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“Because they are still living, turtles are commonplace objects to us; were they  
entirely extinct, their shells - the most remarkable defensive armour ever assumed  

by a tetrapod- would be a cause for wonder”.
(Alfred Sherwood Romer)

INTRODUCTION

Turt les  f i rst  appeared  approximately  200  mil l ion  years  ago  in  the 
Permian  wet lands  and  have  been  able  to  adapt  to  many  dif ferent 
changes  and  environs,  including  sal twater  and  f reshwater  habi tats 
( f lowing  and  st i l l ) ,  annual  f reezing,  the  drying  up  of  water  due  to 
cl imat ic  changes  and drought ,  and more recent ly ,  global  warming.

Freshwater  tur t les  are  divided  in to  two  sub-orders ,  the  f i rs t 
being  Pleurodire ,  compris ing  of  a l l  Aust ral ian  tur t les  excluding  the 
Pig-nosed  turt le ,  as  well  as  the  species  endemic  to  New  Guinea  and 
South  America.   These  are  also  referred  to  as  s ide-necked  turt les . 
The  other  sub-order  being  Cryptodire ,  which  includes  species  in 
North  America  and  Asia .   The  species  in  th is  sub-order  pul l  their 
head and neck backwards ,  on a  ver t ical  plane,  into their  shel ls .   

Common  Aust ral ian  Pleurodiran  tur t les  may  have  an  advantage 
over  the  Cryptodiran  species .  They  do  not  re ly  on  temperature 
dependent  sex  determinat ion,  so  this  may  make  them less  suscept ible 
to  cl imate  change.  

Freshwater  turt les  can  also  be  grouped  by  their  preferred 
habi tat  type.   There  are  r iver  special is t s  that  have  adaptat ions  to 
their  morphology  and  diet  that  help  them  to  survive  in  of ten  fas t 
f lowing  water .   River  special is t s  usual ly  avoid  leaving  the  water  for 
any  reason  other  than  to  bask  or  lay  eggs .   There  are  also  ‘habi tat 
general is t s ’  that  are  happy  to  l ive  in  jus t  about  any  aquat ic , 
f reshwater  environment .   These  general is t s  are  ext remely  res i l ien t  to 
change and wil l  of ten  give  the false  impress ion  that  a  r iver  sys tem is 
heal thy  by  being  present  in  large  numbers .   They  are  also 
comfortable  t ravel l ing  long  dis tances  over  land  in  search  of  bet ter 
l iv ing condit ions .       

Turt les  are  now  being  recognised  as  indicators  of 
environmental  heal th .   Several  Aust ral ian  species  ut i l ise  c loacal 
respirat ion ,  that  is ,  absorbing  oxygen  direct ly  f rom  the  water  via 
h ighly  vascular ised  membranes  with in  the  cloaca,  cal led  bursae. 
Bursae  funct ion  exact ly  l ike  gi l ls  and  therefore  bimodal  breath ing 



tur t les  have  a  very  low  tolerance  to  f luctuat ions  in  water  chemist ry, 
pol lut ion  and sal in i ty .    

Most  people  can  associate  with  tur t les ,  and  as  ch i ldren  are 
fascinated  by  them.   They  are  appeal ing  to  al l  ages  and  are 
commonly  the  f i rst  rept i le  acquired  by  new  enthusias ts .   Our 
fascinat ion  with  turt les  s tar ted  as  ch i ldren  and  has  developed  over 
decades  of  pr ivate  keeping  in to  an  obsess ion  as  we  have  learn t  to 
appreciate  their  value  and  importance  as  environmental  indicators . 
Our  goal  is  to  ensure  that  they  wil l  be  able  to  survive  for  future 
generat ions  to  en joy!

All  around  the  world,  including  our  own  country,  f reshwater 
tur t les  are  in  t rouble!   The  less  famous  and  less  char ismat ic 
f reshwater  cousins  of  the  marine  giants  are  suf fer ing  at  the  hands  of 
the  most  des t ruct ive  species  of  a l l  t ime  –  humankind.   Their  habi tat 
is  being  degraded,  des t royed  and  los t  through  development  and  the 
int roduct ion  of  non-nat ive  species  of  an imals  and  plants .   Their 
populat ions  are  becoming  f ragmented  through  the  const ruct ion  of 
dams  and  weirs ,  their  reproduct ive  success  l imited  by  l ives tock  and 
feral  pests  and  in  the  past  they  have  been  over  exploi ted  and 
harvested.

