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INTRODUCTION

Lake Bardawil of North Sinai, Egypt has recently been 
recognised as being a major feeding ground for sea turtles 

in the Mediterranean Sea (Nada et al., 2013; Rabia & Attum, 
2015; Bradshaw et al., 2017). It is known that the majority 
of post-nesting green turtles (Chelonia mydas) from Cyprus 
originate from the North Sinai feeding grounds and that these 
females have high fidelity to their feeding site (Bradshaw et 
al., 2017).  Two man-made channels (Boghaz 1 and 2) in Lake 
Bardawil (Fig. 1) have lessened the Lake’s environmental 
severity by reducing the salinity.  This has probably increased 
the food supply and may have created a new foraging 
ground for green (Bradshaw et al., 2017) and, presumably 
also, loggerhead turtles (Caretta caretta). However, there is 
concern regarding the conservation of sea turtles in North 
Sinai, given the high rates of sea turtle mortality (Nada et al., 
2013; Rabia & Attum, 2015, 2018).
 Practically nothing is known regarding the population or 
size structure of sea turtles in the Lake Bardawil.  The sand bar 
that separates it from the Mediterranean Sea is a nationally 
important nesting site for both green and loggerhead turtles 
(Rabia & Attum, 2015) and in the Lake itself, green and 
loggerhead turtles are the largest herbivore and consumer 
respectively. They may thus have an essential ecological and 
trophic role as do turtles in other coastal feeding grounds 
(Moran & Bjorndal, 2005, 2007).  Knowledge of population 
structure is vital to determine the status of sea turtle 
populations (Heppell et al., 2003), hence the objective of this 
study was to determine the size distribution, sex ratio, and 
proportion of sexually mature green and loggerhead turtles 
in Lake Bardawil.

METHODS

Study site
Lake Bardawil, a coastal lagoon, is located about 35 km to the 
west of El Arish city and covers an area of 600 km2 (length 
90 km, average width of 10 km, Anufriieva et al., 2018). 
There are extensive sea grass beds in the Lake that act as 
a nursery and spawning ground for several commercially 
important fish species (Mehanna & Hegazi, 2013). The Lake 
is substantially separated from the Mediterranean Sea by a 
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ABSTRACT - We investigated the size distribution, sex ratio, and proportion of sexually mature green (Chelonia mydas) and 
loggerhead (Caretta caretta) turtles in Lake Bardawil, a large coastal lagoon. During the study 30 green turtles (8 males, 4 females, 
and 18 juveniles / sub-adults) and 14 loggerheads (1 male, 8 females, and 5 sub-adults) were captured. Forty percent of the green 
and 64 % of loggerhead turtles were believed to be sexually mature. The green turtles had a mean curved carapace length of 
65.23 cm (15 – 100 cm range) and the loggerhead turtles 68.79 cm but with a much narrow range (60 - 80 cm) reflecting the 
absence of juveniles. This study provides evidence that Lake Bardawil is an important feeding and development area for green 
turtles and feeding area for loggerhead turtles and expands our knowledge of such important sites in the Mediterranean basin.

Figure 1.  Map of Lake Bardawil, North Sinai, Egypt.  The black circles 
represent locations of sea turtle capture.  Boghaz 1 and 2 are man-
made channels and Boghaz Zaranik is the natural seasonally open 
inlet.
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long, narrow sand bar (300 m – 2000 m wide) but connects 
with it by a small, natural and seasonally open inlet (Boghaz 
Zaranik) and two man-made channels (Boghaz 1 and 2) 
that allow the exchange of water and organism (Fig. 1). The 
minimum widths of Boghaz Zaranik, Boghaz 1, and Boghaz 2 
are roughly 80 m, 215 m, and 345 m respectively.  The water 
in the Lake differs from the coastal Mediterranean Sea in 
being shallower (mean depth 1.2 m, maximum depth 6.5 m), 
warmer and with much higher salinity (Krumgalz et al., 1981; 
Khalil et al., 2013; 2016; Anufriieva et al., 2018). Vegetated 
coastal dunes and salt plains are the dominant mainland 
habitat surrounding the Lake and the eastern corner is within 
the Zaranik Protected Area (ZPA).

