawksbill named Heit is the only sea turtle tracked in 
2006. Before that, she also had been tagged in 2004 on Klein 
Bonaire. After she laid her eggs, she made her way back slowly, 
traveling at an average speed of 24.1 km per day until, after 10 
days, she reached her foraging grounds in Los Roques Archi-
pelago, Venezuela. The coral reef there is in great condition, and 
as she eats mostly reef sponges, a healthy reef is very important 

for her. Green turtles, including Heit’s Bonairean friend, Carice, also forage there and feast on 
the seagrasses.

Eloise
Eloise, a female hawksbill, is named after Queen Beatrix l’s grand-
daughter. After she laid five nests in 2007, she swam home to the 
Albatross Bank in Jamaica. On some days she traveled 100 km, 
while on other days her average speed was just 54 km per day. 
Eloise is at great risk in Jamaica because that country has no law 
to protect sea turtles and she can legally be caught and eaten. 
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Doris
Doris, a female hawksbill, was the first tracked sea turtle of 2009. 
She had nested three times when she received her transmit-
ter. She nested twice again before saying good-bye to Bonaire 
and swimming home. She was in quite a hurry — she swam the 
768 km to the waters of Columbia in only 14 days. Her forag-
ing grounds are just off the Salamanca Natural Protected Area, 
between the Colombian cities of Barranquilla and Santa Marta. So 

far, she is the only Bonairean sea turtle tracked to Columbian waters.
 
Tina

Tina, a female hawksbill, was named after a dedicated long-term 
STCB volunteer. Those who follow Tina’s journey on the map 
may believe she is a bit confused. First, she crawled onto and 
off the beach three times on Sept. 16, 2009, before she started 
to nest. Afterward, she didn’t seem to know where to go. She 
swam east, past Caracas to the Isla de la Tortuga, 330 km from 
Bonaire. Next, she headed north for about 400 km. Seemingly 

unable to make up her mind, she then looped around before finding reefs that seemed to 
appeal to her where she stayed. She now has settled in the Gulf of Venezuela, just south of 
Aruba. You can see how odd her journey looks on the map.

It may take decades for green and loggerhead turtles to mature in the wild. 
fun fact
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Piffie
A female hawksbill named Piffie received her transmitter Oct. 
7, 2010. This was filmed and can been viewed on youtube: 
http://youtu.be/ivfviwcd7wg. She laid one more nest, and then 
departed for Curaçao and locations farther north. Her journey 
was interrupted by Tropical Storm Tomas, with heavy waves, 
wind, and rain. Although she surfaced in the rain to breathe, at 
the worst moments she would have stayed deep underwater 

for a while without breathing. Piffie finally reached calmer waters 840 km away from Bonaire 
at the reef of Anegada Island in the British Virgin Islands. She is the first tracked Bonairean 
turtle to call the British Virgin Islands home. The migration-route of Piffie can be seen on this 
youtube-movie: http://youtu.be/onqxyv2r7K4.

Valley
Valley forages in the waters between Honduras, Nicaragua and 
Jamaica, along with six other Bonairean tracked turtles. She was 
fitted with her transmitter on Sept. 3, 2010, while she was nesting 
for the third time on No Name Beach, Klein Bonaire. She nested 
another three times then swam for 36 days to get back to the 
Serranilla Bank. Sea turtles like this shallow reef, but the area is 
dangerous for them. When they venture too close to Nicaragua, 

many are caught and eaten — 10,000 green turtles every year, in addition to other sea turtles 
accidentally caught, according to a 2005 study by the Wildlife Conservation Society. The fisher-
men want to catch green turtles, but sometimes they catch other species of sea turtles, too.

Jklynn
This female hawksbill was fitted with a transmitter on Oct. 
14, 2011, after she laid her second nest (see http://youtu.be/
G8HoohFrhcc for a short youtube movie). She nested six times 
in 70 days. By the time she had laid her last nest, the first 
nest had hatched, and 118 hatchlings scuttled into the waters 
off Klein Bonaire. When Jklynn finally left Bonaire, many high 
school students closely followed her journey on the Internet in 

the first Great Migration Game. Jklynn swam north across the Caribbean Sea to the south-
ernmost tip of the Dominican Republic. Her transmitter then stopped sending a signal, so 
nobody was sure whether she had arrived at her foraging grounds. A renewed signal on Jan. 
14, 2012, confirmed that she had reached her foraging grounds at Jaragua National Park 
in the Dominican Republic. The Great Migration Game main prize winner, Keval Bissessar, 
predicted Jklynn’s foraging grounds within 35 km.
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Loggerhead Turtles

Happy
Happy is the first loggerhead tracked on Bonaire. She was fitted 
with a transmitter after she nested in June 2004 on Klein Bo-
naire. She departed soon afterward and swam to the Dominican 
Republic. She stayed close to the coast, making her way east 
until, after 23 days, she reached Puerto Rico and the shores of 
Vieques Island.