Addit ional ly ,  there  is  a  lot  of  crucial  informat ion  and 
unders tanding  that  is  lacking  when  i t  comes  to  f reshwater  turt les  in 
the  wild.   Populat ion  surveys ,  viabi l i ty  analys is ,  b iology  and 
behavioural  s tudies  are  data  def icient .   Conservat ionis ts ,  scient is t s 
and  community  groups  need  to  be  encouraged  to  star t  spending  more 
t ime  and  money  determining  and  unders tanding  how  these  threats 
affect  the  survivorship  of  each  and  every  species ,  before  i t  is  too 
la te .   We  cannot  conserve  or  protect  anyth ing  i f  we  don’t  unders tand 
i t !

Unfortunately,  humans  have  played  a  major  role  in  creat ing  al l 
of  the  recognised  threats  to  tur t les .   If  we  don’t  change  our 
behaviour  and  s tar t  to  appreciate  the  t rue  consequences  of  our 
act ions ,  the pl ight  of  Aust ral ian  tur t les  is  looking very gr im indeed.   

THE  MARY  RIVER  TURTLE  STORY  –CHAPTER  1-  THE 
THREE JOHN’S.

The Mary  River  tur t le ,  Elusor  macrurus ,  was  descr ibed  by  John Cann 
and John Legler  in  1994.   They are  a  monotypic  species  and are  f rom 
one  of  the  oldest  l ineages  in  Aust ral ia .   John  Cann,  a  f reshwater 
tur t le  expert ,  commenced  searching  for  the  local i ty  of  this  e lus ive 
species  in  the  ear ly  s ixt ies  af ter  not ic ing  an  unusual  looking  tur t le 
for  sale  in  pet  shops  in  Sydney.  The  Mary  River  turt le  hatchl ings 
were  sold  in  numerous  pet  shops  in  the  ear ly  s ixt ies  through  to  1974 
when  they  s tar ted  being  phased  out  due  to  changing  nat ive  wildl i fe 
laws  and  pet  shop  regulat ions .   Most  pet  shop  owners  referred  to 
them  as  ‘Saw-shel led  snappers’  but  John  knew  that  th is  was 



incorrect .   I t  has  been  conservat ively  es t imated  that  over  100,000 
eggs  were  taken  f rom  the  wild,  incubated  and  dis t r ibuted  in  large 
numbers  to  pet  shops  in  Queensland,  New South  Wales ,  Victor ia  and 
South  Aust ral ia .   This  ‘ stolen’  generat ion  was  thought  to  be  los t 
f rom the gene pool  forever….unt i l  recent ly!  
 John  Cann  was  led  on  many  a  ‘wild  goose  chase’  t ravel l ing 
thousands  of  ki lometres  around  Aust ral ia ,  and  even  as  far  a  f ie ld  as 
New  Guinea  searching  for  this  unusual  looking  species  that  was 
affect ionately  known as  ‘The Pet  Shoppe Turt le’ .

After  over  a  quarter  of  a  century  of  dogged  determinat ion  and 
detect ive  work  by  John  Cann,  h is  tenaci ty  f inal ly  paid  of f  in  1990. 
The  very  person  that  had  been  col lect ing  the  eggs  f rom  the  nest ing 
banks  of  the  Mary  River,  a  man  named  John  Greenhalgh  from 
Maryborough,  f inal ly  ‘came  clean’  and  revealed  to  John  Cann  where 
the specimens or iginated.   Af ter  many hours  of  unsuccessful ly  diving 
and  t rapping  in  the  ‘Mary’  John  Cann  saw some  turt les  basking  on  a 
log.   He  grabbed  some  binoculars  and  f inal ly  his  search  was  over! 
As  the  name  suggests ,  Mary  River  tur t les  are  endemic  exclusive ly  to 
the Mary River ,  Queensland.

