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FAQs

ABOUT
SEA TURTLES

Do Sea Turtles
Communicate?

By Kostas Papafitsoros and Damien Chevallier

ea lurthes were once thought4o be largely solitary

and silent, but emerging resaarch and observations

challenge this long-hekd belief, Scientists now know
that turtles use a combination of physical interactions,
chemical cues, and sounds to navigate surprisinghy
compbex social environments

Nonvocal Communication

Much of sea turtle communication appears to be physica
During the mating season, for example, & female can
express a cecishve "nol” [ an interested make by Jifting
harzell verlically in the water with her plastron facing
him, making a mating attempt impossible, In laraging
grounds where many Wwrtes share space and resources,
sed turtles also engage in frequent social interactions
A long-term study at a small foraging patch on Zakynthos
Island, Greece, found that cerlain individua logger
neads aggressivaly chase and bite turtles that intrude on
their preferred feeding areas—behavior that clearly
communicales territarial defensea

Mot all Interactions carry such obvious Intant, Acroes
species, including leggerheads, greens, and hawkshills,
divers and researchers have documentad nonaggressive
pursuits, rubbing, and beak louching. The purpose of
thesa subller behaviors remains open 1o nterpredation.
Tel because sea lurles can detect waterbome odars,
close-contacl behaviors such as beak touching could
wearkl Inctandem with olfaction o exchange information.
Wheather this represents deliberate cammunication is stil
unkncawvr, but it highlights an intriguing dimension of turtle
social behavior that Is waorthy of fulure study
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Vocal Communication

Although sea turtles were long considered silant, recent acowstic
research shaws that they can bodh hear and procuce & range of
underwater sounds. Using multisensor acoustic and video
racorders attachad o fred-ranging, Juvenite grean turtles,
scientists have documented the turtles emitting pulses, rumbles,
sgueaks, and grunts within thair hearing rarge [50-1,800 Hz).

some of the sounds appear to olay B s0cial robe. Mighttime
“rumbles,” for Instance, often inwvolve several individuals
vacalizing tegether, hinting at greup-level interactions. Other
vocalizations, such as long squeaks or sharp grunts, ocour
fraquently argund other turlles and evan humans and may
function as alert or alarm signals, Playback experiments
reinforce this idea: When expaosed to recordad turtle sounds,
ather turtles often show vigilance of avoidance ohawviors,
demanstrating that acoustic communication continues well
bayond sarly-life stagas.

Studies also show that embryos and hatchlings of sevearal
533 turtle species—including graan turtlas, leatberbacks, oliva
fidlans, and Kemp's fdiegys-—praduce a variety of sounds fram
within the nest chamber, These wvocalizations increase shartly
before emargence and are Lthought @ help synchranize
mowvemant up the nest column and coordinate the group
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Chemical Communication

Sea turtles possess well-developed nasal cavities sulted for
datecting scents, and some spacies have scent-emitting Rathke
glands that can relesse chemical compounds into the water,
Because turtles can detect waterborne adars, researchers have
proposed that smeall could cantribute to secial signaling. n one
study, juvenile green turtles exposed to odor extracts from adukt
malas’ Rathke glands showed a marked decrease in activity,
indicating that turtkes can detect and respond 1o chemical Cues
produced by conspecifics. Howewer, the specfic functions of
these cues remain unclear,

Taken together, these discoveries challenge the lang-held
viaw of saa wrtkes as mube and asodial animals. Instaad, they
reveal a diverse communicatien Wolkit—physical Interactions,
chamital cues, and uvnderwater vocalizations—that not only
ensichas our undarstanding of sea turtle behavior but also opens
ey possibilites for conservation, including the use of natural
turtla sourds W help reducea fishary bycalch and clher spatially
explicli threats. e
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