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What is a Terrapin?



A Timeline of Terrapin History (Galveston Bay)

Late 1500’s
Earliest 

account of 
“terrapin” on 
east coast1

1700’s
“Terrapin” in the diet 

of Coahuiltecan 
(Venado) Indians2

1793
Schoepff 
describes 

Malaclemys 
terrapin3

1841
“100’s” of M. terrapin 

collected in Galveston 
Bay over a few hours4

Mid-late 1800’s
M. terrapin sold at 

local seafood markets 
in Galveston and 

Houston6

Mid-late 1800’s
Oyster shells heavily 
mined and used as 

ballast for road base or 
railroad tracks in 

Galveston Bay area7

Late 1800’s
Beginning of 

commercial oyster 
harvesting on the 

Texas Gulf coast8-11

1895
Texas legislature 

prohibits harvest of 
terrapin by drag seine 

or set net from Apr-
Sep in select waters12

1902
Last known report of 

turtles sold in 
Galveston 

(4,300 lbs.)13-14

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
Texas terrapin 

transported to east 
coast for propagation 

studies15

1916
All but 12 

Texas terrapin 
returned from 
propagation 
studies15-16

1905
Hay describes 

the Texas 
subspecies 
littoralis16

1920
Height of 

terrapin stew 
craze; market 
price averaged 
~$90-/dz.6,17-19

1920
Prohibition; 

inaccessibility of 
brandy attributed to the 
collapse of the terrapin 

stew industry18,20

1929
The Great Depression 
begins; terrapin stew 
becomes prohibitively 

expensive19

1967
Oyster shell 

dredging peaks; 
50.7% of nationwide 
mining exclusive to 

Texas21

1969
Oyster shell 

dredging 
banned22-26

1994
Terrapin a 
candidate 
species for 

ESA 
protections27

1996
Terrapin 
named 

“globally near-
threatened” by 

IUCN28

2002
First nest 

documented 
on Texas coast 
since 1960s29

1Brennessel 2016
2Kohout 2010
3Schoepff 1792
4Hooten 1847
6Shaffer et al. 2008
7Doran 1965
8Tucker 1929

9Galstoff 1931
10Hoffstetter 1977
11Henson 1993
12Texas Legislature 1895
13Townsend 1899
14Doughty 1984
15Barney 1922

16Hay 1904
17Coker 1920
18Martin1989
19Morise 2010
20TPWD 2007b
21Arndt 1976
22Hoffstetter 1960

23Benefield 1976
24Garcia 1979
25Crowe 1984
26Gallaway 2011
27Beattie 1994
28Outerbridge 2014
29Hogan 2003



Effects of Oyster Harvesting in Galveston Bay
1851 2016



• Within our 17th year (2008-present)

• Covers 9 counties and 5 major bays
• Nearly 1,100 turtles state-wide
• 7 grant funded studies (2008-2015; 2016-2017; 2023-2027)

• Population Study on Deer Island (HZA 2008)

• Mid-Coast Complex Surveys (USFWS 2009)

• Population Status & Demographics (Sea Grant 2010-2012)

• By-Catch Study (TPWD & USFWS 2012-2014)

• Mid- & Upper Texas Coast Surveys (TPWD SWG 2014)

• Continued Monitoring (THS 2016-2017)

• Microplastic Contaminants (MBMT 2023-2027)

UHCL-EIH Terrapin 
Monitoring Program

https://www.uhcl.edu/environmental-institute/research/current-projects/terrapin-life-history
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• Within our 17th year (2008-present)

• Covers 9 counties and 5 major bays
• Nearly 1,100 turtles state-wide
• 7 grant funded studies (2008-2015; 2016-2017; 2023-2027)

• 6 graduate theses (2011-2015; Ongoing)

• Abundance & Movement (Haskett [Ondracek] 2011)

• Activity & Habitat Selection (Clarkson 2012)

• Genetic Variation (Glenos [Gynego] 2013)

• Nesting Ecology (George  2014)

• Diet, Habitat, & Prey Availability (Alleman 2015)

