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The Kemp's Ridley Sea Turtle
The Kemp's ridley sea turtle, Lepidochelys kempii, is
the smallest and most endangered sea turtle species
in the world. In 1947, an estimated 40,000 females
were filmed nesting on a single day in Mexico. But
by 1985, only 702 nests were found worldwide and
the species was nearly extinct.

After decades of conservation efforts, Kemp's ridley
nesting is increasing in both Mexico and the United
-States. -The-Kemp's ridley is the species most often
found nesting on Padre Island National Seashore, its
most important nesting beach in the United States.
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Turtle Traits Of the five sea turtle species that roam the Gulf of Mexico, the Kemp's ridley is the smallest, with an
average length of 23 to 27.5 inches and average weight of 100 pounds at adulthood. Kemp's ridleys are
the only sea turtles with an almost circular upper shell. The young are dark gray but change in color as
they mature. Adults are olive green in color above and yellow below.

The Kemp's ridley's range is mainly in the Gulf of Mexico, but immature turtles, probably carried
by the currents, often appear along the Atlantic coast, as far north as New England and Nova Scotia.
Within their range, Kemp's ridleys feed mostly on crabs, but their diet also includes other marine
invertebrates and plants, especially when they are young.

Kemp's ridley turtles reach maturity at 10-15 years of age. On average, females come ashore to lay
their eggs every two years. The males spend their entire lives at sea once they have hatched. The
group of eggs laid by one mother at one time is referred to as a "clutch". During each nesting season,
April through mid-July, females lay an average of two to three clutches of eggs. One clutch can have
from 50 to 130 eggs.

Species Decline

Photo by Andres Herrera, 1947, Mexico.

Kemp's ridley is the most endangered species of
sea turtle. Biologists did not know the location
of the main Kemp's ridley nesting beach until
the early 1960's, when a film was discovered that
showed an estimated 40,000 females nesting at
Playa de Rancho Nuevo, Mexico on one day in
1947. The Kemp's ridley population underwent
a devastating decline in the mid-1900s, primarily
due to over-harvest of eggs and loss of juveniles
and adults due to commercial fishing. Despite
protection efforts by the Mexican government,
the population continued to decline. In 1985,
only 702 Kemp's ridley nests were found world
wide, and the species was nearly extinct.

Preserving and
Protecting the
Species

To help save the Kemp's ridley, the United States, Texas, and Mexico joined forces to increase nest
ing by this indigenous species at Padre Island National Seashore to form a secondary nesting colony
at a protected beach in the U.S. This was done as a safeguard against extinction. From 1978 to 1988,
a total of 22,507 eggs were collected at the species' primary nesting beach at Rancho Nuevo, Mexico.
The eggs were packed in Padre Island sand and transported to a laboratory at Padre Island National
Seashore and incubated.




