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Impacts of climate change on Green Sea Turtles

Climate change will cause additional pressure on already threatened sea turtle populations
by skewing their sex ratio towards female, reducing available nesting space and altering
their exposure to cyclones, according to new research results to be announced at the 2009
Annual Conference of the Marine and Tropical Sciences Research Facility (MTSRF).

The MTSRF has funded James Cook University PhD student Mariana Fuentes to investigate
“How the largest green turtle population in the world will be affected by climate change”.

“Sea turtles are particularly vulnerable to climate change, because they have life history
traits strongly tied to environmental variables and nest in coastal areas vulnerable to sea
level rise and cyclonic activities,” Ms Fuentes said.

Climate change can affect the distribution, foraging ecology and reproductive output of sea
turtles.

“The broad aim of my study is to explore how sea turtles’ reproductive output will be affected
by an increase in temperature, a shift in cyclonic patterns and a sea level rise,” she said.

The largest green sea turtle population in the world, which nests on beaches in the northern
Great Barrier Reef and the Torres Strait, was used as the case study.

The results of the research to date indicated that:

e The sex ratio of hatchlings produced by this population will skew towards females by
2070.

e This population’s exposure to cyclone disturbance will decrease by 25% by 2070.

e 38% of available nesting area across all the rookeries used by this population may be
inundated as a result of sea level rise.

Ms Fuentes will continue her research to assess the combined impacts on each of the
nesting grounds used by the north GBR green sea turtle population.

“These results will be extremely important if we are to successfully manage our sea turtle
populations as the climate changes,” she said. “Identification and protection of the nesting
areas likely to be most productive will help re-build resilience of vulnerable turtle
populations.”
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The Australian Government's $40 million MTSRF aims to increase the sustainability of
management and use of north Queensland’'s key environmental assets: the Great Barrier
Reef, the Wet Tropics rainforests, and the Torres Strait. More than 70 scientists are
presenting the results of their research at the 2009 Annual MTSRF Conference in Townsville
on April 28-30.

Sheriden Morris, Managing Director of the Reef and Rainforest Research Centre — the north
Queensland-based non-profit company which manages the MTSRF on behalf of the
Australian Government - highlighted the role of the MTSRF in helping north Queenslanders
solve environmental problems.

“The MTSRF does not conduct research for research’s sake — we specifically focus on using
science to develop solutions. In this case, Mariana’s work on sea turtles is being delivered
directly into the communities that need to know up in the Torres Strait through a series of
Indigenous ranger training workshops.”

“All MTSREF results are publicly available, so we welcome members of the public to come
along to the conference and learn about research relevant to your local environment.”
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The 2009 Annual Conference of the Marine and Tropical Sciences Research Facility will be held in Townsville
from April 28-30 at Rydges Southbank. Please see http://www.rrrc.org.au/news/2009 conference.html for more
details.

For more information please contact researcher Mariana Fuentes on phone 0411645986 or email
mariana.fuentes@jcu.edu.au

Or contact Conference Media Co-ordinator Stacey Kibble on 0447 485 313 or email
stacey.kibble@the2020group.com.au
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