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Collaborators and Funding

 Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources
 The Nature Conservancy
 Alabama Center for Estuarine Studies

DCNR



Diamondback Terrapin Range and Subspecies

Seven SubspeciesMississippi Diamondback Terrapin

Malaclemys terrapin pileata

Tequesta



Diamondback Terrapin
Biologically Unique

 Only turtle in North America that exclusively inhabits estuarine 
waters and salt marshes

Regional Importance: Occurs in Salt Marshes in the Northern Gulf 
of Mexico



Diamondback Terrapin
Biologically Important

 Potential Keystone Species That Helps Stabilize The 
Salt Marsh Habitat 
 Higher Trophic Level Predator
 Decrease in terrapins can result in overabundance of certain invertebrates 

can cause a shift in the plant and invertebrate balance in the salt marsh 
(Silliman and Zieman, 2001; Silliman et al., 2005; Gustafson et al 2006, 
Tucker et al., 1995)

http://www.naturalsciences.org/education/treks/coastal/pages/sarah%20and%20beverly.htm


General Biology and Ecology

 Nest several times in Spring 
and Summer:  Start of May 
Through the July

 Digs an egg chamber
 Lays approximately 5 to 14 

eggs
 Incubation lasts 40-60 days 

depending on temperature
 (TSD)
 Hatchlings enter marsh



Historically They Have a Rich Cultural Heritage as 
a Valuable Marine Resource

Terrapin have been utilized for several centuries for 
making terrapin stew



Historically They Have a Rich Cultural Heritage as 
a Valuable Marine Resource

Historically,  the name terrapin
may have referred to “good tasting turtle”

Also see Dodd et al., 2016



Example: Barbee Terrapin Farm,
Founded in 1893, Isle of Hope, GA

Valuable Marine Resourse
Historically, Terrapin Farms Existed from 

the Northeast U.S. to 
to the Northern Gulf  of  Mexico 

(i.e. Alabama)

Example:  Maryland Terrapin Farm
1897: Over 10,000 Terrapins

Example:  Federal Fisheries Laboratory, Beaufort, NC
Raised and Released Terrapins 1909-1940



Cedar Point Marsh

Nathan Mulford Dorlan and Wife
Founder of Turtle Farm at 
Cedar Point, Alabama
Late 1800’s



New York Time Article in 1881
reprinted from the Mobile Register

20,000 to 25,000 Terrapins on the Farm
Collected 8.000 Terrapins Locally Per Year
Shipped 12,000 Terrapins Per Year to the Northeast



Historic Terrapin Farmer
Mulford Dorland

Mulford Dorland is also famous for a fight he had
with the  last pirate in the Gulf  of  Mexico

Mulford Dorland’s Boats for 
transporting Fish and Terrapins



Based on Historic Information

1) Terrapin used to be a valuable economic resource 
in Alabama

2) Terrapin used to be very abundant in the salt 
marshes of Alabama

3) There is a rich cultural heritage in Alabama in 
regards to the diamondback terrapin



2004: Terrapin are “A Species of
Highest Conservation Concern in Alabama”   

Terrapin stocks appear to be depleted.   
Need for comprehensive surveys



2006- Present: Multiple Survey Methods
Have Periodically Been Utilized

Cedar Point Marsh  and Other Areas
1) Head Counts
2) Crab Traps
3) Trawling
4) Nesting Beach Traps/Drift Fences
5) Depredated Nest Surveys
6) Drone Surveys of Channel



Point Aux Pines

Jemison 
Marsh

Mon Louis Island Cedar Point 
Marsh

Little Dauphin 
Island

Airport 
Marsh

Surveys Were Conducted in a Wide
Variety of Locations in Alabama 

Bon Secour

Barton Island



Summary of Findings from the Surveys

•There are specific locations where you can
predictably find terrapin, but they appear to be in 
low numbers:
Terrapin population in AL is represented by relatively small 
groups in specific locations.

•Cedar Point Marsh appears to have the largest
aggregation we have identified. (including in the marsh channels 
and the largest number of nests.

