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First Confirmed East-West Transpacific Movement of a Loggerhead Sea Turtle,
Caretta caretta, Released in Baja California, Mexico l
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ABSTRACT: In July 1994 a loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta) was released
from the central Pacific coast of the Baja California peninsula. Four hundred
and seventy-eight days later the turtle was found by a fisherman off the coast of
Kyushu, Japan. This represents a one-way transpacific migration of more than
10,000 kIn. This report is a reminder of the importance of international col
laboration in marine research and conservation.

(Briggs 1974). A tag return west to east (see
Uchida and Teruya 1988, Balazs 1989) has
been reported.

On 19 July 1994, we released a female
loggerhead turtle into the eastern Pacific
Ocean, approximately 5 kIn offshore of
Santa--Rosaliit-a,- -Baja--Galifor-nia,--- Mexico
(28 0 40' N, 1140 12' W). The turtle had been
studied in captivity since July 1986 at the Sea
Turtle Research Station, Instituto Nacional
de Pesca, Bahia de Los Angeles, Baja Cali
fornia, after it was captured by a sport
fisherman. At the time of capture this juve
nile loggerhead sea turtle measured 32.9 cm
(straight carapace length) and weighed 6 kg.
Upon its release the turtle measured 85.6 cm
and weighed 97 kg. The turtle was tagged
with two green plastic tags numbered 27 and
310, on the right and left front flippers, re
spectively; both tags were engraved with the
return address of A.P. 135, Ensenada, BCN,
Mex. Coincidentally, this turtle was used in
the initial genetic analysis of the Pacific log
gerhead assemblage and it has been con
firmed that its haplotype matches those of
samples taken from females nesting on Japa
nese beaches (B. Bowen and A. Abreu, pers.
comm.).

On 9 November 1995, the turtle was found
by a Japanese fisherman, dead in a set net in
waters-near- Gamoda--Beaeh,:K:yushu;--Japan
(33 0 50' N, 1340 40' E). The time from release
in Baja California to capture in Japan was
478 days and encompasses a minimum one
way travel distance of 10,600 kIn.
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THE OCCURRENCE OF LOGGERHEAD turtles,
Caretta caretta, in the Gulf of California and
along the Pacific coast of the Baja California
peninsula, Mexico (Shaw 1947, Marquez
1969, Ramirez et al. 1991), has been puz
zling. Because of the abundance of juvenile

-and-subadultloggerheads-there,-it-appeafs-to
be an important feeding and developmental
area for this species (Ramirez et al. 1991).
However, no nesting of loggerhead turtles
is known to occur in the eastern Pacific
(Marquez and Villanueva 1982, Frazier 1985,
Bartlett 1989).

Bowen et al. (1995) established genetic
affinities among eastern Pacific loggerheads
and those nesting in Japan and, to a much
lesser extent, Australia. Further, Bowen
(1995) suggested that juvenile loggerhead
turtles traverse the North Pacific Ocean and
return at maturity to the western Pacific via
the Northern Equatorial Current. Such a
migration would involve a transpacific move
ment of more than 20,000 kIn across a
vast area characterized by low productivity



152 PACIFIC SCIENCE, Volume 52, April 1998

LITERATURE CITED

gan, Brian Bowen, Richard S. Felger, Jack
Frazier, Laura Sarti, Cecil R. Schwalbe,
Donald A. Thomson, and three anonymous
reviewers.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This tag return provides direct evidence
for the transpacific migration of the Pacific
loggerhead turtle, the longest one-way dis
persion for any marine turtle. The transpa
cific loggerhead migration is among the lon
gest for marine vertebrates and is comparable
with that of humpback whales (Darling et al.
1996), elephant seals (Tershy, pel's. comm.),
and gray whales (Rice and Wolman 1971). BALAZS, G. 1989. New initiatives to study sea
Assuming that turtles migrate along the path turtles in the eastern Pacific. Mar. Turtle
of least resistance, it seems likely that mi- Newsl. 47: 19-21.
grating loggerhead turtles could utilize the BARTLETI, G. 1989. Juvenile Caretta off
westbound Northern Equatorial Current as Pacific coast of Baja California. Not.
they move from feeding areas along the coast Caguamas 2: 2-10.
of Baja California to nesting beaches in the BOWEN, B. 1995. Tracking marine turtles
West Pacific. with genetic markers. BioScience 1995:

