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Why did the turtle cross the ocean? Pelagic red crabs and loggerhead turtles along the Baja
California coast

Hoyt Peckham and Wallaca J, Michols
WILDCOAST, PO Box 324, Davenporl, California 95017, U5

Tha loggerhead turtls [Careils carefis) connects the aitire
Pacific basin through its devalopmental and raprodustive migra-
tivas. Prevrious studies have demonstrated that the majarity of ©
carpfts which oecur off of California, USA, and the Baja Caliors
nda paninsuls, Mexico are of Japaness arigin, and in the midst of
their iransoceanic migration (Michels et al,
20004, Bawan et al. 1895). Despite strong nationsl and intesma-
Uonal laws and agresments protecting ses turlles and long-fenm
pratection efferts on nesting boaches, © carsfts numbears con-
tnue to decling. Anmual censuses on Japaness baaches ndicate
a grave reduction fn the number of nesting € corsfts betwaen
1980 and 2000 (Kameraki ef al., in press),

in the northeast Pacific Ovean, C ocanetta are found primar-
ity along the 1,000 mile Pacific coast of tha Baja Calilormia pan-
Ingula. Bich im nutrients due to these waters hast s
variety of marine algas and invertebrates and once supported
vast populations of five different sea turtle species, Hunting and
bycatch of C carefts has occurred along the peninsula far nearhy
A camtury, leading fo severe depbetion,

Baja California’s shark and halibul Hsheries are by far the
greatost known cause of loggerhead turtle mostality in the Morih
Paclfic. These causes, plus poaching of loggerhesd turtles, result
in & mortality rate estimaled to be in excess of 1,950 loggerhead
turiles per year. Mortality off of the Baja Califormia Paninsuls js
double that of all other reparted MNarth Pacific laggerhead tartle
martality seurces combined [MBMFS 2000,

The impact of this aslounding mortality is exacerbated by
the fact that logperhead turibes killed off the Baja Californin
peninzuls are immature, and thus never get the chance to re-
preduce back in Japan, Samphing stranded, cansamad, and Lve-
caphured loggarhead furtles off Eaja California batwesn 1004
and 300, we found & mean siraight carapace length (2C7] of
814 em [N=606; SE=0.41; range 63.6cm). Stranded, consamed,
and 1 L careita wers pooled because no bgnificant
diffarences in langth-Irequency wara found betwesn them. Ac-
cording to recent o modaling, mortality of sub-nduls
sea turtles does he most harm to populations (Heppell 1890],

Loggerhead turfles primarly feed on pelagic rod crabs
[Fleprmcodes plandpes) off Baja Californis (Michals @ al,
D00, which makes them edpecially susceptible o being
cavght in the nete and langlines of sharl and halibad fshermen,
Lomgline &nd gilinet fishing for sharks and halibut peaks in
summer months when loggerhead turtles are most abundant off
Baja Colifornds [Ramires-Cruz ot al. 1990), Laggechend turtbas
are caught on hooks or entangled in nets and drown.

Stomach cootents of seven loggechesd turtles collecied
near Bahia Magdalana, BCS, Mexica, contained snly Bloma-
codes planipes. This finding echoes results reporicd by
Villamsewa that ebghtesn of nineteen loggarhand tarbe stomachs
from Baja California which be sampled contsined onty
planipas (Villanoeva 1991} The broad size range of {uvenile
logpperbead turtles found off the Baja Califormia peninsula cam-
bined with their exclusive consumption of P planipes suggests
thay may remain In the ares for exfended pesiads to feed an 2
planipes befare retuming o Japanese walers as adults to bresd,
F. planipes i a critical diet compenent far loggarhand furtlss
during the Morth American coastal portion of their transocesnic
devealopmaental migratian.

Loggerhead furile movement data, slghtings and siranding
pattarns guggest that faraging patterns off Baja California may
b tighily associated with P, plasipes reproduction and sesenaal
movement. P planipes has been shown to ba the most aheaien:
micronaklonic species in the area of the Baja Califarmie pen'n-
sula, ome of the most importamt consumers of phytoplancmm
amdl the most common prey for many marine verebrates, ekl

nyg celaceans, pinnipeds, birds, fish, and two species of tartle in
additien to . caretts (Auricbss 1992).

In contrast, in the Central Morth Pacific (CNFP), loggerkead
Burtlos appear o be amnivorgus, o tic predatars of the
neuston layer. Parker at al, (3000) repart that stomach contents
aof lofgrerkead tartles eaught in the Central Morth Pacific drifinet
fishery include & wide array of floating organdsms and organisms
riding on fivating chjects such as the predatory gastropod [Jan-
thind] species, is prey | Velels welals, gooseneck bammacie
[Lepas species), and the palagic crab Planes cpamens. Through
satellite tracking Folovina et al. [In Review and 2000} hawe
shown that boggerbead turtles in the CMP assoclale with con-
vargent bonls and eddies of high productivity, probably reflect-
ing e distcibution of their prey. Proposed trowling for P
planipes off the Baje Californis pendnsuls would disrupl the
feeding of £ ceredta as well as many other species which da-
and on P pignipes

Salective feeding of premila loggerhead turtles off the Baja
Calilornia peninsula on P pleniges may represent a shift in otk
feeding preferonce and [oraging ecalogy. Eluckdating the eco-
togical refationships belween loggerhead tartles and pelagic md
crabs will be of importance in revarsing the declina of logges-
hiead turtle populations of the Morth Pacific.
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