Extra
Extra is extra large with an estimated weight of 150 kg. She is a 
female loggerhead and a celebrity - she was featured in the Dutch 
edition of the National Geographic when she was tagged in 2004. 
Her home base is in the waters of Banco Gorda, Honduras - 1,764 
km away from Bonaire. In summer 2012, eight years after she 
had been tagged, she was sighted back on Bonaire and had the 
remains of the transmitter removed. She has grown slightly. Her 

carapace grows from the inside out, just like a human fingernail, but because the growth is very 
slow, parts of the transmitter remained on her shell. In her journeys, she has lost half of her right 
front flipper, perhaps through a shark attack. Luckily, she still can swim and nest with no problem. 

Sea turtles may be able to live for up to 100 years.
fun fact

Jklynn
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Wiske
Wiske is Bonaire’s fastest sea turtle! She was captured by Sea 
Turtle Conservation Bonaire scuba divers and fitted with a transmit-
ter in June 2008. She stayed in Bonaire for another three weeks, 
before leaving for home. She swam an average of 81 km per day, 
a total of 1,625 km straight to her foraging grounds in Nicaraguan 
waters. Wiske faces grave peril there. Every year, Nicaraguan fish-
ermen catch 10,000 green turtles to eat, and they also often catch 
loggerheads like her, as well as hawksbills, as bycatch. 

Greggy Girl
Greggy Girl is a female loggerhead. She was named after a kids 
clothing brand because of the beautiful pattern on her carapace. 
Just as with people, her diet influences not only the size of her 
carapace, but also the pattern itself. Greggy Girl was tagged in 
2008 and remained around Bonaire for a while after she had laid 
her eggs, leaving 27 days later. She passed Los Roques Archi-
pelago where Heit, Toyo and Carice forage and continued home 
to Margarita Island, Venezuela, 740 km away from Bonaire. 

Toyo
Toyo is a female loggerhead. She received her transmitter in 2011 
almost by accident. A team of staff and volunteers had been waiting 
for a green turtle at Playa Chikitu in Washington Slagbaai Park. It 
also was almost by accident that Toyo got to Playa Chikitu. She had 
likely already nested elsewhere in the Caribbean and thought she 
was done, but as she started to swim home, she felt the need to 
nest again and stopped by Playa Chikitu. She laid her eggs and was 

fitted with a transmitter. After she left Bonaire, she swam around for a bit. In a loop, she traveled 
to Aves, La Tortuga, La Blanquilla and Los Roques — islands close to Venezuela. Los Roques 
is a wonderful home where she joined others of two species of sea turtles of Bonaire: Heit the 
hawksbill and Carice the green. (See http://youtu.be/obBX7iWtj7I).

Green turtles

STINAPA
STINAPA is a female green turtle. It is obvious who she is named af-
ter — the National Park management organization on Bonaire! She 
is the first green turtle ever tracked from Bonaire. Her journey home 
in 2004 was 2,026 km to Miskito Cays, Nicaragua, a very dangerous 
area for sea turtles of her species. Thousands of green turtles still 
are legally harvested in Nicaraguan waters each year.
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Darwina
Darwina is a female green turtle. She is a record holder for 
swimming the farthest away from Bonaire — 2,930 km north 
to the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico. After she was fitted with 
a transmitter, she left Bonaire on July 25, 2007, and swam to 
Venezuela’s coast, then headed north through Las Aves Archi-
pelago before returning to Bonaire to nest again. Her transmitter 
lost its signal after her journey home to Mexico.

Carice
This green turtle was named Carice after the famous Dutch 
actress Carice van Houten. She was fitted with a transmitter on 
Sept. 20, 2010. Carice stays relatively close to Bonaire, returning 
every two to three years to breed and nest. She lives only 169 km 
away at the Los Roques Archipelago, an excellent place for food, 
where she shares the foraging grounds with Heit and Toyo. 