•Smaller aggregations identified at Barton Island, 
Point Aux Pines, Mon Luis, Airport Marsh Dauphin Island
Jemison’s Marsh, Little Dauphin Island, Isles Aux Herbes,
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Cedar Point Marsh

Bon Secour

Barton Island



Cedar Point Marsh

Over a Kilometer of
One of  the Most Elevated
Nesting Beaches in the Area

Extensive Tidal Channel
Within the Marsh

Located Adjacent to Several
Nearby Marshes



Ratio Tracking Studies 
Of  Adult Females
Nesting at
Cedar Point Marsh



2011 Nesting Season

Example of  a tagged female 
that nested at Cedar Point 
Marsh and moved across 
Heron Bay to a marsh on Mon 
Louis Island and was 
consistently located there.



DISL Marine Turtles Course

Cedar Point Nesting Beach 
Drift Fence For Terrapin



Drift Fence/Pitfall Trap Surveys
Over a Decade of Studies

Surveys at Barton Island, 
Point Aux Pines, Mon Louis, 
and Cedar Point.



Terrapin Population Size Estimates
Cedar Point Marsh

Largest Nesting Aggregation Identified in AL 

Nesting Female Estimate = Approximately 150 to 300 Adult 
Females Utilize The Cedar Point Marsh Nesting Area

Based on Schnabel Model using Recapture Logistic Model
Roberge, 2017



Evaluation of Crab Trap TEDs/BRDs

 Number of terrapins and number of 
crabs recorded
 Estimation of crab size

 5x15cm (2 “ X  6”) BRDs
 Side by side comparison of 
modified crab traps
 8 trapping locations in Cedar Point 
Marsh
2007 - 2009 Mid May- Mid July
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2018                                                             2019

Examples of  Depredated Nest Locations 
at Cedar Point Marsh

Yearly Observation of  Depredated Nests Have Rangee from 
Approximately 30 to over 100 



Raccoons Represent a Major Nest Predator at Cedar Point Marsh

Infrared Wildlife
Cameras at
Cedar Point
Marsh

Potential Increased Predator Access to the Salt Marsh Over Time
Due to Increased Coastal Development



During 2020 USDA APHIS
Began Removing Raccoons from 
The Cedar Point Marsh Area



Drift Fence/Pitfall Trap Surveys
Over a Decade of Studies

Surveys at Barton Island, 
Point Aux Pines, Mon Louis, 
and Cedar Point.



Decrease Predation: Experimental Headstart
Using Eggs From High Predation Areas

 Approximately 10  clutches each year
Using probable depredated nests

 Incubated at either 31°C or 26°C
 Approximately 50 to 70 hatchlings per 

year
 Release after 2  years

of captive rearing



Headstart and Release of Terrapins
Using Eggs from High Predation Areas

Over 600 terrapins released into
Cedar Point Marsh Area



AL DCNR Heron Bay Wetlands Conservation





Summary of Findings from the Surveys

•There are specific locations where you can
predictably find terrapin, but they appear to be in 
low numbers:
Terrapin population in AL is represented by relatively small 
groups in specific locations.

•Cedar Point Marsh appears to have the largest
aggregation we have identified. (including in the marsh channels 
and the largest number of nests.

•Smaller aggregations identified at Barton Island, 
Point Aux Pines, Mon Luis, Airport Marsh Dauphin Island
Jemison’s Marsh, Little Dauphin Island, Isles Aux Herbes,



Example of  Major Threats to 
Terrapins in Alabama

 1) Crab trap-induced 
mortality

 2) Nest and hatchling 
predation

 3) Habitat Loss



Potential Conservation Strategies for  
Diamondback Terrapin Recovery in Alabama

1) Decrease Crab Trap-Induced Mortality
a) Protect specific areas from crab fishery 
b) Potentially Implement TEDs on Crab Traps 
Selected areas? Work with Crab Industry? 
Etc.
c) Derelict Crab Trap Removal Program

2) Decrease nest predation

a) Predator Control
b) Experimental Headstart

3) Protection of  Habitat
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