“Rarity is a precursor to Extinction”
(Charles Darwin)

THE  MARY  RIVER  TURTLE  STORY  –  CHAPTER  2  - 
CONSERVATION

The  Mary  River  tur t le  is  l is ted  as  endangered  by  the 
Queensland  State  Government ,  the  Aust ral ian  Federal  Government 
and  In ternat ional ly .   They  are  l is ted  in  the  top  25  most  endangered 
tur t le  species  of  the  world.   The  Mary  River  tur t le  is  a  r iver 
special is t  and  therefore  does  not  adapt  well  to  changes  to  the  r iver 
environment .

The  Mary  River  tur t le  takes  15  to  20  years  to  reach  sexual 
matur i ty .   They  are  thought  to  be  long- l ived  and  presumably  l ive  to 
well  over  100 years ,  a l though exact  l i fe  expectancy is  unknown.  

I t  is  bel ieved  that  the  Mary  River  turt les  in  the  lower 
catchment  have  been  experiencing  zero  recrui tment  for  a t  leas t  the 
pas t  7  years  When  a  populat ion  is  ageing  and  no  juveni les  are 
reaching  matur i ty  to  replace  aged,  non-breeding  animals ,  this  is 
known  as  ‘zero  recrui tment’ .   This  is  obviously  not  sus tainable  and 
indicates  a  populat ion  is  on  the  downward  spiral  toward  ext inct ion 
unless  there  is  some  form  of  in tervent ion .   This  has  prompted  the 
s ta te  Government’s  Environmental  Protect ion  Agency  to  star t 
formulat ing a  Species  Recovery  Plan .     

Threats  specif ic  to  Mary  River  tur t les  include  habi tat 
degradat ion ,  populat ion  fragmentat ion  by  water  inf ras t ructure, 



mortal i ty  f rom  feral  and  nat ive  predators  and  t rampling  of  ancest ral 
nes t ing  banks  by  l ives tock  and  feral  hoof  stock.   In  the  lower 
catchment  of  the  Mary  River ,  this  tur t le  has  not  recovered  f rom over 
harvest ing  for  the  pet  t rade.   Addit ional ly ,  i t  has  a  l imited 
dis t r ibut ion  and  special ised  ecology  and  morphology;  t ra i t s  that 
make any species  very vulnerable  to  environmental  changes .  

Habitat  is  degraded  by  the  al terat ion  of  the  vegetat ion  along 
the  r iver  bank  (r ipar ian  zone)  and  r iver ine  ecosystem  to 
accommodate  graz ing  and  s tock  water ing.   Increased  nutr ient  levels 
f rom  pasture  run-off  and  t reated  eff luent  discharges ,  as  well  as  the 
invasion  of  in t roduced  plant  species ,  both  aquat ic  and  terres t r ia l ,  a l l 
cont r ibute  to  habi tat  degradat ion .

Chemical  and  heavy  metal  pol lut ion  suppresses  the  immune 
systems  of  tur t les  as  well .   Being  bimodal  breathers ,  the  Mary  River 
tur t le  is  ext remely  vulnerable  to  chemical  pol lut ion .   With  i t s  l imited 
dis t r ibut ion,  there  is  a lways  the  poss ibi l i ty  that  one  severe  chemical 
spi l l  in  the  upper  reaches  of  the  r iver  could  annih i la te  them 
completely.

As  recent ly  as  the  year  2000,  Mary  River  tur t les  were  only 
thought  to  occur  in  the  lower  catchment  of  the  Mary  River  and  there 
was only anecdotal  evidence for  the upper  reaches .

We  have  actual ly  found  that  they  are  most  prevalent  in  the 
upper  catchment  and  that  the  lower  catchment  no  longer  supports 
their  preferred  habi tat  s t ructure.   In  fact ,  the  upper  reaches  of  the 
r iver  are  st i l l  qui te  intact  as  far  as  habi tat  and  r ipar ian  vegetat ion 
are  concerned and is  the most  sustainable  habi tat  avai lable  to  them. 

We  have  ident if ied  a  formula  that  we  recognise  as  ideal 
preferred  habi tat .   This  involves  the  combinat ion  of  sand  banks , 
r i f f les  and deep pools  contain ing heavy log  cover .   Af ter  sampling 63 
kms  of  the  r iver  by  canoeing  and  snorkel l ing,  th is  formula  was 
duplicated  a  minimum of  15 t imes.   Another  observat ion  was the high 
number  of  juveni les  between  two  and  s ix  years  of  age  that  c lear ly 
outnumbered the adul ts .
  
