
Daily News

Scientists say plastic confuses turtles. They 
used to think it was down to how plastic 
looked. Now, they say turtles think plastic 
smells like their food. 

The scientists in the USA did a test. They 
put different materials out for the turtles. 
These were clean plastic, ocean plastic, water 
and turtle food. 

The turtles did not react with the clean 
plastic. When they smelled the ocean plastic, 
they searched for it. 

So why did the smell make the turtles 
react? The scientists from a university in 
North Carolina, USA, say it’s to do with 
algae on plastic that has been in the ocean. 

The algae start to grow on the plastic. 
It then gives off a smell which turtles 
think is food. 

The turtles did not eat any plastic in the 
experiment. They also went back into the 
wild when it was over.

Dr Kenneth Lohmann says the plastic can 
block their “digestive systems”. 

He says if we stop “plastic getting into the 
ocean”, we can help the turtles. 

Governments and other groups are taking 
action. The UK will ban some single-use 
plastics in April 2020. 

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

Turtles Confuse Smell of Plastic for 
Food, Say Scientists

Glossary

university A place where scientists 
do research.

algae A family of plants that can 
be found in the sea, such 
as seaweed.

digestive
systems

Group of organs in the body, 
such as the stomach, that 
help to break down food.

single-use Something that is only 
used once.

What did scientists find out?

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

• The turtles confused the smell of 
plastic for food.

Photo: Loggerhead turtles.
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Questions
1. Where were the scientists working? 

   Canada
   Jamaica
   UK
   USA

2. Why is plastic a problem for turtles if they eat it? 
 

 

 

3. ‘Girlguiding says they will ask Guides and Brownies to take a plastic pledge. ’ 
Tick the word that is closest in meaning to ‘pledge’. 

   answer
   promise
   question
   understanding

4. The scientists took good care of the turtles. Find and copy a piece of evidence that 
shows this. 

 

 

5. What do you think people will do next after reading the story? 
 

 

 

6. Write a summary of the story in 15 words or fewer. 
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Answers
1. Where were the scientists working? 

   Canada
   Jamaica
   UK
   USA

2. Why is plastic a problem for turtles if they eat it? 
Plastic can block their digestive systems.

3. ‘Girlguiding says they will ask Guides and Brownies to take a plastic pledge. ’ 
Tick the word that is closest in meaning to ‘pledge’. 

   answer
   promise
   question
   understanding

4. The scientists took good care of the turtles. Find and copy a piece of evidence that 
shows this. 
Accept any piece of evidence this in the story, e.g. The turtles did not eat any plastic in 
the experiment.

5. What do you think people will do next after reading the story? 
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.

6. Write a summary of the story in 15 words or fewer. 
Accept any reasonable summary that is 15 words or fewer, e.g. Scientists say that 
turtles are confusing the smell of plastics for food. 
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