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COMMON SNAPPING TURTLE

Snapping turtles are the largest of the freshwater turtles. Four subspecies of Common Snapping Turtle are typically recognized. chelydra  serpentina is the form present across the majority of its range, occurring east of the Continental Divide into most of the southern United States, and parts of northern Mexico. osceola occurs only in Florida up to the Okefenokee area of southern Georgia. C. s. acutirostris and Chelydra  rossignonii are neotropical, C. s. rossignonii occurring in southern Mexico, Belize, Guatemala and HonCduras while C s. acutirostris ranges from Nicaragua across the Central American isthmus down the South American Pacific coastal region. C. s. rossignonii is considered a distinct species. The focus however, will be on the common snapping turtle, chelydra serpentina. The term Chelydra is greek meaning “ water serpent “ referring  to the aquatic nature of the genus. serpentina is of latin origin meaning “snake like” referring  to the snake-like neck feature.

Their general form is well known. The dull, rough carapace or upper shell, with its heavy keels and marginal serrations, the proportionately huge and sinister head, and the long, fleshy tail, with its alligator-like crest, combine to make these turtles unique. The plastron, or flat belly portion of the shell, is insignificantly small and narrow and affords comparatively no protection. Average weight is around 45 lbs, but some captives have weighed in at over 75 lbs.
Common habitats are shallow ponds, shallow lakes, or streams. Some may inhabit brackish environments, such as estuaries. Common Snapping Turtles sometimes bask, though rarely observed by floating on the surface with only their carapace exposed, though in the northern parts of their range they will also readily bask on fallen logs in early spring. In shallow waters, Common snappers may lie beneath a muddy bottom with only the head exposed, stretching their long necks to the surface for an occasional breath. Their nostrils are positioned on the very tip of the snout, effectively functioning as snorkels.

The common snapping turtle is classified as being highly aggressive when defending itself. Whenever molested the turtle shoots its head forward with incredible speed, and mouth wide open. The snappers bite is strong and made to cut not crush. When bothered the turtle will produce an odorous substance from organs located on the sides of the plastron. This reaction occurs less frequently once the animal is used to being handled. They are active most of the year, becoming dormant in areas with cold winters, generally in late October. Remains dormant either burrowed into the mud bottom, or under overhanging banks, root snags, stumps, brush, logs, or other debris. Large groups have been found hibernating together, sometimes with other turtle species. They are known to emerge sometime between March to May, depending on the climate. 
The common snapping turtle is omnivorous, eating anything that fits into its jaws, including snails, earthworms, shrimp, crayfish, insects, fish, frogs, salamanders, reptiles, small turtles, snakes, birds, mammals, plants, carrion. Young turtles tend to forage actively, while adults tend to lie in ambush. The turtle never feeds unless underwater. Snapping turtles will sometimes grab prey on the bank of a stream and then retreat to the water to eat.

In North America, the turtles mate from April till November.The male will mount the carapace of the female, occasionally biting her on the top of her head. During copulation the female is aggressive as well, sometimes mimicking the behavior of the male.Adults become sexually mature in four to five years. In the early summer, the female leaves her watery home and prowls around for a place to deposit eggs. She often wanders many feet from the water. After selecting a damp spot, she scoops away dirt to form a hole, into which she crawls, and moves around until loose soil falls back over her. This way she's hidden until up to two dozen eggs are deposited. As she crawls out of the nest, the dirt that fell on top of her shell slides off and is left covering the eggs. The eggs are perfectly round, white and have a thin, hard shell. Egg laying takes place mostly in June and July .The eggs hatch in 9 - 18 weeks. Females may retain viable sperm for several years, so they do not necessarily need to breed with a male each year to produce viable eggs.
There are several ways to classify the sex of a snapping turtle. at the The belly of a female turtle is convex meaning it is rounder. The belly of a male is concave meaning it is a flat belly or it might even bend in a little. The male’s tail is usually thicker than the females because it has its reproductive organs in some of its tail. Females have a little hole under their tail closer to its back legs while a male’s tail is much thicker with more of a "slip" instead of a hole. Also, A full grown female turtle is bigger than a full grown male turtle. The male has longer front claws than the female. Their claws are about 3 times the size of its actual toe. Females have the same length of toe to nail. 
The Common Snapping Turtle is not an ideal pet. Its neck is very flexible, and the turtle can bite its handler even if picked up by the sides of its shell. The turtle can amputate a finger with its powerful jaws. Picking the turtle up by its tail has a high chance of injuring the turtle, especially the tail itself and the vertebral column. Lifting the turtle with the hands is difficult and dangerous. Snappers may stretch their necks halfway back across their own carapace to bite. Also, their claws are sharp and capable of inflicting significant lacerations. Manual lifting is best accomplished by grabbing the top of the shell behind the head with one hand and the other hand holding the shell between the rear legs. Then you can proceed to lift the turtle with the head facing away from you and all others. This way the turtle will not be able squirm and try to dislodge the handler's hands with its powerful rear legs. If moving it is absolutely necessary, scooping and lifting the turtle just off the ground with a shovel if done quickly may be safest and easiest for all concerned parties.


Since snapping turtles grow to large sizes, a serious thought should be given before making the decision of acquiring a snapping turtle. They will eventually require a very large tank or even a pond. The tank should be large enough so the turtle can freely move in it. Clean water should be deep enough to cover the snapper but not too deep so while sitting at the bottom the turtle will be able to reach the surface for breathing. The water should always be clean and warm, a submersible heater with a thermostat is suggested. The temperature should be kept at around 22-25 C all year round. Snappers kept in captivity, unless housed outdoors, don’t require hibernation. Decoration in the tank should be kept to minimum. A large heavy stone and a heavy, stabilized piece of driftwood should be placed inside to give the turtle a chance to rest and climb out of the water. Snappers should be exposed to a day-night cycle and have a light source suspended above the water during the day. Snapping turtles should not be fed in excess. Overfeeding leads to obesity which is not healthy. Small snapping turtles should be fed once every 2-3 days, and larger turtles once a week should be fine. They will eat a wide variety of foods. They will thrive on raw beef, fish, liver and hearts. Live food should be given as a supplement only. If live food is not available, use whole frozen fish. The turtle should swallow food whole with bones and heads. Also, commercially available snack turtle food is always a good vitamin and mineral supplement. Even though they are known for their aggressive nature,  for an adult person, with proper care they can be transformed into easy going and great pets.