Survey method
In 2019, from 08.30h to 16.00h for 68 days (29th April to 
23rd December), we surveyed for turtles in an area of the 
Lake where previously turtle observations had been most 
numerous (Rabia, unpublished data). We travelled by boat 
to our general study area and then moved in a 0.5 km radius 
around the different survey points. If a turtle was observed, 
it was encircled with small trammel nets and then placed in 
the boat for examination.  We identified the species, noted 
its gender, measured the curved carapace length (CCL), and 
recorded water depth in 0.5 m increments (Bolten, 1999). 
The turtles were sexed by reference to the longer tails of 
males (Casale et al., 2018). 
 We also estimated whether individuals were sexually 
mature although the growth rate and age of sexual maturity 
of sea turtles is variable and thus there is some ambiguity. 
When a medium sized turtle is assessed it could be a 
large sub-adult or a small sexually mature adult (Casale et 
al., 2018). We used 78 cm CCL as the threshold for sexual 
maturity of green turtles (Broderick & Godley, 1996), and 65 
cm for female loggerheads based on data from a previous 
study that reported the minimum size of nesting females 
(Broderick & Godley, 1996).  We categorised the frequency 
of CCL length of each species in 10 cm increments to allow 
for comparison with other data sets. 
 Turtles were tagged on their left front flipper with 
uniquely coded metal tags (National Band and Tag Company, 
Newport, KY, USA). Tagging was undertaken as part of the 
routine work of the Protected Area, of which the first author 
is manager, and according to current best practice (Balazs, 
1999).

RESULTS

Turtles were captured on 19 of the 68 surveys days and 
all were captured in depths ranging from 0.5 – 3 m. There 
were some days when turtles were almost captured but 
then escaped, especially at the beginning of the study, and 
we found it more difficult to detect turtles on cloudy days 
because of the lower contrast between the turtles and lake 
bottom.  We captured 30 green turtles (8 adult males, 4 adult 
females, and 18 juveniles and sub-adults) giving an adult sex 
ratio of 2:1 M:F and 14 loggerhead turtles (1 adult male, 8 
adult females, and 5 sub-adult turtles) giving an adult sex 
ratio of 1:8 M:F. 

 The distribution of curved carapace length (CCL) between 
the green and loggerhead turtles differed somewhat (Fig. 
2).  The mean (± SD) minimum length for all green turtles 
was 65.23 ± 22.85 cm with a range of 15 – 100 cm; for adult 
females 88.00 ± 9.09 cm, 80-100 cm; for adult males 84.38 ± 
4.17 cm, 80 – 90 cm; and, for juveniles and sub-adults 51.67  
± 19.49 cm with a range of 15 – 77 cm. The mean minimum 
length for all loggerhead turtles was 68.79 ± 7.00 cm, 60-80 
cm); for the for sub-adults 61.09 ± 2.24 cm, 60 – 65 cm; for 
adult females 72.88 ± 4.52 cm, 70 - 80 cm; and for the single 
male 75 cm. 

 

We did not have any turtle recaptures during our study. We 
captured a female loggerhead turtle that had a flipper tag 
from Dalyan beach, Turkey and observed on 25 May, 10 
June, and 26 June, 2018 at the same site (Yakup Kaska, pers. 
comm.).  A fisherman also reported seeing a green turtle with 
a satellite transmitter on the carapace December 22, 2019. In 
addition, a pair of green turtles were observed mating in the 
Lake on April 30, 2019. We observed evidence of injury or 
predation, with one green turtle missing a front flipper, one 
green turtle had evidence of impact trauma to the carapace 
that had healed, one loggerhead turtle had a large semicircle 
part of its shell missing, comprising about 25 % of its body 
length that had healed and resembled an animal bite, and 

Figure 2. Curved carapace length distribution among adult male, 
adult female, and unsexed juvenile and sub-adult green and 
loggerhead turtles

Sea turtles in Lake Bardawil, Egypt
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one loggerhead turtle was captured with blunt trauma on 
the top of the head that had healed as a notable depression. 
We also observed one fresh, dead adult male green turtle 
during the study. No obvious cause of death was discernable.

