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PRESS RELEASE: 
 
 

The Great Bay Terrapin Conservation Project is intended to help reduce abnormally high mortality rates and 
educate the public about the threats to the terrapin population in New Jersey. 

 
Northern Diamondback Terrapins face a variety of threats that jeopardize their survival. Habitat 
loss, drowning in “ghost” crab traps, boat prop collisions, and impacts from motor vehicles all 
kill thousands of terrapins each year. Each summer, from May through July, egg-bearing females 
leave the protection of their habitat in search of suitable nest sites. While in search of these 
nesting grounds, females often cross roads or nest along the sides of roads.  
 

“Why Do Terrapins Cross the Road?” 
 
Terrapins require specific areas where they can lay their eggs. They search for high areas with 
sand and gravel that are above the high tide line. Roads actually mimic these high areas in and 
around low lying saltmarsh habitat. They are often the highest locations on a saltmarsh and the 
edges of roads contain suitable soils where terrapins can lay their eggs. Each year, thousands of 
egg-bearing female terrapins are killed on roads throughout their range. 
 
In a four year road mortality study along Great Bay Blvd. almost 72% of terrapins observed were 
found dead (Hoden 2003). It was noted that this type of mortality occurs in all age classes of 
terrapins, from hatchlings the size of a half dollar to adults that are more than 5 inches long. 
Adult female terrapins are inadvertently hit-by-car and injured or killed by speeding motorists or 
people unaware of the summer nesting habits of the terrapin. Terrapins remain close to where 
they originated and do not make long distance migrations (Tucker 2001). Therefore, over time 
high mortality rates from vehicle collisions may significantly reduce the local population. This 
creates a trend that terrapin populations cannot sustain (Avissar 2006). 

 
Conservation work is desperately needed. Studies and work by other organizations have shown 
that a short (2ft.) fence that is placed along side the road during nesting season will help prevent 
the loss of many terrapins by preventing them from crossing over the road. Since the Wetlands 
Institute started their “Barrier Fencing Project” in 2004, “the fencing along Stone Harbor 
Boulevard has reduced terrapin mortality, on average, approximately 84 percent” 
(http://www.terrapinconservation.org/). The terrapins would be forced to nest on the outside edge 
of the fence or where nesting habitat could be created or enhanced. Terrapins would also be 
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forced to use the many existing creeks to move from one side of the road to the other instead of 
the road. This would significantly reduce terrapin mortality by motor vehicles.  
 
The second part of the project is public recognition and education about terrapins by recruiting 
volunteers to help with fence installation in April and removal in late August. We plan on 
installing more “Terrapin crossing” signs along the road, and we are developing a brochure to 
help educate the public. We also plan on recruiting “Terrapin stewards” or volunteers who would 
periodically walk, bike, or drive along Great Bay Blvd. to check the fences and “assist” terrapins 
at designated road crossing areas. Stewards would help educate the public about terrapins, their 
threats, and what they can do to help. 
 
So far we have managed to raise half of the funding required to support the project for 2010. We 
are currently seeking donations to help fund the purchase of fence materials for the 2010 nesting 
season. If you would like to volunteer to help install the fence or are interested in becoming a 
“Terrapin steward” please contact Ben for more information. 
 
FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
 
Ben Wurst, Habitat Program Manager 
(609)628-2103 
ben.wurst@conservewildlifenj.org
http://www.conservewildlifenj.org/projects/terrapinproject.html
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ABOUT US: 
 
The Conserve Wildlife Foundation of New Jersey (CWF) is a non-profit conservation 
organization dedicated to New Jersey’s rare wildlife, including the 71 species protected by law 
and the hundreds of others considered Species of Conservation Concern.  Since our inception in 
1990, CWF has worked to protect our wildlife resources through research, management, 
outreach, and education. 
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