GENERAL CONSERVATION PRINCIPLES

There  are  many  techniques  employed  for  species  conservat ion 
that  are  divided  into  two  dis t inct  categories .   Tradit ional  Resource 
management  involves  a  heavy  rel iance  on  manipulat ion  of  species 
and their  habi ta ts .   This  of ten  changes  the habi tat  to  benef i t  specif ic , 
‘ targeted’  species  somet imes  disregarding  the  effects  of  these 
changes  on  non-target  species .   Control l ing  predators  and feral  pests , 
p lant ing  specif ic  crops,  removing  undesirable  plants  and  increas ing 
populat ion  s izes  through  capt ive  breeding  and  head-star t ing  are  al l 
t radi t ional  methods.   



The  second  and  more  modern  category  is  Conservation 
Biology  which  involves  a  more  hol is t ic  approach.   This  involves  the 
more  complex  methodology  of  monitor ing  and  maintain ing  a 
funct ional  ecosystem,  s tudying  and  understanding  ecosystem 
processes  and  maintain ing  sustainable  populat ions  of  target  and  non-
target  species .

All  of  these  techniques  i f  combined  wil l  succeed.   I f  the 
t radi t ional  approach,  however ,  is  taken  without  looking  at  the  ‘big 
picture’ ,  then  success  wil l  be  l imited  and  we  wil l  cont inue  to  lose 
more ground than we gain .

Unfortunately,  the most  commonly used techniques  in  Aust ral ia 
are  the  ones  that  have  the leas t  long- term success  at  the  h ighest  cost , 
f inancial ly  and  environmental ly .   Employing  techniques  such  as 
const ruct ing  a  hatchery  have  the  appearance  of  get t ing  animals  back 
into  the  wild,  look  fantas t ic  (par t icular ly  in  the  eyes  of  the  general 
publ ic  and  the  media)  but  real ly  does  very  l i t t le  for  the  actual 
species’  long- term  survival .   This  is  nothing  more  than  a  band-aid 
solut ion!
  
For  example  :
The  Queensland  State  Government  has  spent  $1.1m  set t ing  up  a 
hatchery  for  the  Southern  Snapping  Turt le  Elseya  albagula  in  the 
Burnet t  River ,  plus  has  al located  $400,000  per  year  to  run  i t .   This 
hatchery  col lects  wild,  gravid  females  f rom  ‘heal th ier’  sect ions  of 
the  r iver  and  places  them  in  contained  areas ,  hoping  that  they  wil l 
nes t  on  man-made  nest ing  banks .   The  eggs  are  then  gathered  and 
incubated,  and  the  females  released  back  in to  the  wild.   Not  a l l 
gravid  females  f ind  these  condit ions  favourable  and  drop  their  eggs 
in  the  water  and  devour  them.   This  fur ther  loss  of  hatchl ings  places 
even more pressure  on the wild  populat ion .   

This  exorbi tan t  sum  of  money  would  have  much  bet ter  been 
al located  to  nest  protect ion,  predator  control ,  habi ta t  res torat ion  and 
designing  a  tur t le  barr ier  to  prevent  overtopping  at  dam  and  weir 
walls .   The  money  could  also  have  been  invested  into  the  research 
and  design  of  a  ‘ turt le  way’  ( s imilar  concept  to  f ishway)  to  al low 
upst ream  and  downst ream  movement  around  dam  and  weir  walls  to 
prevent  f ragmentat ion  of  the  populat ion .   Ident ifying  and  resolving 
these  real  threats  to  their  survival ,  and  maintain ing  a  viable 
populat ion  and  ecosystem  would  be  much  bet ter  for  their  long- term 
survivorship!

The  State  Government  has  guaranteed  funding  for  f ive  years 
but  what  then?   The  species  is  lef t  to  fend  for  i t self  in  substandard 
habi tat  and the populat ion  is  f ragmented by concrete  barr iers .   

For  a  star t  this  does  absolutely  noth ing  to  mit igate  the  deaths 
and  in jur ies  to  adul ts  resul t ing  from the  water  infras t ructure  that  has 
been  scat tered  throughout  their  habi ta t .   I t  has  been  proven  that 



adults  that  have  sustained  non-fatal  in jur ies  in  dam  and  weir 
catchments  can  be  not  reproduct ive  for  up  to  two  years .   The 
resul t ing losses  to  the populat ion  are  not  sus tainable  by any means.

