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Introduction 
The Diamondback terrapin is a popular turtle species within the reptile hobby. Because of their beauty 
and ease of captive maintenance, people all over the world like to keep them as pets. As the reptile 
hobby has expanded and legal protections have reduced supply, the demand for terrapins has exploded 
in the past decade. The high demand for terrapins in Asia, especially China, has driven illegal wild 
collection to dangerous and potentially unsustainable levels. The remarkable recovery of the American 
alligator through farming efforts has proven that captive breeding of reptiles is effective in reducing 
poaching by supplying the market with captive-produced products. FWC's current management scheme 
for terrapins is a win for China and a loss for Florida's citizens and wild terrapin populations. 
 
Diamondback terrapins are easily kept and bred in captivity. The captive maintenance of terrapins is very 
similar to their close cousins, the sliders, which are currently bred in captivity in huge numbers. However, 
unlike sliders, terrapins have very little potential as an invasive species, due to their specialized 
requirement of estuarine salt marsh and mangrove habitats in the wild. Despite receiving proposals for a 
captive breeding program from turtle breeders as well as top Florida terrapin biologists in the past, FWC 
has not implemented their suggestions into policy.  
 

 
 

Above: Adult female Ornate diamondback terrapin in Hernando County, FL (Photo by Daniel Parker) 

 
Turtle keepers do not prefer wild caught terrapins if captive bred animals are readily available. Wild 
caught specimens are undesirable for several reasons: 

¶ They may be difficult to acclimate to fresh water and are prone to both fungal and bacterial 
infections due to stress and water quality.  

¶ They may also be resistant to switching to normal pelleted captive diets as they prefer to eat 
mollusks and crustaceans.  

¶ Wild caught females are resistant to using unfamiliar nesting areas, which hinders reproductive 
success.  



By contrast, captive born terrapins are vastly superior, because: 

¶ They are fully adapted to freshwater from hatching and rarely exhibit health issues as they are 
tolerant of a wide range of temperatures and water qualities.  

¶ They do not easily stress from human interaction.  

¶ They readily accept commercially available turtle diets.  

¶ Female terrapins that are raised in captivity lay eggs in provided nesting areas without problems.   

 

Above: Hatchling Ornate diamondback terrapin in Pasco County, FL (Photo by Daniel Parker) 

Breeding 

The breeding of captive bred Diamondback terrapins is easily accomplished. Breeding groups often 
consist of two to four males and four to six females. Males reach sexual maturity at around four to five 
inches in carapace length and females are usually around six to eight inches. The water volume for a 
breeding group of that size may vary from 300-600 gallons. Captive bred terrapins may be kept in pure 
freshwater. They seem to prefer hard, alkaline water but are not fragile. Females may lay eggs from April 
into August in Florida. Females lay clutches of four to twelve eggs. In northern states, terrapins commonly 
lay two clutches per year, but may produce up to five clutches per year in southern climates. The clutch 
size and number depends on the length of the active season and the general health of the female. 
Females kept in ideal captive conditions in Florida may reach a higher reproductive potential than is 
regularly observed in other states.   

 

Incubation 

Incubation of terrapin eggs is easy and straightforward. The eggs may be placed in moist vermiculite or 
perlite and incubated between 80-86 degrees Fahrenheit. Babies usually hatch within 50-75 days, 
depending on incubation temperature. The hatch rates of captive terrapins are much higher than in the 
wild due to optimized conditions. Wild terrapin nests experience high mortality due to predation, flooding, 
and other environmental factors. Wild nest mortalities of over 90% have been reported. By contrast, 
captive hatch rates of around 95% are commonly reported. 

 

 



Raising Hatchlings 

Captive bred baby terrapins are voracious feeders and grow quickly. Terrapins may become 
reproductively mature in three to four years. By turtle standards, this is a very rapid rate of maturation, 
which makes this species ideal for captive breeding programs. This ensures that captive terrapins would 
be available relatively quickly to supply an ever-growing market.  

 

Above: Ornate diamondback terrapin in Lee County, FL (Photo by Chris Lechowicz) 

Economic Impact and Conservation Benefit 

A captive breeding program of Diamondback terrapins has the potential to have a positive impact on both 
the economy and the wild terrapin populations of Florida. Making captive terrapins more readily available 
makes wild terrapins less attractive targets for poachers. As with the war on drugs, prohibition rarely 
works in practice. There is already a high demand for terrapins and that demand does not go away when 
legal supply is reduced or eliminated. The value of a product is inflated by prohibitionist policies that 
reduce legal supply. Like an illegal drug dealer, a poacher is motivated by the profits of selling a product 
with an artificially inflated value. 



