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Abstract

The situation of the Eastern Tropical Pacific subpopulation of the Leatherback sea turtle
(Dermochelys coriacea) is critical due to the drastic declines of nesting females. Evidence of the
presence of Leatherback sea turtles along the Pacific coast of Panama is anecdotal and is based
on the local knowledge of local residents. | present here an uncommon observation of a sub adult
and an adult of D. coriacea in the waters off the coast of Azuero Peninsula in central Panama.
These observations indicate the need for intensive surveys along this coast that in part may rely
on key local informants to urgently implement conservation efforts for this species.
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The Leatherback sea turtle (Dermochelys coriacea) is one of the four species of sea turtles
reported in the waters of the Eastern Tropical Pacific (ETP) (Seminoff et al. 2012). In particular,
the subpopulation of the Leatherback sea turtle in the ETP is considered to be under a high risk
(i.e. low population viability and genetic diversity) and high threat (i.e. direct and indirect
anthropogenic factors) situation (Wallace et al. 2011), driving the population to near extinction
(Sarti-Martinez et al. 2007; Wallace et al. 2013). This subpopulation nests on coasts ranging
from Mexico through Ecuador and is genetically distinct from other subpopulations in the Pacific
(Dutton et al. 1999). Important nesting sites of Leatherback occur in Mexico (e.g., Colola, Tierra
Colorada, Playa de bahia Chacahua, Playa de la Escobilla, Maruata), Costa Rica (e.g., Playa
Naranjo) and Nicaragua (e.g. Salamina, Veracruz de Acayo) with nesting reported in small
numbers or sporadically in Panama, El Salvador, Colombia and Ecuador (Pritchard 1994;
Rgues—Baron et al. 2019).

It is known that the individuals in this subpopulation remain in oceanic waters, with foraging
sites off the coasts of Panama, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Chile (Shillinger et al. 2008; Bailey
et. al. 2012). In the Pacific the nesting period extends from October to March, with females
nesting between 3 to 10 times per season, and an average of 80 eggs per clutch (Reina et al.
2002; Eckert et al. 2012). Throughout the Pacific coast of Panama, there is no evidence about the
abundance of Leatherback sea turtles, regardless of anecdotal nesting events (Arauz et al. 2017;
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Flores et al. 2021). Meanwhile, satellite tracking data shows some specimens travel along the
waters near to the country’s Pacific coast (Shillinger et al. 2008).

Herein, | present evidence of two observations of Leathearback sea turtles in the open waters of
the Pacific coast of central Panama. The first observation occurred on 2 April 2021 at 11:30 h,
approximately 5 km from Granada beach at the coast of Azuero peninsula (7.1626°N,
80.6888°W, Fig.1). A juvenile Leatherback sea turtle with curved carapace length (CCL) <1m
was seen swimming near the surface of the water. The behavior was recorded with a video using
an Android mobile phone, where the juvenile appeared to be feeding near the surface with a
Remora fish (family Echeneidae) attached to the upper part of the carapace (Supplementary
material file 1: Leatherback 1). The second observation occurred on 22 August at 11:46 h,
approximately 6 km from La Marinera beach and close to a submarine mountain called Whaoo
rock in the coast of Azuero peninsula (7.2324°N, 80.3575°W, Fig. 1). A close inspection of the
adult animal revealed that it had a wound on its head, which was presumably caused by a boat
strike, thus preventing the animal from swimming in a normal position (Supplementary material
file 2: Leatherback 2). These rare encounters occurred while a sport fishing tour operator crew
was fishing in open waters in the coast of Los Santos Province.

-80°40' -80°35' -80°30" -80°25"

7°20'

7°15'

7°10'

7°05'

Em 2022 Jan 27 18:48:37 | seaturtie.org Proj




— ARPHA Preprints Author-formatted, not peer-reviewed document posted on 03/02/2022 DOI: https://doi.org/10.3897/arphapreprints.e81573

61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94
95
96
97
98
99
100
101
102
103
104
105
106

Figure 1. Location of the juvenile (red start, left) and adult (red start, right) Leatherback off the
coast of Azuero Peninsula in southern Panama. Base map source Maptool program for analysis
and graphics a product of SEATURTLE.ORG (www.seaturtle.org).