• Microplastic Accumulation in Habitats 
(Hammerbach 2025)

UHCL-EIH Terrapin 
Monitoring Program

https://www.uhcl.edu/environmental-institute/research/current-projects/terrapin-life-history
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Objectives: 
• Provide baseline population estimates
• Provide baseline demographic data

Population Characteristics in West Bay (2008-2010)

Haskett (Ondracek) and Guillen, 2010 (EIH Report No. 10-017)
https://www.uhcl.edu/environmental-institute/research/completed-projects/distribution-demographics-diamondback-terrapin
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Objectives: 
• Estimate population densities
• Gather baseline demographic data
• Describe habitat use and movements
• Develop standard protocols

Abundance and Movement in the Deer Island Complex (2009-2010)

Haskett (Ondracek), 2011 (M.S. Thesis)
https://www.uhcl.edu/environmental-institute/research/completed-projects/distribution-demographics-diamondback-terrapin
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Objectives - Characterize short term trends in:
• Behavior
• Activity
• Habitat Selection
• Daily Movement

Short Term Temporal Trends in Activity and Habitat Selection (2010-2012)

Clarkson, 2012 (M.S. Thesis)
https://www.uhcl.edu/environmental-institute/research/completed-projects/terrapin-population-status 
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Objectives: 
• Observe patterns in by-catch mortality between trap types
• Estimate magnitude of by-catch based on historic fishery data
• Provide demographic data
• Estimate habitat use and resource needs
• Develop and refine a habitat suitability index model

Blue Crab Fishery Bycatch Mortality (2012-2014)

Guillen and Oakley, 2013 (EIH Report No. 13-004)
https://www.uhcl.edu/environmental-institute/research/completed-projects/bycatch 
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Objectives: 
• Determine timing of nesting
• Quantify physical attributes of nesting areas

Nesting Ecology (2012-2014)

George, 2014 (M.S. Thesis)
https://www.uhcl.edu/environmental-institute/research/publications/documents/george-2014-ms-thesis.pdf 
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Objectives: 
• Develop initial estimate of distribution in previously un-surveyed bay systems 
• Determine critical factors affecting distribution
• Develop density and/or population estimates
• Identify habitat associations

Population Surveys of the Mid- to Upper-Texas Coast (2014-2015)

Guillen et al., 2015 (EIH Report No. 15-001)
https://www.uhcl.edu/environmental-institute/research/current-projects/terrapin-life-history 
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Current and Historic Capture Rates
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Average Sex Ratio (M:F) = 
0.76 ± 0.051



Current and Historic Capture Rates
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TPWD SPR-0504-383

TPWD SPR-0504-383

Current and Historic Capture Rates
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Average CPUE = 
0.40 ± 0.059 turtles/hr



TPWD SPR-0504-383

TPWD SPR-0504-383

Current and Historic Capture Rates

y = 0.0177x + 0.2975
R² = 0.0903
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Current and Historic Capture Rates
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“Have You Seen Me?” Campaign



“Have You Seen Me?” Campaign



Dissertation Work
Overall Goal: Synthesize long-term monitoring data to aid in decision making 
for species conservation
Dissertation Objectives: 

• Chapter 1: evaluate historic, current, and future coastal habitat availability utilizing 
species distribution models.

• Chapter 2: determine population estimates and abundances (potentially viability?) at 
coast-wide and bay-specific scales.

• Chapter 3: compare morphometric differences and evaluate implications for ecotoxin 
consumption or exposure.

• Chapter 4: elucidate correlations between health parameters and ecotoxin quantities 
in select habitats (microplastics?).

• Chapter 5: summarize implications of research and make recommendations for future 
conservation strategies.



Shameless Plug

Adopt by Dec. 11th 
for delivery by Dec. 25th 

https://www.uhcl.edu/environmental-institute/outreach/adopt-terrapin

Terrapin Adoption Program
- Funds our ongoing 

population monitoring
- Funds graduate research 

opportunities
- Allows volunteers to get 

out in the field with us!
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