
The Turtles of Yorta Yorta Country 
In Yorta Yorta language the word for turtle is Watjerrupna. Freshwater Watjerrupna can be found in rivers and 
wetlands across Victoria. They spend most of their lives in the water, but you may see them basking 
(sunbathing) on a rock or log. 

Not much is known about the Watjerrupna life-cycle, but scientists think they can live for 50 years or more. 
Females lay their eggs on land, and you might see them travelling overland from one wetland to another. 
Their feet and webbed claws are very strong to help them swim. Some freshwater Watjerrupna are omnivores 
(eating both plants and animals), but most are carnivores (only eating other animals). They will eat anything 
they can catch – waiting patiently to ambush a passing fish, frog, snail or shrimp.

Barmah National Park on Yorta Yorta Country, is home to three species of freshwater Watjerrupna: 

• Bayadherra, the Broad-shelled Turtle (Yorta Yorta Totem)
• Djirrungana Wanurra Watjerrupna, the Common Long-necked Turtle
• Dhungalla Watjerrupna, the Murray River Turtle (also known as the Macquarie River Turtle)

The Broad-shelled Turtle is a totem animal of the Yorta Yorta People and plays an important role in our 
creation stories. Our people have given it the special name, 'Bayadherra,' because of its role as our provider, 
guide and protector. The two other turtles are also culturally significant as a food source. When the Yorta 
Yorta peoples totem, plants and animals are plentiful on our land and in our waters, it’s a sign that our 
Country is healthy. 

Barmah National Park is a joint-managed park where Yorta Yorta People and Parks Victoria work together to 
care for Country. A team of Yorta Yorta Rangers use cultural knowledge, developed over many thousands of 
years, to improve and restore Country and care for the special plants and animals that live here, including 
Watjerrupna.  

Our vision is to Heal the Land, Heal the People – Healthy Country. 

The Turtles of Yorta Yorta Country activity, created by Bonnie Joachim, Yorta Yorta Ranger.



Use these images and descriptions to match the 
Watjerrupna on Yorta Yorta Country. 
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Bayadherra 
Broad-shelled Turtle 
(Chelodina expansa) 

Status: Endangered  
Diet: Carnivore  
Adult Size: Shell up to 48cm 
Identification: Olive brown to very dark 
brown domed shell. Usually 6 central 
scales on top with wider scales at the 
head and near the tail. Long, muscular 
neck and a very flat head. Large feet 
and claws. Cannot tuck its head and 
neck fully into its shell. Belly white with 
no black markings. Largest freshwater 
turtle in Australia. Rarely seen. 

Djirrungana Wanurra 
Watjerrupna 
Common Long-necked Turtle 
(Chelodina longicollis) 

Status: Not Threatened  
Diet: Carnivore 
Adult Size: Shell up to 25cm 
Identification: Light to very dark 
brown shell that curls up at the sides 
with a wing-shape near the tail. 
Usually 5 central scales on top with 
the widest scale near the head. Neck 
is thinner and shorter than the Broad-
shelled Turtle. Strong smell if 
disturbed. Can tuck its legs and head 
into shell. Often seen crossing roads. 

Dhungalla Watjerrupna 
Murray or Macquarie River Turtle 
(Emydura macquarii macquarii) 

Status: Critically Endangered  
Diet: Omnivore 
Adult Size: Shell 18-38cm long 
Identification: Short neck with yellow 
stripe from beak-like jaw and bright 
yellow eye. Pale to dark brown shell, 
rounder and flatter than the Broad-
shelled Turtle. Moves very quickly on 
land but does not migrate like 
Common Long-necked or Broad-
shelled Turtles. Mostly likely to be 
seen basking in the sun.  
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Use your skills to colour me 
Original artwork by Rochelle Pattern (Yorta Yorta, Wemba Wemba)

When you are on our 
Country, please 
remember the Junior 
Ranger Way and do not 
handle or feed animals 
or disturb their habitat.  



Use your skills to join the dots 
Original artwork by Rochelle Pattern (Yorta Yorta, Wemba Wemba) 