Turtles drink saltwater and get rid of extra salt through special glands
in their eyes.

fun fact
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Year 
tagged Species Turtle 

name

Distance 
traveled 

(km)*

Days 
traveled* Destination

2003 Hawksbill Nautila 1,712 45 Navidad Bank, Dominican 
Republic

2003 Hawksbill Schillie 996 21 Monito Island, Puerto Rico

2004 Hawksbill Tom 684 14 Northeast Caribbean

2004 Loggerhead Happy 1,078 23 Vieques Island, Puerto Rico

2004 Green STINAPA 2,026 30 Miskito Cays, Nicaragua

2004 Loggerhead Extra 1,764 27 Banco Gorda, Honduras

2004 Hawksbill Funny 1,446 34 Serranilla Bank, Honduras

2005 Hawksbill Albert 1,532 24 Between Banco Gorda and 
Serranilla Bank, Honduras

2005 Hawksbill Jenni 1,854 48 Serranilla Bank, Honduras

2005 Hawksbill Mariposita 1,474 46 Serranilla Bank, Honduras

2006 Hawksbill Heit 241 10 Los Roques Archipelago, 
Venezuela

2007 Green Darwina 2,930 49 Yucatán Peninsula, Mexico

2007 Hawksbill Eloise 1,358 25 Albatross Bank, Jamaica

2008 Loggerhead Wiske 1,625 20 Nicaragua

2008 Loggerhead Greggy Girl 740 14 Margarita Island, Venezuela

2009 Hawksbill Doris 768 14 Near Isla Salamanca, Colombia

2009 Hawksbill Tina 2,400 96 Gulf of Venezuela

2010 Hawksbill Piffie 840 25 Anegada Island, British Virgin 
Islands

2010 Hawksbill Valley 1,400 36 Serranilla Bank, Honduras 

2010 Green Carice 169 4 Los Roques Archipelago, 
Venezuela

2011 Hawksbill Jklynn 720 13 Dominican Republic

2011 Loggerhead Toyo 1,200 31 Los Roques Archipelago, 
Venezuela

*Distances and times are approximate
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Loggerhead heading back to the sea with a transmitter 

Baby turtles hatch from their nests at night and race to the sea guided by moon-
light. Lights near the beach should be turned off during the summer so turtles do 
not go in the wrong direction. 

fun fact

QUIZ

How many years does it take for a hawksbill turtle to mature?

How often do males typically return to land after they hatch?

How many green turtles are legally caught annually in Nicaraguan waters?

What influences the pattern on the carapace?

At what intervals do sea turtles nest?

What is a nest of sea turtle eggs called?
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Sea turtle protection on Bonaire

The nests and eggs of sea turtles have been legally protected on Bonaire since 1961. 
Full protection to all life stages was conferred in 1991 when the Island Council of Bonaire 
amended the Marine Environmental Ordinance (A.B. 1984, no 21). Article 14:1 - 3 of the 
1991 law declares:

It is prohibited to disturb or destroy sea turtle nests or to remove eggs from nests; it is pro-
hibited to be in possession of, to have for sale or delivery, to offer for sale, to sell, to buy, to 
trade in, to donate or to transport eggs of sea turtles.

It also is prohibited to kill, catch or be in possession of sea turtles.
It is prohibited to offer for sale, sell, buy, trade in, donate, or offer as a dish in any way in 
public, sea turtles, sea turtle meat or other products of sea turtles.

 STCB Sea turtle course
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Great Migration Game Rules 

What is this contest about?
The Great Migration Game is a free contest for all Bonaire residents to predict where sea 
turtles will travel to feed after nesting on Bonaire. Participants who make the most accurate 
predictions will win great prizes!
Already know about the contest?  Make your prediction now! Go to the Sea Turtle Conserva-
tion Bonaire website: www.bonaireturtles.org

How to participate
Predicting (and winning) is easy! Follow these steps:

1. Research: To improve your odds of winning, read The Great Migration Game Handbook, 
available on STCB’s website, or for high school participants from SGB administrators.

2. Register: Click on the ‘Great Migration Game’ link from the website. Enter your full name, 
email address and phone number. Each name and email address can be used only once.

3. Unlock: Before you can enter your prediction, you have to answer a few questions. All 
answers can be found in the Handbook. 

4. Predict: After you have registered, you can make your prediction online. Choose wisely — 
you can make only one prediction. You must register and predict by September 28, 2012.

5. Follow the sea turtle: Follow the sea turtle live on the website as the transmitter feed 
comes in. When the migration is complete, STCB will determine a central point of the 
turtle’s foraging grounds. If your prediction is the closest to that central point, you win!

Terms
Only residents of Bonaire are eligible. Only one prediction will be accepted per person. 

If no sea turtle is available to track, the contest will be cancelled. If the turtle transmitter 
fails to operate for any reason, the contest may be cancelled. However, if the sea turtle has 
been migrating for some time, STCB may declare the sea turtle’s last transmission to be the 
central foraging ground and winners would be determined from that point.

Those who believe an error has occurred regarding a prediction may inform the contest 
organizers at STCB, but STCB cannot guarantee the accuracy and performance of this 
tracking contest, the sea turtle transmissions or web site programs. STCB is not responsible 
for an individual’s participation in this contest or any dispute arising in regard to contest win-
ners and prizes.

Source of the fun facts: www.blue-oceans.com/turtles
fun fact
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