DISCUSSION

Our study is the first to describe the population structure of 
green and loggerhead turtles in Lake Bardawil. Despite our 
relatively small sample sizes, we believe we were still able 
to infer useful information regarding the populations of both 
species. Sex ratio can be useful to understanding the status 
of a population (Bender, 2006). Unequal sex ratio is typically 
interpreted to reflect sexual segregation in differential 
habitat use between males and females or different survival 
rates between the sexes, with usually lower survival among 
males (Bender, 2006). We believe the unequal sex ratios 
favoring female loggerhead and male green turtles in our 
study is not the result of sexual segregation in habitat use as 
this is apparently rare or not well documented in sea turtles 
(Hamman et al., 2006).
 Sea turtles often have female biased sex ratios at birth 
(Heppell et al., 2003), which could be used as a baseline 
to compare adult sex ratio and any difference could be 
interpreted as different survival according to sex (Bender, 
2006). The male biased sex ratio of green turtles could 
suggest that there is lower survival of females. Fresh water 
turtles often have lower female survival due to increased 
mortality from travelling to nesting sites or predation during 
nesting (Steen et al., 2006). However, increased mortality 
of female sea turtles as result of travelling to or nesting in 
Mediterranean is not documented.  
 Male loggerhead sea turtles could have lower survival 
than females as a result of males being smaller than 
females and more vulnerable to predation, males spending 
more energy and time travelling in search of females and 
competing with other males for access to females, higher 
vulnerability to predation because of lower male vigilance, 
and the increased search effort by males for females during 
the breeding season could make males more vulnerable to 
being captured in nets. However, a few studies from other 
populations have suggested that male and female green and 
loggerhead sea turtles have similar survival rates (Chaloupka 
& Limpus, 2002 & 2005). It is also difficult to interpret the 
unequal sex ratios as a result as different mortality rates of 
male and female sea turtles, because studies usually report 
survival of nesting females and combine the sexes together 
to estimate adult survival (Heppell et al., 2003; Campbell 
& Lagueux, 2005; Troeng & Chaloupka, 2007; Casale et al., 
2018).  
 The size distribution and proportion or number of animals 
at sexually maturity can be used to infer size segregation 
of habitat use, potential reproductive growth, and viability 
of sea turtle populations (Heppell et al., 2003; Mazaris et 
al., 2005; Rees et al., 2013). There was a wide range in the 
distribution of size classes of green turtles, from 15 cm to 
100 cm, suggesting that Lake Bardawil is a feeding ground for 
all size classes and both sexes, unlike other feeding grounds 
in which there is size segregation according to depth and 

