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Welcome

Welcome to Exploring Florida’s Rich Turtle Diversity, a symposium co-sponsored by the Florida 
Turtle Conservation Trust and the Florida Birding and Nature Festival. The FTCT is excited to
celebrate its 20th anniversary by presenting this program for an audience with mixed natural history 
interests. Turtles are ancient creatures that shared the earth with the dinosaurs and today are
important and visible elements in many ecosystems. Some species serve as indicators of environmen-
tal health, while others are classified as keystone, umbrella, or flagship species. Thus, turtle conserva-
tion benefits the ecosystems in which they are found. Certainly, the threats to this highly endangered 
vertebrate group and their associated habitats present broad and immediate conservation challenges. 
However, opportunities for conservation are abundant and the charismatic attraction of turtles makes 
them an excellent group for education and outreach efforts to enhance ecological, conservation, and 
environmental awareness. Now in its fourth year, the festival organizers are pleased to present this 
special one-day symposium focused on the ecology, status, and conservation of Florida turtles. 

Schedule

9:00 am:

Why are Turtles the Most Threatened Species of Animals on Earth?

Dr. J. Sean Doody, Department of Biological Sciences, University South Florida St. Petersburg, St. 
Petersburg, FL 33701; jsdoody@mail.usf.edu

Turtles are the most threatened group of vertebrates on earth. Although they outlasted two major 
extinction events they are not coping well with the current human-induced biodiversity crisis. Current 
threats to turtles are well-known and include habitat loss, human harvest, disease and climate change; 
but how does the biology of turtles leave them more vulnerable than other groups? Key anti-predator 
traits are insufficient to protect turtles from human impacts. Turtle conservation has made great pro-
gress in many areas, but has struggled in others probably due to social factors such as tradition. The 
erosion of traditional beliefs has facilitated conservation for some species, but has caused great loss in 
others. Impoverishment can often be linked to turtle declines reminding us that turtle conservation 
will require a change in more than just attitudes. 

Dr. J. Sean Doody is an Assistant Professor of Biological Sciences at University South Florida St. 



Petersburg, where he has been for almost two years. He grew up in Louisiana where he completed 
two degrees, then moved to Australia to do a PhD on the ecology of pig-nosed turtles (Carretochelys 
insculpta). After 14 years, Sean moved back to the United States to be closer to family.

10:00 am:

Identification of Florida Turtles
 
George L. Heinrich, Heinrich Ecological Services, 1213 Alhambra Way S., St. Petersburg, FL 33705-
4620; george@heinrichecologicalservices.com

Turtles are visible elements in many ecosystems and, for the most part, can be easily identified. Flori-
da’s wide variety of habitats support 28 of the 62 (45.2%) species known to occur in the United States, 
the most turtle-rich country. Significant habitat diversity and species richness make Florida a chelo-
nian hotspot and critical to the conservation of many species. This presentation will introduce basic 
identification techniques.

George L. Heinrich is a field biologist and environmental educator specializing in Florida reptiles. 
His company, Heinrich Ecological Services, is based in St. Petersburg, Florida and conducts wildlife 
surveys and research, natural history programming, and nature-based tours. George is currently the 
Executive Director of the Florida Turtle Conservation Trust.

11:00 am:

Conservation Ecology of Gopher Tortoises from the Core to the Periphery

Dr. Jeff Goessling, Natural Sciences Collegium, Eckerd College, 4200 54th Avenue S., St. Petersburg, 
FL 33711; goessljm@eckerd.edu

Gopher tortoises (Gopherus polyphemus) are a keystone species of the southeastern U.S. coastal 
plains ecoregion and have experienced significant declines over the past century. While protected 
throughout its range, many aspect of gopher tortoise biology and conservation status remain un-
known. This presentation will synthesize current understanding of gopher tortoise conservation status 
rangewide, and will also discuss current research being conducted across multiple populations in 
Florida and Alabama.

