
Background: 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) is proposing listing the alligator snapping turtle 

under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). Currently, these turtles are considered threatened by 

TPWD and, as such, are afforded protection in Texas. Listing under the ESA provides immediate 

protection, promotes recovery, and generates greater public awareness about the threats and 

conservation opportunities. 

In 2022, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, in collaboration with North Texas Municipal Water 

District, Trinity River Authority, Tarrant Regional Water District, the City of Dallas, and the City 

of Fort Worth, developed a Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances (CCAA) for the 

Alligator Snapping Turtle in Texas. The CCAA is an agreement between USFWS and property 

owners that provides a mechanism to implement conservation measures to reduce threats to 

the candidate species.  

Life History:  

Alligator snapping turtles are prehistoric-looking and have even been called the dinosaur of the 

turtle world and can live for many years and have been known to reach over 100 years of age. 

You can find more information on their life history at this link. 

Alligator snapping turtles are opportunistic predators and foragers. Their diets consist of fish, 

crayfish, smaller turtles, insects, nutria, snakes, birds, and vegetation. Do not be surprised if you 

spot an alligator snapping turtle and do not see it again because they stay submerged for up to 

50 minutes before they come up for air! Alligator snapping turtles also have an impressive jaw 

and bite force of 1000 lbs. Do not handle or approach too closely! 

Description: 

The alligator snapping turtle is the largest freshwater turtle in North America. Their primitive 

appearance is characterized by three rows of spikes on their shell, a large head, and a sharp 

beak. Alligator snapping turtles have long tails, muscular legs with webbed toes, and long, 

pointed claws. They are dark brown in coloration and often have algae growth, which aids in 

their camouflage. Males are much larger than females and weigh between 155 and 175 pounds.  



 

Photo Credit: R. Belzung (Harris County Precinct #4).  

Habitat and Distribution:  

Alligator snapping turtles are native to the U.S. and range from northern Florida to eastern 

Texas, as far north as Iowa. However, current populations have declined dramatically and now 

are restricted to a few remote or protected locations. To view the current range for the 

alligator snapping turtle, visit this link.  

Alligator snapping turtles are secretive and highly aquatic, preferring large rivers, lakes, 

tributaries, and ponds. They are generally found in slow-moving, deep water and prefer 

underwater structures such as submerged trees and root systems. Alligator snapping turtles are 

usually found in water bodies with a mud bottom and aquatic vegetation. They prefer deep 

areas of their habitat in summer and shallow regions during winter.  

The alligator snapping turtle and the common snapping turtle are often misidentified. The 

easiest way to distinguish a common snapping turtle from an alligator snapping turtle is the 

alligator snapping turtle is much larger, has a more prominent beak, and has three rows of large 

spikes on the shell. The common snapping turtle is typically more aggressive than the alligator 

snapping turtle.  

Conservation: 

Threats to the alligator snapping turtle include illegal intentional harvesting, bycatch associated 

with commercial fishing of catfish and buffalo, habitat alteration, and nest predation. Although 

restrictions have decreased the number of alligator snapping turtles being harvested, 

populations have not increased in response. This is likely due to the turtle's relatively low 

reproductive output, delayed maturity, and long generation times. 



Commercial harvesting of the alligator snapping turtle in the late 1960s and 1970s has caused a 

significant decline in the population across its historic range. Alligator snapping turtle meat was 

sought after for turtle soup, which depleted the populations across the species' range. 

Commercial and recreational harvest of alligator snapping turtles was prohibited in Texas as of 

1993.   

More information on the species is needed to manage the alligator snapping turtle's habitat in 

Texas effectively. For populations to persist, they require adequate breeding, feeding, 

sheltering, and survival conditions. Conservation measures that have been implemented for the 

alligator snapping turtle include head-starting and reintroductions, as well as various efforts to 

restore and improve habitat. Therefore, we are asking for the public's help to submit any 

sightings of the Alligator Snapping Turtle. 

 


