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Scientists Say 
Turtles Drawn to 
Smell of Plastic

Scientists used to think turtles were drawn to 
plastic by how it looked. Now, scientists say 
it’s not only the appearance but the smell of 
plastic! 

The University of North Carolina did an 
experiment with 15 loggerhead turtles. They 
watched how the turtles reacted to different 
materials. 

The turtles ignored clean plastic and water. 
They found plastic from the ocean more 
interesting. The turtles would stick their noses 
out of their tanks and search for plastic from 
the ocean. 

This led scientists to think the turtles were 
drawn to the smell of this plastic. 

The scientists believe ocean plastics can 
trap algae. It then releases a smell that turtles 
mistake for food. 

The scientists did not let the turtles eat any 
plastic during the experiment. Afterwards, the 
turtles were released into the wild.

Plastic can be a big problem for loggerhead 
turtles if they eat it. Dr Kenneth Lohmann says it 
can block their “digestive systems”. 

Scientists believe there are 150 million tonnes 
of plastic in the world’s marine environments.  

So, how can we help the turtles? Dr Kenneth 
Lohmann says the best thing we can do for 
the turtles is to stop “plastic from getting into 
the ocean.” 

People are taking action. In April 2020, the 

UK government plans to ban a range of single-
use plastic items. Most shops won’t be able to sell 
plastic straws or cotton buds with plastic stems.

 Girlguiding says they will ask Guides and 
Brownies to take a plastic pledge. It asks them to 
promise to speak out about plastic waste. 

Even the Olympic Games is trying 
to be greener. Sportspeople will sleep in 
cardboard beds. 

Athletes will stand on podiums made from 
plastic waste when they win a medal during the 
Olympic Games.

Photo: A loggerhead turtle.

Glossary

appearance How something looks.

algae Family of plants found in the 
world’s oceans.

marine To do with the sea or ocean.

single-use Plastic that is only used once.
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What did scientists find out?

• Scientists from the University of North Carolina did 
an experiment with 15 loggerhead turtles.

• They found out that the turtles were drawn to the 
smell of ocean plastics.
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Questions
1. ‘They used to think turtles were drawn to plastic by how it looked’ 

Tick the verb that is closest in meaning to ‘drawn to’. 

   attracted
   ignored
   researched
   decorated

2. Compare and contrast what scientists thought about turtles and plastics before and after 
this experiment. 
 

 

 

3. Plastic pollution is having a big impact on the world’s oceans. Find and copy a fact that 
shows this. 
 

 

 

4. What do you think people will do next after reading this story? Explain your answer. 
 

 

 

5. ‘Even the Olympic Games is trying to be greener.’ 
This suggests that... 

   the Olympic Games are trying to be better for the environment.
   the Olympic Games want to be more fun.
   the Olympic Games want to be more colourful.
   sportspeople will compete in green.

6. What’s the most important information in this story? 
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Answers
1. ‘They used to think turtles were drawn to plastic by how it looked’ 

Tick the verb that is closest in meaning to ‘drawn to’. 

   attracted
   ignored
   researched
   decorated

2. Compare and contrast what scientist thought about turtles and plastics before and after 
this experiment. 
Scientists used to think turtles were drawn to plastic by how it looked. Now, they say 
it’s not only the appearance but the smell of plastic! 

3. Plastic pollution is having a big impact on the world’s oceans. Find and copy a fact that 
shows this. 
Scientists believe there are 150 million tonnes of plastic in the world’s marine 
environments.  

4. What do you think people will do next after reading this story? Explain your answer. 
Accept any answer that refers to the story, e.g. I think people will try to find ways to 
stop plastic getting into the world’s oceans as this is what a scientists has said they 
should do.

5. ‘Even the Olympic Games is trying to be greener.’ 
This suggests that.... 

   the Olympic Games are trying to be better for the environment.
   the Olympic Games want to be more fun.
   the Olympic Games want to be more colourful.
   sportspeople will compete in green.

6. What’s the most important information in this story? 
Scientists found out that the turtles were drawn to the smell of ocean plastics. 
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