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Description
Family Cheloniidae, Lepidochelys kempii

Garman (1880) 

Common names: tortuga lora, bastarda,
Kemp’s ridley, tartaruga bastarda, tortue de
Kemp

The Kemp’s ridley sea turtle is the smallest of
the sea turtles. An adult weighs between 30-50 kg,
with a straight carapace length (SCL) of 50-78 cm.
The color of the carapace in an adult is olive green;
the underside (plastron) is yellowish white. The
form of the carapace is semicircular. The head is tri-
angular, with a thick and somewhat hooked beak,
not serrated. There is a pore in each inframarginal
scute of the bridge. 

The spherical, white-shelled eggs measure 34-
45 mm in diameter and weigh 24-40 g. Hatchlings
are uniformly black in color, averaging 44 mm SCL
and approximately 17.2 g in weight. The hatchlings
show three dorsal longitudinal ridges and four in
the plastron, with a small sharp protrusion or spine
on each scute (with age these protrusions disap-
pear). In immature stages, the turtles have an almost
black dorsal surface and a white underside. 

For additional information beyond that provid-
ed in this brief overview, the reader is referred to
Wibbels (1984), Ross et al. (1989), Márquez (1989,
1990, 1994), Caillouet and Landry (1989), Chávez
et al. (1990), Byles (1993), Eckert et al. (1994), and
Pritchard and Mortimer (1999).

Biology
The species occurs mainly in the Gulf of Méxi-

co and adults can be found throughout the conti-
nental shelf (Figure 1). 

It is not known where the hatchlings go imme-

diately upon entering the water, but they can be
observed moving along the coast. Based on docu-
mented sightings in oceanic waters, we assume that
the first migration of these immatures is directed
toward pelagic areas, and I believe that the young
turtles stay within the Gulf Stream for two or three
years. A large number of immatures are carried out
of the Gulf of México by the Gulf Stream and dis-
tributed along the eastern seaboard of the USA
(Figure 1). Quite a few continue their trip to Euro-
pean coasts; it is uncertain whether these turtles can
or will ever return to their place of origin. 

It is believed that when turtles reach approxi-
mately 25 cm SCL, they begin their return to the
Gulf of México. Seasonal migrations along the east-
ern seaboard of the USA are known to occur. If
individuals remain too long in their northern feed-
ing zones as temperatures decrease during the fall
and winter months, they may experience “cold-
stunning” and wash ashore dead or dying on beach-
es along Cape Cod, Long Island Sound, Chesapeake
Bay, Carolina Sound, etc. (Richard Byles, in litt.
1999).

Reproduction
Most marine turtles nest during the night but,

for some reasons of adaptation, this species nests
during daylight hours (Hildebrand, 1963). Nesting
occurs mainly along the long sandy coastal strip
around Rancho Nuevo in Tamaulipas, México (Fig-
ure 2), and especially when strong winds blow.
Nesting occurs from April to July and the hatch-
lings appear from May to August or September. 

Females reach sexual maturity at 10 to 12 years
of age and at a minimum size of 55 cm SCL. The
maximum observed size among breeders is 78 cm
SCL. It is interesting to mention that while the
average annual size (SCL) has remained constant at
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About the cover

The designs for the cover were extracted from various Mexican pre-Columbian codices. The human fig-

ures, footprints, and the speech symbols were taken from the Códice Boturini, also known as Tira de la Pere-
grinación, which depicts the migration of the Mexicas (ancient Aztecs) towards the Valley of Mexico. The

turtle figure in the center comes from an ancient Mayan codex. We felt that this symbolism, taken from pre-

Colombian art, well reflected the nature and purposes of the people attending the workshop — bringing

together many people, traveling from far and wide, to dialogue about marine turtles.
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