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The sweet little Stinkpot turtle 

The turtle featured 

this week is the 

Eastern musk turtle 

otherwise known as 

the Stinkpot turtle 

(Sternotherus 

odoratus). The 

Stinkpot turtle is one 

of Ontario's species 

at risk. It is one of the 

smallest turtles 

found in Ontario. It's 

habitat range is from 

Southern Ontario up to Georgian Bay. This elusive little turtle species spends most of its time in 

the water and prefers shallow water with soft substrate and little to no current.  Although  they 

spend almost all of their time in the water they are not very good swimmers and prefer to 

walk/crawl along the bottom.  

Because turtles are ectothermic (cold blooded) they use the sun or air to increase their body 

temperature. Instead of basking in the sun on land like many other turtle species the Stinkpot 

prefers to bask a few centimetres under the water's surface. A by-product of sunning so close to 

the water's surface is the amount of algae that grows on the shell of this turtle. This algae can aid 

the turtle in camouflaging against predators within an aquatic ecosystem. 

As mentioned the Stinkpot is one of the smallest turtles in the province and it ranges in size from 

8-13 cm (3-5 in). This is the same size of an average female adult human hand (check out your 

Mom's hand).  One identifying characteristic of the Stinkpot is its dome shaped carapace (this is 

the term for the top of the shell) which is brown in colour and a very small plastron (this is the 

term for the bottom of a turtle's shell) which varies from yellowish to blotchy dark brown/black to 

entirely dark. As a result of the small plastron the stink pot's body is exposed much the same as 

the snapping turtle which was the focus of last week's article. The Stinkpot's body is brownish/ 

black. It's head tapers to a narrow hooked beak while two narrow yellow lines from the snout to 

the eye on each side of the head can be seen. Male and female  turtles differ in appearance in some 

respects. Males have 2 patches of rough scales that appear on the insides of the hind legs and also 

have a thicker tail with a spike at the tip.  

The Stinkpot has four musk glands located under the carapace near the edge. When the turtle feels 

threatened it releases a stinky foul smelling liquid out of these glands as a defense mechanism. 

This works in a similar way that skunks spray their stinky odour. This musky foul smell associates 

well with the name "Stinkpot".  

Photo courtesy of Joe Crowley 
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The Stinkpot's feeding habits  are mainly carnivorous and it eats fish, tadpoles and aquatic insects, 

but sometimes feeds on algae and aquatic vegetation also.   

The Stinkpot turtle's lifespan can be over 50 years. The male turtle reaches sexual maturity at 

approximately 3 and 1/2 years of age while the female reaches sexual maturity between 4 to 7 

years. At the onset of sexual maturity the mating of the male and female Stinkpot turtles takes 

place under water. The nesting habits of the Stinkpot are different than the other turtles written 

about in previous articles. The Stinkpot does not embark on a long journey across land and dig up 

a nest. Instead it usually nests on the water's edge under rotting leaves, soil, wood or in rock 

crevices. Sometimes the female does not cover her eggs and leaves them open. The female Stinkpot 

lays between 3 to 6 eggs which are elliptical in shape, and measure approximately 27mm long. 

Females usually lay their eggs in early June and hatchlings emerge in early September. The 

incubation period for Stinkpot eggs is usually between 60 to 84 days. 

The biggest threat to the Stinkpot turtle is the reduction of turtle habitat due to shoreline 

development and wetland drainage. This species of turtles is not able to travel long distances to 

other areas when a wetland is drained. As a result, this aquatic based turtle will quickly dehydrate 

and die when there is not enough water available. Intensive boat traffic and fishing increase the 

mortality rates of adult stinkpots as the turtles are hard to see and can be hit by an outboard board 

and are often caught by fisherman.  

The Stinkpot or Eastern Musk turtle  is one of our native species at risk turtles. The Turtle Guardian 

Program is actively seeking your help to improve the rate of survival for all turtles by participating 

in our Turtle Guardian program. This program can help ensure a higher rate of egg survival through 

the installation of nest protection cages that have a safe exit point. By locating the nests and 

covering them with protective cages until hatching and by monitoring the site, the hatch rate of 

turtle eggs will be significantly increased. 

By becoming a Turtle Guardian you will: 

 Learn about turtles and turtle habitats. 

 Receive hands on training to identify, monitor and report turtle sightings and habitat features. 

 Protect turtle nests- If you have a turtle nest on your property or permission to access a nest 

site, receive your own protective nest cage with guidance and support to install and monitor its 

success. 

 Improve and protect turtle habitats on your property. Ask our field experts to visit your property 

and create a stewardship plan or conservation agreement. 

 Receive your own Turtle Guardian toolkit, gatepost sign, ID card, and login to access the Turtle 

Guardian website, blog with other Guardians, and report sightings. 

 Attend our Annual Turtle Guardian Award Ceremony. Guardians of the year are chosen to 

receive awards. 
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Turtle Guardians can protect turtle eggs by locating newly laid nests and covering them with 

protective cages before the predators can get to them. The design of the cages allows the baby 

turtles to exit and head for water. This protection will significantly increase the hatch rate of turtle 

eggs. 

Turtle Guardians will monitor their cage(s) which remains over the nest until the hatchlings 

emerge. The information collected by Turtle Guardians will be supplied to the Ontario Reptile and 

Amphibian Atlas which compiles data for all of Ontario. 

There is a charge of $25 to join Turtle Guardians to help offset the cost of the program. To learn 

more and join the Turtle Guardian Program visit www.turtleguardians.com  
 

http://www.turtleguardians.com/

