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improved and refined according to best scientific practices. 
Currently, the number of sea turtle eggs incubated per artificial 
nest is restricted according to the species and egg size to 
maximize hatchling success, and C. caretta clutches are split into 
multiple artificial nests containing no more than 60 eggs each 
(DJS, pers. obs.). This is the first confirmed record of C. caretta 
nesting on Mustang Island, and the third confirmed C. caretta 
nest on the Texas coast.
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CARETTA CARETTA (Loggerhead Sea Turtle). SOUTHERN-
MOST NESTING RECORD. The first two substantiated observa-
tions of Caretta caretta nesting in Texas, USA were not made until 
1977 and 1979, on South Padre Island, though specific locations 
are not provided for these records. In these cases, species identi-
fication was accomplished via visual examination of hatchlings 
emerged from in situ nest sites, though hatching success was 
recorded to be low (ca. 1%) for at least one of the clutches (Hil-
debrand 1981. In Bjorndal [ed.], Biology and Conservation of Sea 
Turtles, pp. 447–453. Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, 
D.C.; Hildebrand, pers. comm.). 

Since the 1970s, C. caretta continue to nest in Texas from 
South Padre Island to the Texas/Louisiana border (Shaver et al. 
2020. Front. Mar. Sci. 7:673). Despite this, C. caretta nesting has 
not been observed south of South Padre Island on Brazos Island 
(the southernmost island in Texas, USA), though frequent nesting 
by Lepidochelys kempii (Kemp’s Ridley Sea Turtle) is documented 
there (Shaver et al. 2016. Gulf Mex. Sci. 33:158–178; Shaver et al. 
2020. Herpetol. Notes 13:907–923). Herein, we report the first 
confirmed C. caretta nest documented on Brazos Island at Boca 
Chica Beach.

On 24 June 2022, at ca. 0926 h, inbound and outbound sea 
turtle tracks were documented near the 6-mile marker on Boca 
Chica Beach. The alternating tracks measured 75 cm in width 
and were estimated to be more than six hours old at time of 
discovery. A nest site was discovered low on the beach, in front 
of the embryonic dune line. The nest chamber contained 109 
eggs, of which 5 were broken and 104 were relocated to a corral 
(i.e., an enclosed portion of the nesting beach) on South Padre 
Island for protected incubation. The clutch was split into two 
artificially constructed chambers within the corral (Chamber A 
contained 51 eggs; Chamber B contained 53 eggs), and buried at 
a depth of ca. 65 cm. A temperature data logger (Onset Computer 
Corporation, HOBO Pendant Temperature) was placed into the 
center of the egg mass within each chamber.

At 2049 h on 13 August 2022, the 51st day of incubation, 24 
hatchlings emerged from Chamber B (Fig. 1). At 0051 h on 14 
August 2022, 42 hatchlings emerged from Chamber A. Two 
additional hatchlings were excavated from Chamber B during 
inventory. Overall, 68 hatchlings from this nest were successfully 
released at four locations on South Padre Island and allowed to 
enter the Gulf of Mexico.

On 19 August 2022, PAIS biologists conducted an analysis 
of the excavated clutch contents (36 unhatched eggs). External 
and internal black mold and pink fungi were observed on and 
within most of the unhatched eggs. Six eggs were classified as 
apparently infertile (collapsed, non-white exterior, and no 

blood spot or embryo present). Four eggs were classified as 
fertile without embryo (white exterior, no blood spot or embryo 
present). Twenty-six fertile eggs contained dead embryos varying 
in developmental stage from 12–30 (Miller et al. 2017. Chelonian 
Conserv. Biol. 16:111–122). 

Embryonic deaths occurred during the first- (developmental 
stages 6–21; N = 5), middle- (developmental stages 22–27; N = 
15), and final- (developmental stages 28–31; N = 6) third of 
incubation, based on an incubation duration of 60 days (Miller 
et al. 2017, op. cit.). Embryos that died during the middle-third 
of incubation had a mean (± SD) straight carapace width (SCW) 
of 17.4 ± 4.5 mm (N = 10); those that died during the final-third 
of incubation had a mean (± SD) SCW of 24.5 ± 3.7 mm (N = 6). 

Tissue samples collected from five embryos have been 
archived at the NOAA-Fisheries Marine Turtle Genetics 
Laboratory in La Jolla, California, USA. Gonad samples collected 
from six embryos were sent to the University of Alabama 
Birmingham in Birmingham, Alabama, USA for histological sex 
determination. This is the first confirmed record of C. caretta 
nesting on Boca Chica Beach and the southernmost C. caretta 
nest documented in Texas.

All activities (nest detection, relocation, monitoring, 
excavation, analysis, and photographs) were conducted under 
state (Texas Parks and Wildlife Department Scientific SPR-0190-
122; SPR-0421-044) and federal (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Endangered Species TE840727-3; PER0013385) permits, with 
ethical approval from the Institutional Animal Care and Use 
Committee (IACUC) at the National Park Service (201909289).
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Fig. 1. One of 68 hatchlings successfully released from the first Caret-
ta caretta clutch located on Boca Chica Beach, Texas, USA. Hatch-
lings were released on South Padre Island, Texas, USA after protected 
incubation in an enclosed corral.