habitat (Koch et al., 2007; Bresette et al., 2010).  In addition, 
the size distribution of green turtles in our study was also 
wider than reported previously in Lake Bardawil and in other 
feeding sites in the Mediterranean (Nada et al., 2013, Casale 
et al., 2018). We were unable to determine if there was fine 
scale separation of depth utilised according to size class due 
to our small sample size and lack of more detailed sampling 
at depth. The inclusion of all size classes in a sea turtle 
population may indicate a healthy population (Bjorndal, 
1985, Bjorndal et al., 1999).  In contrast, the size distribution 
of loggerhead turtles consisted of mostly sexually mature 
and sub-adult turtles. This suggests that juvenile loggerhead 
turtles may use other areas to feed as size based segregation 
of sea turtles occurs according to ontogenetic shifts in food 
and/or habitat requirements and predation risk in feeding 
habitats (Limpus et al., 1994; Kock et al., 2007; Bresette et 
al., 2010; Rees et al., 2013).
 The mean CCL of green turtles in our study was smaller 
than that of dead green turtles washed ashore while that of 
the loggerhead turtle CCL was similar to the dead loggerhead 
turtles but smaller than the stranded, dead green turtles 
along the Mediterranean coast of North Sinai and other 
sites of the Mediterranean basin (Rabia & Attum, 2015; 
Casale et al., 2018). We believe that our data may under 
represent sexually mature individuals and potential bias 
sex ratio as a result of capture bias as there were about 20 
instances in which really large male and female green and 
loggerhead turtles were captured but escaped during the 
struggle of lifting the heavy individuals to the boat, especially 
at the beginning of the study when capture technique was 
still novel. We know that the largest individuals were not 
recaptured, but do not know if the other large individuals 
were recaptured later in the study once implementation of 
capture technique was more successful. 
 The high proportion of juvenile green turtles, the smallest 
recorded CCL being 15 cm, suggest that Lake Bardawil is a 
benthic feeding area for all size classes of green turtles, 
while the Mediterranean coast of North Sinai is used as a 
nesting site (Rabia & Attum, 2015, Bradshaw et al., 2017). 
The lack of small juvenile loggerhead turtles captured and 
the adult female captured from a nesting site in Turkey 
suggests that Lake Bardawil is used as a feeding site by 
sub-adult and adult loggerhead turtles from other parts 
of the Mediterranean basin but could also include females 
that nest along the Mediterranean coast of North Sinai 
(Rabia & Attum, 2015). Although small juvenile loggerhead 
turtles were not observed in Lake Bardawil, they have been 
observed in the Mediterranean coasts of North Sinai prior 
to this study (Rabia, unpublished data), suggesting that the 
Mediterranean coast of North Sinai could possibly be used as 
neritic foraging habitat for juvenile loggerhead turtles. The 
long-term population viability of sea turtles in part depends 
upon high survival of sub-adult and adult individuals (Heppell 
et al., 2003) and thus the protection of green and loggerhead 
sea turtles in Lake Bardawil is vital to the conservation of 
sea turtles in Egypt and the greater Mediterranean Sea. In 
conclusion, this study provides evidence supporting the 
classification of Lake Bardawil as an important feeding and 
development area for green turtles and feeding area for 
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loggerhead turtles in Egypt and expands our knowledge 
of known sea turtle feeding and development sites in the 
Mediterranean basin.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We would like to thank Wessam Hassan for his committed 
assistance in the field.  We would also like to thank the 
Egyptian Environmental Agencies and Indiana University 
Southeast for their continued support.

REFERENCES

Anufriieva, E., El-Shabrawy, G., & Shadrin, N. (2018).  
  Copepoda in the shallow hypersaline Bardawil coastal 

lake (Egypt): Are there long-term changes in composition 
and abundance. Oceanological Hydrobiological Studies 
47: 219-229.

Balazs, G.H. (1999).  Factors to consider in the tagging of sea 
  turtles. In Research and Management Techniques for the 

Conservation of Sea Turtles. Pp 101 -109, Eckert, K. L., K. 
A. Bjorndal, F. A. Abreu-Grobois, and M. Donnelly (Eds). 
IUCN/SSC Marine Turtle Specialist Group Publication No. 
4.

Bender, L.C. (2006). Uses of herd composition and age ratios 
  in ungulate management. Wildlife Society Bulletin 34: 

1225-1230.
Bolton, A.B. (1999). Techniques for Measuring Sea Turtles.  In 
  Research and Management Techniques for the 

Conservation of Sea Turtles. Eckert, K. L., K. A. Bjorndal, 
F. A. Abreu-Grobois, and M. Donnelly (Eds). IUCN/SSC 
Marine Turtle Specialist Group Publication No. 4. 239 pp.