In  a  lot  of  ways  hatcher ies  a lone  are  nothing  more  than 
propaganda  and  sensat ional ism  and  is  perceived  by  the  general 
publ ic  as  the  Government  ‘achieving  conservat ion’  by  saying  they 
are  releas ing  x  number  of  hatchl ings  per  year .   These  are  only  half 
t ruths  that  do  not  explain  that  they  are  eggs  removed  f rom  gravid, 
wild  animals  and  that  more  would  have  hatched  out  through  nest 
protect ion  and  predator  cont rol  than  in  a  hatchery.   In  addi t ion  to 
this ,  gravid  tur t les  prefer  sol i tude  and the  s t ress  of  being  placed  in to 
a  hatchery,  in  such  large  numbers  may  t r igger  them  to  abort  their 
eggs  in  the water .

A  combinat ion  of  long- term  monitor ing  and  habi tat 
management  f ie ld  work  is  the  most  ef fect ive  s t rategy  for  species 
conservat ion .   Unders tanding  al l  aspects  of  a  species  and  i t s 
ecosystem  is  crucial  to  ins t igat ing  any  successful  conservat ion 
s t rategy and minimis ing impact  on other ,  non-target  species .   

The  problems  that  have  caused  the  decl ine  of  the  species  need 
to  be  addressed  as  another  pr ior i ty .   Increas ing  the  number  of 
juveni les  by  lowering  the  mortal i ty  of  the  young,  but  ignoring  a  high 
mortal i ty  in  adul ts  is  changing  the  l i fe  h is tory  pat tern  of  the  species 
and essent ia l ly  revers ing evolut ion!   

AFTCRA’S CONSERVATION EFFORTS FOR MARY RIVER 
TURTLES

AFTCRA  Inc.  is  the  f i rs t  conservat ion  based  rept i le  associat ion  in 
Aust ral ia  and  was  founded  in  July  2005.   We  are  also  the  f i rs t 
associat ion  in  the  world  to  concentrate  exclus ive ly  on  f reshwater 
tur t les!  Our  miss ion  is  to  protect  a l l  f reshwater  tur t le  species  and  to 
prevent  ext inct ion  by  ensuring  sustainable  populat ions  can  and  do 
exis t  in  the  wild.   We  hope  to  accomplish  th is  by  obtain ing  data  for 
unfamil ia r  species ,  complet ing  populat ion  viabi l i ty  analyses,  l ia is ing 
with  government  agencies  and  community  groups  and  contr ibut ing  to 
recovery  and  management  plans .   We  wil l  endeavour  to  es tabl ish 
educat ion  cent res  and  run  workshops  and  s tal ls  to  educate  the 
general  publ ic  in  sustainable  farming  and  r iver  use  and  responsible 
use  of  water  resources .   Further  to  th is ,  encouraging  local 
communit ies  and  landholders  to  engage  in  our  projects  wil l  hopeful ly 
empower  people  to  take  ownership  and  some  responsibi l i ty  for  their 
local  environment .   We  are  only  able  to  do  this  by  ut i l is ing 
membership  fees,  generous  donat ions  f rom  the  public  and  prof i t s 
f rom  merchandise.   We  rely  very  l i t t le  upon  government 
contr ibut ions  to  achieve  our  goals  as  local  funding  bodies  appear  to 
favour  the  ‘quick-f ix’,  t radi t ional  s t ra tegies  and  not  the  long-term 
monitor ing and management  pr inciples .   



Our  current  members  consis t  main ly  of  scient is t s , 
veter inar ians,  f reshwater  turt le  enthusias ts  and  world  leaders  in 
tur t le  husbandry  and  conservat ion .   We  encourage  membership  to 
anyone  who  has  an  in teres t  in  wild l i fe ,  conservat ion  or 
environmental  issues .   Members  are  not  obl iged  to  volunteer  for  us , 
however  becoming  involved  in  f ie ld  surveys  is  fun,  en l ightening  and 
fantas t ic  pract ical  experience.   

