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CASE STUDY #3 

TURTLE RESCUE & REHABILITATION 

As humans encroach on wild lands increasingly often, there is a greater need for the rescue 

and hopeful rehabilitation of our native wildlife.  Turtles, being as slow-moving as they are, 

cannot simply run or jump out of the path of an incoming vehicle, so they bare the crushing 

weight and too often the accompanying fatal price of the incident.  Volunteer groups, like 

Dundas Turtle Watch (DTW) and organizations like the Ontario Turtle Conservation Centre 

(OTCC), exist to rescue injured, endangered, native turtles and attempt to improve their 

population numbers by doing so.  Without these dedicated teams, Ontario’s turtles would 

experience even higher losses than what is already seen. 

ANCIENT INSTINCTS 

Turtles are amphibious, meaning that they 

spend their lives both on land and in the water.  

Other than basking in the sun, turtles only 

emerge onto land in the late spring to dig nests 

and lay their eggs.  This is when they are 

vulnerable to the human world.  Turtles are 

following their natural instincts, crossing roads, 

highways, and pathways, unaware of the cars, 

trucks, motorcycles and bicycles all around 

them.  They are driven by their maternal instinct 

telling them when and where to nest.  Pictured 

right, this large snapping turtle was rescued 

early on a Sunday morning in 2016.  She was 

driven to a local rehab facility, but unfortunately, 

she succumbed to her injuries.  However, the 

rehab coordinator was able to collect the 

several dozen eggs still inside her, incubate them over the summer, and release the 

hatchlings later that year.  Depending on the injury, the eggs may or may not be viable. 

WHEN TO HELP 

Dundas Turtle Watch has two government-certified volunteers trained in basic turtle first aid 

and egg incubation, and we intend to certify more over the coming years.  When our 

volunteers encounter turtles with severe injuries, they are re-hydrated and bandaged before 

being immediately taken to the Ontario Turtle Conservation Centre for full treatment and 

likely long-term recovery.  Keep in mind, large snapping turtles can be very defensive, even 

after they have been impacted by a vehicle.  We encourage the general public to help, but 



 

 

your safety is paramount.  Do not put yourself in danger to help the turtle!  Also, do not 

attempt to move the turtles if you do not feel comfortable doing so.  Watch the video on our 

website to learn how to move a snapping turtle without injuring yourself or the turtle.  You 

can also call us or your local wildlife control officer to assist with the rescue. 

A BAD EXAMPLE 

Earlier in 2020, a member of the 

public in Hamilton contacted DTW as 

a last resort to help with their pet 

turtle.  The individual and her family 

had looked after the turtle for most of 

a decade, but, due to changing 

lifestyles, they could not do so any 

longer.  With red eared sliders being 

prevalent pets, it was assumed that 

this case was no different.  

Unfortunately, the photo provided by 

the individual proved otherwise. The 

family had been caring for a male snapping turtle with their best intentions for years.  In the 

wild, snapping turtles are omnivores, consuming both plant and animal matter.  A diet of 

steak and frozen dead mice will not suffice during its development.  When the turtle was 

retrieved, he was described as being fat and having a shell that was very soft!  He has been 

taken to the OTCC for rehabilitation and recovery, but it is unclear whether or not the 

damage is permanent.  Obviously, the shell needs to be hard, as this is their primary form of 

defense.  The shell also shields their vital organs, much like the rib cage on a human.  Since 

snapping turtles are an endangered, native species, this individual was not purchased from 

a pet store.  Instead, he was taken from the wild at a very young age.  Despite being raised 

with the kindest of intentions, it is best that all wild animals remain in the wild. 

ROAD VICTIMS & PATIENTS 

As stated earlier, when DTW volunteers come across a severely injured turtle (most cases), it 

is taken immediately to the Ontario Turtle Conservation Centre in Peterborough.  Their turtle 

hospital has been treating and rehabilitating injured native turtles for over a decade.  Each 

year, they accommodate an increasing number of victims with the assistance of more than 

100 “Turtle Taxi” drivers across the province.  At first, they took in less than a hundred 

turtles per year, but in recent years, that number has sky-rocketed to nearly a thousand 

annually! 

The following are just some of the rescues that occurred in 2019 by Dundas Turtle Watch.  A 

special THANK YOU! to our emergency rescue and transportation volunteers, as well as the 

Ontario Turtle Conservation Centre (OTCC) for their tremendous efforts! 



 

 

BEFORE AFTER 

 
 

June 25, 2019 October 12, 2019 

Species: Snapping turtle 

Details: Plains Road, near RBG greenhouses 

Treatment: Transported to OTCC; shown above, months later, ready for release. 

 

BEFORE AFTER 

  

July 17, 2019 July 17, 2019 

 

Species: Painted turtle 

Details: Hit by a car 

Treatment: First aid, then transported to OTCC. 

 

BEFORE AFTER 

 
 

August 28, 2019 August 28, 2019 

 

Species: Painted turtle 

Details: Hit by a lawn mower 

Treatment: First aid.  Succumbed to its injuries. 



 

 

BEFORE AFTER 

  

June 12, 2019 June 12, 2019 

 

Species: Painted turtle 

Details: Hit by a car 

Treatment: First aid, then transported to OTCC. 

 

BEFORE AFTER 

 
 

June 18, 2019 June 18, 2019 

 

Species: Snapping turtle 

Details: Hit by a car 

Treatment: First aid, then transported to OTCC. 

 

All photos are courtesy of DTW volunteers. 