Bjorndal, K.A. (1985). Nutritional ecology of sea turtles. 
 Copeia 1985: 736 – 751. 
Bjorndal, K.A., Wetherall, J.A., Bolten, A.B., & Mortimer, J.A. 
  (1999). Twenty-six years of green turtle nesting 

at Tortuguero, Costa Rica: an encouraging trend. 
Conservation Biology 13: 126 – 134. 

Bradshaw, P., Broderick, A., Carreras, C., Inger, R., Fuller, W., 
  Snape, R., Stokes, K., & Godley, B. (2017). Satellite 

tracking and stable isotope analysis highlight differential 
recruitment among foraging areas in green turtles. 
Marine Ecology Progress Series 582: 201–214.

Bresette, M.B., Witherington, B., Herren, R., Bagley, D., 
  Gorham, J., Traxler, S. T., Crady, C. K., & Hardy, R. (2010). 

Size-class partitioning and herding in a foraging group 
of green turtles Chelonia mydas. Endangered Species 
Research 9: 105–116.

Broderick, A.C. & Godley, B.J. (1996). Population and nesting 
  ecology of the green turtle, Chelonia mydas, and 

loggerhead turtle, Caretta caretta, in northern Cyprus. 
Zoology in the Middle East 13: 27-46.

Campbell, C.L. & Lagueux, C.J. (2005). Survival probability 
  estimates for large juvenile and adult green turtles 

(Chelonia mydas) exposed to an artisanal marine turtle 
fishery in the western Caribbean. Herpetologica 61: 91-
103.

Casale, P., Broderick, A.C., Camiñas, J.A., Cardona L, Carreras 
  C, Demetropoulos A, Fuller WJ, Godley BJ, Hochscheid S, 

Kaska Y, Lazar B, Margaritoulis D, Panagopoulou A, Rees 

AF, Tomás J, & Türkozan O (2018). Mediterranean sea 
turtles: current knowledge and priorities for conservation 
and research. Endangered Species Research 36: 229-267.

Chaloupka, M. & Limpus, C. (2002). Survival probability 
  estimates for the endangered loggerhead sea turtle 

resident in southern Great Barrier Reef waters.  Marine 
Biology 140: 267-277. 

Chaloupka, M. & Limpus, C. (2005). Estimates of sex- and 
  age-class-specific survival probabilities for a southern 

Great Barrier Reef green sea turtle population. Marine 
Biology 146: 1251-1261. 

Hamman, M., Schäuble, C. S., Simon, T., & Evans, S. (2006). 
  Demographic and health parameters of green sea turtles 

Chelonia mydas foraging in the Gulf of Carpentaria, 
Australia. Endangered Species Research 2: 81–88.

Heppell, S.S., Snover, M.L. & Crowder, L.B. (2003). Sea turtle 
  population ecology. pp. 275-306. In The Biology of Sea 

Turtles. Volume II. P.L. Lutz, J.A. Musick & J. Wyneken 
(Eds.). CRC Marine Biology Series, CRC Press, Inc., Boca 
Raton, London, New York, Washington D.C. 

Khalil, M., Saad, A., Fishar, M., & Bedir, T. (2013). Ecological 
  Studies on Macrobenthic Invertebrates of Bardawil 

Wetland, Egypt. World Environment 3: 1-8. 
Khalil, M.T., Abd El-Halim, A.S., Ahmed, M.H.M., El Kafrawy, 
  S.B., & Emam, W.W.M. (2016). Integrated Field Study, 

Remote Sensing and GIS Approach for Assessing and 
Monitoring Some Chemical Water Quality Parameters 
in Bardawil Lagoon, Egypt. International Journal of 
Innovative Research in Science, Engineering and 
Technology 5: 14656-14669.

