
PIG-NOSED TURTLE (Carettochelys insculpta)

While fishing in the Daly River or enjoying a cruise on the South Alligator River, you may 
encounter the Northern Territory’s most unusual freshwater turtle, the Pig-nosed. While most 
sightings are just a glimpse of one surfacing to gulp for air, much more is known about this 
species than you might think, thanks to an array of research done on this intriguing species.

Identification 

The Pig-nosed Turtle is the sole surviving member of the Carettochelyidae turtle family, a group 
at least 40 million years old, and once found worldwide. The first Pig-nosed Turtle specimens 
were collected in the 1880s in Papua New Guinea. Discoveries of approximately 7000 year old 
Aboriginal rock paintings in the Kakadu area which portrayed the turtle suggested it was found in 
the NT too. In 1970 a scientific report confirming this was finally published.

The Pig-nosed Turtle’s characteristic “pig” nose and leathery-skin covered shell readily 
distinguishes it from other freshwater turtle species. In addition, it can retract its head into its 
shell, unlike all other Australian freshwater turtles. Its front limbs resemble the flippers of sea 
turtles, having two claws at the end. 

The Pig-nosed Turtle is a grey to olive colour with the underside a creamy white.  Adults are quite 
large, attaining carapace (top of shell) length of over 500mm and a weight of over 10 kilos.

Distribution

The Pig-nosed Turtle is only known to occur in four river systems in the Northern Territory: the 
Daly, Flora, Victoria and South Alligator Rivers. It also occurs in Papua New Guinea.
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Hazards to humans

The Pig-nosed Turtle is very shy and can be considered of no danger to humans.

Lifestyle

Apart from laying their eggs on land Pig-nosed Turtles are adapted for a fully aquatic lifestyle. 
They are mostly observed in the main river channels but can also be found in seasonally flooded 
billabongs. Adult Pig-nosed Turtles patrol large stretches of these waterways. Their diet in the dry 
season is a lean one, with usually nutritionally-poor ribbon weed the only food available. The wet 
season offers a lot more variety, for example leaves, and fruits such as figs. As omnivores, they 
also scavenge animal carcasses, helping to keep the river system clean.

Reproduction

Reproduction occurs in the late dry season. Due to their nutritionally poor diet in the dry, the 
females only lay two clutches every other year. Once eggs are ready to be laid, the females 
emerge from the water onto certain select nesting beaches after dark, dig a small hole and lay 
their eggs in it. The sex of the baby turtles is controlled by the temperature in the nest. If the 
temperature is constant at 32° C an equal sex ratio will hatch. Temperatures above 32° C produces 
all females, while below 32°C results in all males. Once incubation is complete the baby turtles 
wait until the rains of the wet season flood the nest chambers. They then hatch and scramble 
down the banks into the water. In the Northern Territory the Pig-nosed Turtle is listed as Near 
Threatened and vital research towards its conservation is ongoing.

Look for me: 

Check out our very own Pig-nosed Turtle in the pond at the Museum and Art Gallery of the 
Northern Territory.

Museum & Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, Conacher Street, The Gardens, Darwin NT, 0820
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Pig-nosed Turtle female digging her 
nest (left) and Pig-nosed Turtle eggs 
layed in nest (above). Photographs: 
Chris Camacho.