At the ETP female Leatherbacks migrate from nesting beaches in Mexico, Nicaragua and
Costa Rica to feeding grounds in the southeastern Pacific (Pritchard 1994; Shillinger et al.; 2008
Rgues—Baron et al. 2019). However, satellite data shows that some females migrate from Costa
Rica nesting sites to the Pacific waters of Panama (Shillinger et al. 2008). There is a possibility
that the two animals reported here may relate to a distant population at the ETP, but they also
may belong to a local population, since small numbers of Leatherbacks are reported to nest in
Pacific Panama (Rgues—Baron et al. 2019), particularly long the west coast of Coiba National
Park which is located 120 km west from the Azuero peninsula. This area has also been
documented as a nesting site (Rodriguez and Ruiz 2011).

Although the first observed animal could not be measured directly, its relative size of CCL< 1
m, suggest it was a juvenile, since the smallest reproductive females in the ETP have a CCL of
1.05 m (Stewart et al. 2007). Observations of juvenile Leatherbacks throughout the Pacific
Ocean are rare and only few published reports exist from fishery records (Eckert 2002). The
scarce information about the natural history of early life stages indicates that once they hatch and
abandon the natal beach, juveniles go to open ocean areas where they change from a period of
passive drift behavior using the marine currents to an active swimming behavior looking for
warmer waters (Gaspar et al. 2012). It has been hypothesized that smaller juveniles prefer
warmer waters, perhaps due to a threshold of physiological capacity (Eckert 2002). The day the
juvenile was observed the sea surface temperature was 28.7 °C (NOAAView Data Exploration
Tool https://www.nnvl.noaa.gov/view/globaldata.html#SURF) offering some support for this
hypothesis.

The observation of adult Leatherbacks in the waters of the ETP is rare. In particular, the waters
off the coast of the Azuero peninsula are affected by two marine currents, the North Equatorial
Countercurrent (NECC) (Guzman and Breedy 2008) during rainy season (May to November)
and the Panama flow (Glynn and Mate 1997) during the dry season (December to April) which
bring rich-nutrient waters to the surface. These conditions may prove suitable for the different
life stages of offshore species like the Leatherback sea turtles.

Common reports of Leatherbacks sightings at sea inform of animals trapped in fishing gears or
nets (Frazier and Brito Montero 1990; Seminoff and Dutton 2007). In terms of commercial
fisheries in particular, longline fisheries are responsible for incidental capture of sea turtles
including Leatherbacks in the ETP (Frazier and Brito Montero 1990). In addition, considerable
rates of injuries caused by collisions with commercial and recreational vessels are threatening
marine fauna worldwide (Nowacek et al. 2004, Wilke et al. 2005, Calleson and Frohlich 2007),
including sea turtles (Hazel et al. 2007, Thomas et al. 2008; Casale et al. 2010). The area where
the injured adult Leatherback was observed is frequented by sport fishing, artisanal and
commercial fishing vessels, even from foreign countries (Arauz 2008; Castrejon and Bucaram
2020), which increases the probability of a boat strike.

To my knowledge this account is the only published report of a juvenile and an adult
Leatherback sea turtle in the open waters of the Pacific Panama. Although, single and isolated in
principle, these observations may indicate the current use and importance of these waters as
corridors for early and mature stages of Leatherbacks and reinforce previous field work
informing anecdotic events of females nesting in the Azuero Peninsula (Flores et al. 2021). In
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addition, these data contribute to the strategic goals of the Regional Action Plan to reverse the
decline of Leatherbacks in the Eastern Pacific specially increasing the knowledge about the
distribution of juvenile individuals
(https://docs.google.com/file/d/IWjIK4SGOgFFynByPuqGsgOvWIDBNSC7y/view?rm=minimal

).

Part of the area where the observations occurred was designated in 2010 as a special marine
and coastal management zone by the Ministry of Environment of Panama, to protect marine and
coastal resources and to maintain the biodiversity of its ecosystems. However, the
implementation of a proper management plan for this zone is pending, including a proper
regulation of commercial fisheries to minimize bycatch and reduce potential threats like boat
strikes on sea turtles. The sport fishing tour operator who made the observations at sea was part
of a citizen science sea turtle conservation project in the vicinity of the Azuero Peninsula. This
demonstrates the value of having a local network of trained personnel and highlights the
importance of continuing efforts to promote responsible activities to reduce bycatch and other
threats in these waters that are part of the habitat of the largest sea turtle in the world.
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