
HICATEE HEROES: 
WORKING TO SAVE AN 

ENDANGERED TURTLE IN 
BELIZE

#SaveTheHicatee



Presentation Objectives

• Turtles in Belize

• Geographic Distribution

• Species description

• Hicatee Habitats

• Cause of Decline

• Conservation efforts



Turtles that are native to Belize

• 9 species of freshwater turtles
1.White-lipped Mud Turtle
2.Tabasco Mud Turtle
3.Meso-American Slider
4.Red-Cheeked Mud Turtle
5.Mexican Giant Musk Turtle
6.Furrowed Wood Turtle
7.Narrow-bridged Musk Turtle
8.Central American Snapping Turtle
9.Hicatee

• 4 species of sea turtles
1.Hawksbill Sea Turtle
2.Green Sea Turtle
3.Leatherback Sea Turtle
4.Loggerhead Sea Turtle



WHAT IS A HICATEE? 
• Largest freshwater turtle in Central America

• Critically endangered

• Limited range Eastern Guatemala, Southern Mexico, & Belize

• Last remaining survivor in the family dermatemydidae

• Lives underwater

• Long lifespan (>45 yrs) 

• Scientific Name: Dermatemys mawii 



ADULT MALE
SPECIES DESCRIPTION

HATCHLING ADULT FEMALE

#TeamHicatee



DIET –TOTALLY HERBIVOROUS
Paspalum paniculatum Ficus insipida

Ficus insipida - Fruit Inga marginata
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SPECIALIZED WEBBED-FEET
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TAIL-LENGTH COMPARISON
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SHELL-COMPARISON
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WHERE DO 
HICATEES LIVE?
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Historical Geographic 
distribution of 
Dermatemys mawii



Hicatee Habitats



Slow moving 
rivers



Estuaries



Isolated 
creeks



Freshwater 
Creeks



WHY ARE HICATEES 
DISAPPEARING? 



MAIN CAUSE OF DECLINE
Traditionally hunted for food
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BELIZE LAWS 
AND 

REGULATION
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HOW ARE WE 
SAVING THEM? 



CONSERVATION 
EFFORTS
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BFREE AND TURTLE SURVIVAL 
ALLIANCE PARTNERSHIP

• TSA: A global organization working to save 

endangered tortoises and freshwater turtles all 

over the world.

• Began working with BFREE to save D. mawii in 

2010

• Country-wide survey to determine status of the 

species

• Followed by workshops for local people

• Led to the creation of a captive breeding facility 

at the BFREE Field Station

#TeamHicatee



Est. in 1995 as a biological field station 

and privately protected area

1,153-acre private reserve

BFREE is bordered by 4 protected areas 

and connects to 1.5 million acres of 

lowland tropical rainforest

WHERE IS BFREE?



Philosophy
 The only successful conservation program is one that involves 

local communities

                                            

 Mission
To conserve the biodiversity and cultural heritage of Belize

  BFREE’s Initiatives
  Research
  Education

  Ecotourism
  Conservation

  Advocacy
  Land Stewardship



THE HICATEE CONSERVATION 
& RESEARCH CENTER

• Facility est. 2014 at the BFREE Field Station in 

southern Belize

• 45 adult and subadults - Founding population 

• 2 Breeding ponds, 1 rearing pond

• Focused on Hicatee research, Raising awareness 

and re-wilding Healthy Hicatees back into the 

wild



Overview of the 
Hicatee 
Conservation 
and Research 
Center

Breeding Pond A

Breeding Pond B

Rearing Pond 



• 111 Nests to date
• Over 1150 eggs 

deposited
• Over 900 Hatchlings



Re-Wilding

•To date, the BFREE 
(HCRC) has released 415 
hatchling and juvenile 
Hicatee

⚬ Prior to release, all 
turtles were 
measured and 
PIT-tagged

⚬ 4 release locations 
that have included 
rivers, lagoons, and 
ponds

#TeamHicatee



RAISING 
AWARENESS



• Community engagement
• Education and outreach

NATIONAL AWARENESS CAMPAIGN





#HicateeHero



How can you Help?
•Volunteer at BFREE to join the scientific 
research aimed to Help Save the Hicatee

•Promote public Awareness

•Report Sightings of Illegal harvest

•Practice responsible Fishing

•Support conservation Organizations

•Support Habitat restoration Initiatives

•Avoid eating Hicatee meat



Support Team 
Hicatee





QUIZ TIME!
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A. The largest freshwater turtle in 
Central America

B. A Hicatee is a mammal

C. A large sea turtle
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WHAT IS THE MAIN 
REASON HICATEES 
ARE CRITICALLY 
ENDANGERED??

A. Overharvesting for Human 
Consumption

B. Polluted rivers and other 
habitat

C. Lack of food resources
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BONUS
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Thanks to our partners in 
Hicatee conservation!

 
 
 
 
 



For More Information
www.bfreebz.org

BFREE Belize

BFREEBZ 

Email: contact@bfreebz.org