AFTCRA  Inc.  is  taking  a  more  hol is t ic  approach  to 
conservat ion  of  the  Mary  River  tur t le .   We  in i t ia l ly  decided  to 
concentrate  on  them  as  a  species  because  they  are  considered 
Aust ral ia’s  second  most  endangered  tur t le  and  are  relat ive ly 
unknown to  science  with  very  l i t t le  data  being  avai lable .   In  addi t ion 
to  th is ,  Mary  River  tur t les  are  incredibly  dif f icul t  to  locate  and  can 
only  be  caught  by  hand  using  ski l led  divers .   They  refuse  to  en ter 
t raps,  and  nets  have  l imited  success  because  of  the  amount  of  log 
cover  in  their  preferred  habi tat  areas .   The  scient if ic  name  Elusor 
macrurus  l i teral ly  t ranslates  to  elus ive,  large- tai l .

WILL THIS LATEST THREAT SEAL THEIR FATE? 

There  is  now the  very  real  threat  of  a  mega-dam being  bui l t  in 
the  mid-catchment  of  the  Mary  River .   The  dam footpr int  is  expected 
to  be  1.3  t imes  the  s ize  of  Sydney  Harbour!   Thir teen  of  the  f if teen 
ideal  habi tat  s i tes,  ment ioned  previously,  wil l  be  dest royed  i f  th is 
proposal  is  approved,  which  accounts  for  approximately  86% of  their 
known  preferred  habi tat !   Inundat ing  these  areas  wil l  permanent ly 
al ter  the  natural  formula  essent ia l  for  the  survival  of  th is  unique 
species .

Since  we  in i t ia ted  our  prel iminary  invest igat ions  we  have  been 
working  to  unders tand  how  the  populat ion  is  s t ructured  and  why  the 
populat ion  in  the  lower  reaches  is  s t ruggling  so  much.   For  Mary 
River  tur t les ,  there  is  more  recrui tment  in  the  upper  reaches  than  in 
the  lower  reaches  and  for  this  reason  we  f ind  i t  d if f icul t  to 
unders tand  that  funding  bodies  prefer  to  channel  funds  into 
protect ing  nests  in  a  seemingly  unsustainable  area  when  the  viabi l i ty 
of  the  species  populat ion  as  a  whole,  is  not  unders tood.   The  animals 
in  the  lower  catchment  may  well  be  a  l iving-dead  populat ion  due  to 
the lack  of  sui table  habi tat .

In  the  past  s ix  months  we  have  at tended several  t ra in ing  camps 
to  ensure  our  methodologies  are  consistent  with  the  Queensland 
Environmental  Protect ion  Agency’s  Turt le  Conservat ion  Project 
(EPA/TCP) .   We  have  been  provided  with  foot - tags  to  al low 
ident if icat ion  of  individuals  as  well  as  ‘notch  codes’  as  a  secondary 
ident if icat ion  measure.   To  date ,  we  have  marked  59  Mary  River 



tur t les  f rom  jus t  one  of  the  ideal  pools  we  ident if ied  in  our 
prel iminary  s tudy,  compris ing 64 percent  juveni les  and sub-adults .

Outs ide  of  AFTCRA  Inc. ,  we  have  been  breeding  Mary  River 
tur t les  as  a  hobby  s ince  1996.   Most  of  the  animals  in  our  col lect ion 
were  unwanted  pets  f rom  the  days  of  the  pet  shop  indust ry  sel l ing 
Mary  River  turt les .   Some of  our  adul ts  were  also  found  occurr ing  in 
areas  of  Sydney  and  placed  in to  capt ivi ty  as  they  are  not  endemic  to 
the  area.   In  previous  years,  our  hatchl ings  had  stayed  in  capt ivi ty , 
providing keepers  with  much loved pets .   

We  of fered  these  hatchl ings  to  the  EPA/TCP  Project  Off icer 
for  re lease  in to  the  wild  as  a  ges ture  of  our  commitment  to 
conservat ion .   To  our  surpr ise ,  af ter  f ive  months  of  t rying  to 
persuade  authori t ies  and  eth ics  commit tees ,  we  were  given  the  go 
ahead  to  release  the  tur t les  in to  a  des ignated  locat ion  in  the  Mary 
River .   This  s i te  was  chosen  as  being  the  best  poss ible  s i te  for 
survivorship  and  is  in  an  area  that  wil l  not  be  impacted  by  the 
proposed dam.