Dr. Jeff Goessling is from northern Kentucky, earned an MS in biology from Sam Houston State 
University studying Aruban reptile ecology, and completed a PhD program and postdoc at Auburn 
University studying gopher tortoise physiological ecology. He is currently an Assistant Professor of 
Biology at Eckerd College (St Petersburg, Florida).

1:00 pm:

Habitat Use and Island Movements in the Jewel of Sanibel (The Florida box turtle)

Chris Lechowicz, Sanibel-Captiva Conservation Foundation, 3333 Sanibel Captiva Road, Sanibel, FL 
33957; clechowicz@sccf.org

The Florida box turtle (Terrapene carolina bauri) is a small, long-lived semi-terrestrial turtle that is 
found throughout the Florida peninsula and many of its islands, including the Florida Keys. It 



inhabits mesic hammocks, wetlands, and the beach ridge zone. Seasonal activity of this turtle is ex-
tended due to the southern latitude of Sanibel Island and the frost protection from being surrounded 
by water. For these reasons, most non-marine turtle species on Sanibel, including box turtles, have 
been shown to have a second nesting season that begins in early November. Although Florida box 
turtles are active throughout the year on Sanibel, dry season movements are greatly reduced due to 
sporadic cold fronts and many wetlands being dried up. 

Box turtle habitat is mostly safe on the island as 2/3 of the island is conservation land owned by the 
J. N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge, Sanibel-Captiva Conservation Foundation (SCCF), 
and the City of Sanibel, however road mortality is still a problem in certain areas. Predation on box 
turtles by raccoons has been greatly reduced since coyotes migrated to Sanibel in 2011. However, the 
biggest threat to Sanibel box turtles is collection for the national and international pet trade. Long-
term population studies on box turtles began in 2002 by SCCF with the cooperation and assistance of 
several agencies with surveys and the purchase of identification microchips (pit tags) and telemetry 
transmitters.

Chris Lechowicz is the Director of the Wildlife & Habitat Management Program at the Sanibel-
Captiva Conservation Foundation. He is currently conducting research on Florida box turtles, 
diamondback terrapins (Malaclemys terrapin), and eastern indigo snakes (Drymarchon couperi)
in Pine Island Sound in Lee County, Florida.

2:00 pm:

The Suwannee Cooter: Lessons Learned from a Long-term Study in the Santa Fe River

Dr. Jerry Johnston, Natural Sciences Department, Santa Fe College, 3000 NW 83rd Street, Gaines-
ville, FL 32606; jerry.johnston@sfcollege.edu

This presentation will introduce fascinating discoveries about the behavior, ecology, and population 
dynamics of Florida’s largest basking turtle – the Suwannee cooter (Pseudemys concinna suwan-
niensis). Learn how this herbivorous species is responding to dramatic changes in the Santa Fe River 
ecosystem. Find out what you can do to help Suwannee cooters.

Dr. Jerry Johnston is a Professor of Biology at Santa Fe College (Gainesville, Florida) and leader
of the Santa Fe River Turtle Project. His team of students and local citizens has been conducting 
capture-mark-recapture studies of 12 freshwater turtle species throughout the Santa Fe River basin 
since 2004.

3:00 pm:

Ornate Diamondback Terrapins: Muddy Gems in Levy County

Dr. Ben Atkinson, Department of Natural Sciences, Flagler College, 74 King Street, St. Augustine, FL 
32084; batkinson@flagler.edu