A migration that encompasses the entire 528-534.
North Pacific emphasizes the importance of BOWEN, B. W., F. A. ABREU-GROBOIS, G. H.
increasing the geographic scale of inves- BALAZS, N. KAMEZAKI, C. J. LIMPUS, and
tigations and modifying our approach to sea R. J. FERL. 1995. Trans-Pacific migrations
turtle conservation to incorporate a life his- of the loggerhead sea turtle demonstrated
tory involving oceanic dispersion and two- with mitochondrial DNA markers. Proc.

-- -- - ----- -wa-y--migr-ations-exceeding--20,OOO-km.-This-- --- --NatLAcad._ScLU.S.A._22_:_3731-=-313A _
tag return supports the hypothesis that some BRIGGS, J. C. 1974. Marine zoogeography.
Pacific loggerhead turtles occupy the coastal McGraw Hill, New York.
habitats of two continents and traverse the DARLING, J. D., J. CALAMBOKIDIS, K. C.
Pacific basin over the course of their devel- BALCOMB, P. BLOEDEL, K. FLYNN, A.
opment. This inference is based on both MOCHIZUKI, K. MORI, F. SATO, H. SUGA-
genetic analysis and direct observation from NUMA, and M. YAMAGUCHI. 1996. Move-
flipper tagging. However, we must be cau- ment of a humpback whale (Megaptera
tious about any conclusions drawn from the novaengliae) from Japan to British
behavior of a captive-released turtle, particu- Columbia and return. Mar. Mamm. Sci.
larly one held in captivity for 8 yr. Regard- 2:281-287.
less, this finding illustrates the importance of FRAZIER, J. 1985. Misidentification of sea
an interdisciplinary approach to migratory turtles in the East Pacific: Caretta caretta
studies and the benefit of cooperative multi- and Lepidochelys olivacea. J. Herpetol.
national investigations of sea turtle biology. 1 : 1-11.

MARQUEZ, M. R. 1969. Additional records
of the Pacific loggerhead turtle, Caretta
caretta gigas from the North Mexican
Pacific Coast. J. Herpetol. 3: 108-110.

We are grateful to Martin Arce, Berlin MARQUEZ, M. R., and A. O. VILLANUEVA.
and Emma Harkleroad, Koichi Hirate, 1982. Situaci6n actual y recomendaciones
Itsuro Miyawaki, Tsuyoshi Nieda, Takahiro para el manejo de las tortugas marinas de
Okazaki, Bob Snodgrass, Takumi Tai, la costa occidental de Mexico, en especial
Masafurni Tanimura, Coastal Conservation la tortuga golfina Lepidochelys olivacea.
F0unda-tien,-8ne-WerId-Werkferce,-and-- ---Cienc._Eesquera_INE_2~83=~H

Secretaria de Pesca, Mexico, for their logisti- RAMIREz CRUZ, J. c., I. PENA RAMIREZ, and
cal and field support. We appreciate com- D. VILLANUEVA FLORES. 1991. Distribu-
ments on the manuscript by F. Alberto cion y abundancia de la tortuga perica,
Abreu-Grobois, George Balazs, Ana Barra- Caretta caretta Linnaeus (1758), en la



Transpacific Movement of Caretta caretta-RESENDIZ ET AL. 153

costa occidental de Baja California Sur,
Mexico. Archelon I: 1-4.

RICE, D. W., and A. A. WOLMAN. 1971. The
life history and ecology of the gray whale
(Eschrichtius robustus). Spec. Publ. Am.
Soc. Mammal. 3: 1-142.

SHAW, C. E. 1947. First record of the red

brown loggerhead turtle from the eastern
Pacific. Herpetologica 4: 55-56.

UCIDDA, S., and H. TERUYA. 1988. Transpa
cific migration of a tagged loggerhead,
Caretta caretta. International Symposium
on Sea Turtles, Hiwasa, Japan. Poster
presentation.