 

Above: Captive bred subadult to adult size Ornate diamondback terrapin (left) and Carolina diamondback terrapins (right) offered for 
sale at a reptile show in Illinois (Photos by Elizabeth Wisneski) 

A price analysis provided to FWC by Florida turtle breeders in 2015 found the following mean prices for 
the subspecies of terrapins native to Florida: 
 

¶ Carolina diamondback terrapin (11 listings) $213.93 

¶ Mississippi diamondback terrapin (4 listings) $228.75 

¶ Florida East Coast diamondback terrapin (1 listing) $425.00 

¶ Ornate diamondback terrapin (15 listings) $1420.00 

¶ Mangrove diamondback terrapin (0 listings) Rumored to sell for $5000-$10,000 
 
Hong Kong turtle researcher Dr. Yik-Hei Sung recently presented a paper to American scientists in which 
he documented the Ornate diamondback terrapin as the most valuable turtle imported into Hong Kong 
with a mean price of $2608 and a maximum price of $4103. The mean price of Diamondback terrapins 
overall was $690 with a maximum price of $6410. These numbers demonstrate that the prices of 
terrapins are continuing to hold strong. Three of the top four turtles imported into Hong Kong were 
endemic or nearly endemic Florida subspecies. These included the Ornate diamondback terrapin, the 
Florida box turtle (mean price $1007, maximum price $4103), and the Florida snapping turtle (mean price 
$937, maximum price $12,821).  



 

Above: Florida box turtle in Miami-Dade County, FL (Photo by Daniel Parker) 

The Florida snapping turtle is an example of a subspecies that experienced a price spike after prohibition. 
Until new turtle rules were instituted in 2009, it could be legally collected in Florida and sold. Before 2009, 
adult Florida snapping turtles were rarely offered for sale in the pet/hobbyist trade, but were probably 
being sold into food markets. Hatchlings were frequently offered for wholesale prices around $3 to $5 
each. The price started to climb after 2009, with babies going up to $15 to $20 each. From 2011 to 2012, 
Chinese buyers began to offer big money for adult Florida snapping turtles. Wholesalers were paying $35 
per pound and selling to Chinese buyers at $65 per pound. This led to an incredible demand for Florida 
snapping turtles that was no doubt supplied, at least in part, by illegal collection in Florida. A typical 10 
pound snapper was a $650 turtle for the wholesalers. The prohibition and resulting black market is a 
situation that is frequently repeated.  

 

Above: Florida snapping turtle (Photo by Daniel Parker) 



A captive breeding program in Florida will help to reduce the demand for wild caught terrapins. It will allow 
for a legal source of this species to fill demand from China and everywhere else, while generating income 
for Florida breeders.  

The following are excerpts from a recent USFWS document proposing the federal listing of the Alligator 
snapping turtle (Macrochelys teminckii). 

ñState-authorized farming/captive breeding programs ðThe Service recognizes that turtle farming can 
alleviate harvest of wild stock and provides a means to serve international markets without affecting wild 
populations in the future. Therefore, existing State-authorized farming operations using captive brood 
stock or otherwise legally acquired turtles prior to the listing of the species would be excepted.ò  

Here is another excerpt from the document: 

ñFarm-raised turtles supplement the demand for domestic pet trade and international trade ( i.e., turtle 
meat for consumption and the pet trade), which may alleviate harvest pressure on wild individuals.ò 

USFWS has recognized the benefits of captive breeding for the Alligator snapper. We believe the 
statements in the excerpt above are equally applicable to the Diamondback terrapin. 

 

Above: Alligator snapping turtle (Photo by Daniel Parker) 

A captive breeding program of Northern diamondback terrapins in Maryland is currently working to ensure 
that captive bred specimens are available to supply the market legally and reduce poaching. A single 
facility produces over 10,000 terrapins per year, mostly for export to China. A quick glance at ads for 
Northern diamondback terrapins shows the current retail price to be around $75-100. Florida has no such 
program for its native terrapin subspecies. The subspecies which are endemic to Florida have the highest 
market values of all the subspecies. 
 
The primary demand in the market at this time is for phenotypically normal examples of pure subspecies. 
There is not much demand for intergrades between subspecies. Albinos and other genetic morphs have 
popped up in captive breeding projects elsewhere in the world. Those are very small in number and not 
readily available at this time. Albinos and other genetic morphs are easily identified and should be legal to 
keep and breed without special regulation. Florida turtle breeders are primarily requesting the ability to 
breed normally colored terrapins at this time. It is the allowance of the breeding of these turtles that will 
impact the market and discourage poaching of wild turtles.  


