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The Turtles of

Turtle Island

Some Indigenous peoples refer to North America as Turtle 
Island, others refer to the whole world as Turtle Island. This 
name originated from one of many Indigenous creation 
stories and beliefs. Due to the different dialects and 
Indigenous communities, oftentimes the creation stories differ 
depending on of who tells it. It is important to be mindful of 
the different stories due to different spiritual or cultural beliefs 
of each community. This creation story is most emphasized 
due to its symbolism of life and Earth, and because it reminds 
us of the relationship between ourselves and the animals and 
plants that are all around us. Since time immemorial 
Indigenous peoples have been practicing conservation which 
includes sustainable hunting and harvesting. There was a 
great amount of time spent out on the land that contributes to 
a balanced biodiversity which instills a greater relationship 
between the land and Indigenous peoples.

As important and reconciling as it is to share and discuss 
creation stories, we must do so in a respectful way where we 
are not retelling the story. These stories can be heard by 
elders and knowledge keepers and can be a teaching for 
many. Incorporating these teachings into science helps us to 
understand with an Indigenous lens, how we can protect and 
care for those around us. Our relationship with the land 
cannot heal until we are willing to hear its stories.

Turtles of Turtle Island

Turtles are good signifiers of healthy wetlands, but our 
Ontario turtles have been, and still are, at risk. The turtle 
species in Ontario at-risk are: the Blanding’s turtle, snapping 
turtle, wood turtle, spotted turtle, stinkpot turtle, northern map 
turtle, and spiny softshell turtle. The biggest threat to turtle 
species has been the increase of human development, which 
depletes and pollutes wetland habitats. Many people are not 
aware that wetlands purify water in watersheds and are also 
a shelter for many turtle species. They play an important role 
in the watersheds as they feed on insects and other 
contaminants from the water, keeping it healthy for 
themselves and other wetland species in the area.

Although turtles have a role in protecting the wetland 
ecosystems, they need protection from other wildlife, road 
mortality, habitat loss, and contamination of those wetlands –
some of the dangers which cause them to be at-risk. Female 
turtles often nest their eggs between June and July, in sand or 
gravel surfaces where it is warm, to allow the eggs to 
incubate and develop efficiently. Most turtles lay at least thirty 
to fifty eggs at a time and need fifty to sixty days to develop, 
which is a lot of time for potential dangers to occur.

The Lands Department in Magnetawan First Nation, just north 
of Toronto, works on numerous projects including snake and 
turtle conservation, roadway and wetland monitoring, and 
many more. They are especially proud of their turtle 
incubation program, which allows a greater chance of 
survival for turtle hatchlings (baby turtles). The incubation 
program allows them to bring in turtle eggs that are found in 
potentially dangerous areas and hold them in incubation 
machines until they hatch. They are then given a couple days 
to make sure there are no abnormalities with the hatchlings.

Origin Story:
What Is Turtle Island?



Try This at Home:
Save Our Turtle Species
Turtles need your help to protect them from dangers such as 
road mortality, which is often caused by habitat 
fragmentation. Habitat fragmentation happens when a 
habitat has roads built on it, forcing wildlife to make 
dangerous road crossings to access parts of their habitat. 
Turtles are always traveling from habitat to habitat to mate, 
nest, and eat. This often means they have to cross over 
roads to get to their destination.

§ Create an eco-passage for our turtles to safely travel 
under or above the roads. Road signage is also 
important to inform drivers to be aware of turtle 
crossings.

§ Include eco-fences to ensure turtles stay on a safe path, 
and create protected nesting sites near known turtle 
habitats to prevent them from having to cross over 
roads.

§ Use supplies like paper, cardboard and other materials 
you may have at home to create a safe journey for our 
turtle species!

Climate Action:
Turtle Conservation
A couple ways in which we can contribute to helping our turtle species 
include learning about local conservation efforts, reaching out to local 
community lands departments, and learning about ways in which we 
can reduce road mortality.

Turtle conservation organizations aim to protect and care for turtle 
species. Turtles are important to the biodiversity of an ecosystem, 
particularly wetlands, which are a big part of our water filtration 
systems. These organizations have volunteer positions available and 
hotlines open to contact if you come across a turtle in need or a 
nesting site that may be in danger.

Many lands departments are knowledgeable broadly about animal 
species and ecosystems in their surrounding areas. Reaching out can 
allow an opportunity to become involved in your community's land 
department projects.

Road mortality is one of the highest causes of the decline in turtle 
species, due to turtles attempting to cross and creating nesting sites 
dangerously close to busy roads. Ways in which we can keep turtles 
away from the road include building fencing and underground 
passages for them; road signage for turtle crossings; building nesting 
structures away from roads; continued monitoring of nesting sites; and 
being mindful of turtle sites when developing an area.

Time for !

This Science Spotlight was written based on an interview with the Lands Department in Magnetawan First Nation, interviewed by Indigenous Programs 
Interns Shaylene Restoule and Kirsten St Louis, within the boundaries of the territory described by the Robinson-Huron Treaty of 1850, August 2022.




