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HAWKSBILL 
TURTLE 

About the Species 
Hawksbill turtles use different habitats at different 
stages of their life cycle but are most commonly 
associated with healthy coral reefs. Hawksbills 
face threats on both nesting beaches and in the 
marine environment. The primary global threat to 
hawksbills is habitat loss of coral reef 
communities. 

Hawksbill turtles are listed as endangered under the Endangered Species Act. 

NOAA Fisheries is committed to conserving and protecting hawksbill turtles. Our scientists and partners use a variety of 
innovative techniques to study and protect this species.  

Species Description 
Weight: Adult: 100-150 pounds (45-70 kg) 

Hatchling: 0.5 ounces (15 g) 
Length: 25-35 inches (65-90 cm) 
Appearance: top shell (carapace) is dark to golden brown, with streaks of orange, red, and/or black with a serrated back 

and overlapping "scutes", while the bottom shell (plastron) is clear yellow; 
hatchlings are mostly brown 

Lifespan: unknown 
Diet: sponges and other invertebrates, algae 
Behavior: females return to the beaches where they were born (natal beaches) to nest, which occurs every 2-3 years 

at night and approximately every 14-16 days during the nesting season 

The hawksbill turtle is small to medium-sized compared to other sea turtle species. 

Their head is elongated and tapers to a point, with a beak-like mouth that gives the species its name. The shape of the 
mouth allows the hawksbill turtle to reach into holes and crevices of coral reefs to find sponges, their primary food source 
as adults, and other invertebrates. 

Hawksbill turtles are unique among sea turtles in that they have two pairs of prefrontal scales on the top of the head and 
each of the flippers usually has two claws. 

Male hawksbills mature when they are about 27 inches (70 cm) long. Females mature at about 30 inches (80 cm). The ages 
at which turtles reach these lengths are unknown. 

Female hawksbills return to the beaches where they were born (natal beaches) every 2-3 years to nest. They usually nest 
high up on the beach under or in the beach/dune vegetation. They commonly nest on pocket beaches, with little or no sand. 
They nest at night, and they nest about every 14-16 days during the nesting season. The nesting season varies with locality, 
but in most locations, nesting occurs sometime between April and November. A female hawksbill generally lays 3-5 nests 
per season, which contain an average of 130 eggs. Eggs incubate for around 2 months. 
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Habitat 

Hawksbill turtles use different habitats at different stages of their life cycle but are most commonly associated with healthy 
coral reefs. 

Post-hatchlings (oceanic stage juveniles) are believed to occupy the "pelagic" environment, taking shelter in floating algal 
mats and drift lines of flotsam and jetsam in the Atlantic. 

In the Pacific, the pelagic habitat of hawksbill juveniles is unknown. After a few years in the pelagic zone, small juveniles 
recruit to coastal foraging grounds; their size at recruitment is approximately 8-10 inches (20-25 cm) in carapace length in 
the Atlantic and about 15 inches (38 cm) in carapace length in the Pacific. This shift in habitat also involves a shift in feeding 
strategies, from feeding primarily at the surface to feeding below the surface primarily on animals associated with coral reef 
environments. Here, juveniles begin feeding on a varied diet. 

In the Caribbean, as hawksbills grow they begin exclusively feeding on only a few types of sponges. However, in the Indo-
Pacific, hawksbills continue eating a varied diet that includes sponges, other invertebrates, and algae. 

The ledges and caves of coral reefs provide shelter for resting hawksbills both during the day and at night. Hawksbills are 
known to inhabit the same resting spot night after night. Hawksbills are also found around rocky outcrops and high energy 
shoals, which are also optimum sites for sponge growth. They are also known to inhabit mangrove-fringed bays and 
estuaries, particularly along the eastern shore of continents where coral reefs are absent. 

 