Koch, V., Brooks, L.B., & Nichols, W.J. (2007). Population 
  ecology of the green/black turtle (Chelonia mydas) in 

Bahia Magdalena, Mexico. Marine Biology 153: 35–46.
Krumgalz, B., Hornung, H., & Oren, O. (1980). The study of 
  a natural hypersaline lagoon in a desert area (the Bardawil 

Lagoon in northern Sinai). Estuary Coastal Marine Science 
10: 403–415.

Limpus, C. J., Coupper, P. J., & Read, M. A. (1994). The green 
  turtle, Chelonia mydas, in Queensland: population 

structure in a warm temperate feeding area. Memoir 
Queensland Museum 35: 139–154.

Mazaris, A.D., Fiksen, O., & Matsinos, Y.G.  (2005). Using 
  an individual-based model for assessment of sea turtle 

population viability. Population Ecology 47: 179-191. 
Mehanna, S., & Hegazi, M. (2013) Population dynamics of grey 
  mullet Mugil cephalus associated with seagrass 

community in Bardawil lagoon, Northern Sinai, Egypt. 
In proceedings, INOC -IIUM- International Conference 
on “Oceanography & Sustainable Marine Production: A 
Challenge of Managing Marine Resources under Climate 
Change, ICOSMaP,” Kuantan-Malaysia, 28-30 October 
2013: 530-539 

Moran, K. & Bjorndal, K. (2005). Simulated green turtle 
  grazing affects structure and productivity of seagrass 

pastures. Marine Ecological Progress Series 305: 235–
247.

Moran, K. & Bjorndal, K. (2007). Simulated green turtle 
  grazing affects nutrient composition of the seagrass 

Thalassia testudinum. Marine Biology 150: 1083–1092.

Sea turtles in Lake Bardawil, Egypt



36   Herpetological Bulletin 151 (2020)

Nada, M.A., Boura, L., Grimanis, K., Schofield, G., El-Alwany, 
  M.A., Noor, N., Ommeran, M. M., & Rabia, B. (2013). 

Egypt’s Bardawil Lake: safe haven or deadly trap for sea 
turtles in the Mediterranean?  A report by MEDASSET, 
Suez Canal University and Nature Conservation Egypt. 79 
pp.

Rabia, B. & Attum, O. (2015). Distribution and status of sea 
  turtle nesting and mortality along the North Sinai coast, 

Egypt (Reptilia: Cheloniidae). Zoology in the Middle East 
61: 26-31.

Rabia, B. & Attum, O. (2018). Shoreline encounter and 
  stranding rates of cetaceans and loggerhead turtles 

Caretta caretta in North Sinai, Egypt.  Jordan Journal of 
Natural History 5: 75-78.

Rees, A.F., Margaritoulis, D., Newman, R., Riggall, T.E., Tsaros, 
  P., Zbinden, J.A., & Godley, B.J. (2013). Ecology of 

loggerhead marine turtles Caretta caretta in a neritic 
foraging habitat: movements, sex ratios and growth rates. 
Marine Biology 160: 519-529.

Steen, D.A., Aresco, M.J., Beilke, S.G, Compton, B.W., Condon, 
  E.P., Dodd, K.C., Forrester, H., Gibbons, J.W., Greene, 

J.L., Johnson, G., Langen, T.A., Oldham, M.J., Oxier, D.N., 
Saumure, R.A., Schueler, F.W., Sleeman, J.M., Smith, L.L., 
Tucker, J.K., Gibbs., J.P. (2006). Relative vulnerability of 
female turtles to road mortality.  Animal Conservation 9: 
269-273.

Troeng, S. & Chaloupka, M. (2007). Variation in adult annual 
  survival probability and remigration intervals of sea 

turtles.  Marine Biology 151: 1721–1730. 

Accepted: 26 February 2020

Basem Rabia & Omar Attum

View publication statsView publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340582618