The  ext reme  importance  of  these  hatchl ings  to  conservat ion 
cannot  be  over  emphasised!   The  parents  of  these  animals  were 
bel ieved  to  be los t  f rom the wild  gene pool  forever  as  they were  from 
the ‘ stolen  generat ion’ .    

On  16 t h  February  and  16 t h  March  2007,  we  released  a  total  of 
106  capt ive  bred  hatchl ings .   All  of  the  turt les  released  were  notched 
with  specif ic  codes  to  ensure future  ident if icat ion  as  well  as  to  al low 
for  recapture  data  that  wil l  provide  informat ion  on  growth  rates, 
movements  and  seasonal  behaviour  pat terns .   We  s incerely  hope  that 
we  can  eventual ly  ident ify  one  of  our  females  contr ibut ing  to  the 
breeding populat ion  of  Mary River  tur t les  in  the wild.   

Our  breeding  success  was  increased  by  al ter ing  the  landscape 
in  and  around  the  dam  to  repl icate  their  ideal  natural  habi ta t . 
Addit ional ly ,  we  s iphoned  water  f rom  another  dam  located  above  to 
supplement  in-f lows  of  f reshwater,  as  the  current  drought  in  our  area 
did  not  provide  the  necessary  environmental  cues  for  Mary  River 
tur t les  to  breed.         

CONCLUSION

Freshwater  turt les  are  decl in ing  al l  over  the  world.   The  threats  to 
their  survival  are  pr imari ly  the  resul ts  of  poor  decis ion  making  by 
past  governments  and  a  lack  of  unders tanding  of  their  biology, 
ecology and environment .   

To  be  successful  in  any  conservat ion  in i t ia t ive,  we  need  to 
ut i l ise  the  ful l  range  of  st rategies  and  not  show any  bias  towards  the 
‘quick  f ix’,  media  f r iendly  short - term measures .



Mary River  turt les  need  our  in tervent ion  to  ensure  they  survive 
for  future  generat ions  but  i t  is  essent ia l  to  understand  their  habi ts , 
ecosystem and populat ion  s t ructure  f i rst .

AFTCRA’s  prel iminary  f indings  are  looking  very  posi t ive  for 
the  Mary  River  turt le .   Although  our  survey  is  in  i t s  ear ly  stages , 
there  is  a  s t rong  indicat ion  that  the  Mary  River  tur t le  populat ion  is 
s table  and  sustainable  in  the  upper  catchment  providing  there  are  no 
ser ious  changes  that  wil l  impact  upon  the  r iver  ecosystem  and 
r ipar ian  zones .

If  the  Queensland  State  government  receives  federal  approval 
for  the  mega-dam  on  the  Mary  River ,  th is  may  well  be  the  catalys t 
that  sends  the  Mary  River  tur t le  to  ext inct ion  as  i t s  s t ronghold  is 
present ly  the  pr ime  habi tat  with in  the  upper  reaches  of  the  Mary 
River ,  93% of  which wil l  be i r revers ibly  dest royed by th is  dam!

It  is  imperat ive  that  ALL  future  dams  const ructed  in  any  r iver 
system  be  designed  to  avoid  ser ious  in jury  to  f reshwater  tur t les  and 
prevent  populat ion  fragmentat ion .

As  amateur  herpetologis ts ,  we  are  the  people  who  have  the 
most  empathy  for  Aust ral ian  rept i les .   I t  is  our  obl igat ion  to 
col lect ively  lead  by  example  and  steer  humankind  in  a  less  self ish 
direct ion .

We  may  be  the  most  dest ruct ive  species  on  the  planet  but  we 
are  also  the  only  species  that  has  the  power  and abi l i ty  to  PREVENT 
EXTINCTION!   

Conservat ion=  unpopular  and  of ten  controvers ial  dec is ions  on  a  
local ,  s ta te  and  federal  leve l ,  in  order  to  al l ev ia te  the  threatening  

factors  caused  by  increasing  human  populat ion  and  destruct i ve  
socia l  behaviours  which  force  o ther  species  into  decl ine!

(AFTCRA  Inc. )
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