In 2014, Dr. Coleman Sheehy (Florida Museum of Natural History) and I began investigating a pre-
viously unstudied population of diamondback terrapins (Malaclemys terrapin) in the Cedar Keys 
National Wildlife Refuge. The refuge is situated on Florida’s northern Gulf coast along the state’s Big 
Bend area. We are conducting long-term mark-recapture and ecological studies with the assistance of 
undergraduate and graduate students from Flagler College, University of Florida, Santa Fe College, 



and Florida Gulf Coast University. We also have included participants from the Doris Duke Conserva-
tion Scholars program. Over 125 undergraduate students have joined us, and these numbers continue 
to grow. We collect data on population size, demographic structure, morphometrics, habitat use, and 
diet of these resident terrapins. We have also analyzed mark-recapture data to examine site fidelity, 
body mass, and recruitment success/failure on a continental island during a three-year period that 
included pre- and post-Category 1 Hurricane conditions. The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission designated our study site a “sentinel population,” as the species is currently under listing 
review for state protection status. I will summarize results of our investigations to date, discuss im-
plications for conservation, and outline long-term goals to utilize this refuge to continue training and 
inspiring future stewards of Florida’s Gulf coast ecosystems.

Dr. Ben Atkinson is an Assistant Professor of Natural Sciences at Flagler College (St. Augus-
tine, Florida). He has worked with terrapins in Bermuda, Florida, and New Jersey over the last 15 
years. Ben also takes “Tortuga Crew” students to Belize, where they work with Central American river 
turtles, known locally as “hicatees.”

4:00 pm:

Florida’s Living Dinosaurs: Monitoring Florida’s Endangered Leatherback Sea Turtles 

Kelly Martin, Florida Leatherbacks Inc., 3330 Fairchild Gardens Avenue #31061, Palm Beach Gar-
dens, FL 33410; kelly@floridaleatherbacks.com

Endangered leatherback sea turtles (Dermochelys coriacea) are one of the rarest species of marine 
turtle on the planet. The only living member of the family Dermochelyidae, leatherbacks have many 
unique adaptions allowing them to maintain the widest global distribution, tolerate a much broader 
range of temperatures, and exist on a diet unique among other species. Leatherbacks did not nest in 
Florida until the mid-1900s and up until recently very little was known about the population. State 
and federal biologists once thought that fewer than 100 females nested in Florida. As nest numbers 
began to increase exponentially, biologists with Florida Leatherbacks Inc. began conducting a
research program to answer the most basic questions. Nightly surveys are undertaken as part of a 
long-term mark-recapture program on the densest nesting beaches in Florida. This study incorporates 
tag return data, basic morphometrics, satellite tracking, and genetic analysis to help better describe 
this local population and work toward conservation efforts. Through research efforts, more than 
1,000 unique individuals have been identified, important nesting parameters have been defined, and 
migratory patterns are better understood. This team has built a long history with these individuals, 
many of whom continue to return to nest nearly 20 years after the program’s conception.
 
Kelly Martin is the President of Florida Leatherbacks Inc. She has been studying leatherback sea 
turtles for 16 years. In addition to her work with the nonprofit she has conducted research on
loggerhead sea turtles (Caretta caretta) and green sea turtles (Chelonia mydas) in aquaria through-
out Florida, as well as managing morning nesting surveys on east and west coast Florida beaches.



Florida Turtle Conservation Trust
(www.ftct.org)

The Florida Turtle Conservation Trust was formed in 1999 by a group of Florida biologists and
conservationists concerned with the conservation outlook for Florida turtles. Its purpose is to
promote the conservation of all Florida turtle species and the preservation of intact, free-ranging 
populations and their associated ecosystems throughout the state of Florida. The FTCT is committed 
to and supports education, conservation, research, and management efforts with the above goals in 
mind.

Florida Birding and Nature Festival
(www.floridabirdingandnaturefestival.org)

The Florida Birding and Nature Festival, Inc. is an independent non-profit corporation dedicated, 
amongst other purposes, to promote appreciation and conservation of Florida’s birds and other
wildlife, as well as their habitats, through responsible nature-based tourism and public awareness. It 
accomplishes these goals by developing and hosting an annual festival and by other activities
appropriate to the purposes.

Photo credits:

Cover, clockwise: Suwannee cooter (Pseudemys concinna suwanniensis) by Timothy J. Walsh, gopher 
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Above: Barbour’s map turtle (Graptemys barbouri) by Timothy J. Walsh.


