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short communication

LUIS G. FONSECA1, STEPHANNY ARROYO-ARCE2*, IAN THOMSON2, WILBERT N. VILLACHICA1 
AND ROLDÁN A. VALVERDE3

New records of jaguar preda-
tion on sea turtles, Pacific 
coast, Costa Rica 
We report here new sites where jaguars Panthera onca prey upon sea turtles in 
Costa Rica. We conducted carcass counts (n = 228) along eight beaches located in 
Santa Rosa National Park NP, which makes part of Guanacaste Conservation Area, 
between June and August 2016. The olive ridley sea turtle Lepidochelys olivacea 
was the most common species predated by jaguars (50% carcasses), followed by 
the green sea turtle Chelonia mydas (30%) and the hawksbill sea turtle Eretmochelys 
imbricata (0.44%). The site with the most predation events (41%) was Nancite beach. 
Our results suggest that predation levels could be influenced by both prey availabi-
lity (e.g. sea turtles) and jaguar distribution on each beach. This information will not 
only improve our knowledge regarding the distribution of jaguar predation across 
the country, but also increase our understanding about this predator-prey interaction.

In recent years, jaguar predation on sea 
turtles has drawn attention in Santa Rosa 
NP (Fig. 1). Although the park has an exten�
sive coastline composed of several nesting 
�eaches, this predator�prey interaction has 
only �een documented at Naranjo and Nan�
cite �eaches, where predation occurs upon 
the green sea turtle and the olive ridley 
sea turtle (Carrillo et al. 1994, Alfaro et al. 
2016, Esco�ar�Lasso et al. 2016a, �, c, d, 
Herrera 2016). Additionally, Herrera et al. 
(2016) documented a single predation event 
on a hawks�ill sea turtle at Potrero Grande 
�each. In this study, we aimed to assess 
jaguar predation on sea turtles �y expand�
ing the current monitoring efforts to other 
nesting �eaches along Santa Rosa NP. 
Santa Rosa NP is located on the north�wes�
tern Pacific coast of Costa Rica (10°48’ N / 
85°39’ W). Four species of sea turtles nest 
along the park’s 110 km stretch of coastline. 

It is considered one of the most important 
rookeries for the vulnera�le olive ridley sea 
turtle in the Eastern Tropical Pacific (Cornel�
ius & Ro�inson 1982), as mass nesting (also 
known as arri�adas) occurs at Nancite �each 
(Fonseca et al. 2009). It also hosts a nesting 
population of the endangered green sea tur�
tle, the vulnera�le leather�ack sea turtle Der-
mochelys coriacea and the Critically Endan�
gered hawks�ill sea turtle (Cornelius 1986, 
Fonseca et al. 2009, Herrera et al. 2016). 
These nesting sites are located on �eaches 
where human activity is regulated and large�
ly limited �y difficult access, thus maintain�
ing a preserved ecosystem characterised 
�y rocky mountain systems, mangroves, la�
goons as well as patches of dry deciduous 
and semi�deciduous dry forest (Alfaro et al. 
2016, Esco�ar�Lasso et al. 2016d).
During 2016 data was collected from eight 
sites located along the coastal ha�itat of 

Santa Rosa NP (Fig. 2); Nancite �each was 
surveyed �etween 20 to 24 June 2016, while 
the remaining �eaches were surveyed from 
13 to 14 August 2016. Due to the remoteness 
and inaccessi�ility �y land of several of the 
�eaches, a small fishing �oat was required 
for access. For each location, a field team 
of two to five researches surveyed �y foot 
the entire length of each �each, covering 
the width of the �each from the high tide 
line to deep into the vegetation to maximise 
detection of all sea turtle carcasses, includ�
ing those dragged into the forest. When a 
carcass was discovered, it was examined 
for evidence of jaguar predation (e.g. �ite 
marks, drag marks, jaguar tracks). If it was 
determined to �e the result of jaguar preda�
tion, the sea turtle species and geographic 
location was recorded. 
A total of 228 sea turtle carcasses were re�
corded as predated �y jaguars, of which 113 
corresponded to the olive ridley sea turtle, 68 
to the green sea turtle and one to the hawks�
�ill sea turtle; the remaining 46 carcasses 
were not classified to the species level due 
to their advanced level of decomposition 
(Supporting Online Material SOM Ta�le T1). 
It is important to highlight that, since the age 
of the carcasses was not estimated, it was 
not possi�le to determine when the predation 
event occurred. Therefore, our data corre�
spond to predation events that occurred over 
different nesting seasons.
Nancite �each was the site with the most 
predation events (41% carcasses), followed 
�y Colorada �each (32%). The difference 
in predation levels could �e linked to the 
num�er of sea turtles nesting on each �each 
(e.g. predation would �e greater on �eaches 
with a higher nesting population). However, 
our results cannot confirm this theory since 
nesting levels are only known for Nancite 

Fig. 1. Male jaguar predating on a olive ridley sea turtle, Santa Rosa NP, Guanacaste Conservation Area, Costa Rica (Photos L. G. Fonseca).
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jaguar predation on sea turtles in Costa Rica

�each. Jaguar presence could �e another 
factor associated to predation levels. In this 
regard, it is expected that those �eaches 
with a higher jaguar density would also have 
the highest levels of predation. Differences 
in the availa�ility of prey species among 
the �eaches could also help to explain the 
differences in predation levels reported in 
this study. As descri�ed �y other authors 
(e.g. Arroyo�Arce & Salom�Pérez 2015), it 
is expected that jaguars select sea turtles 
when the availa�ility of their main prey spe�
cies is scarce. However, jaguars could also 
opportunistically predate upon sea turtles 
as the energy cost and risk of injury asso�
ciated with the predation are lower than 
compared to other species (Esco�ar�Lasso 
et al. 2016�). 
Although jaguar predation was already do�
cumented in Santa Rosa NP, our study high�
lights the existence of other �eaches where 
it was unknown that jaguars preyed upon 
sea turtles. Future research should not only 
expand the monitoring efforts to the remai�
ning nesting sites located in the area, �ut 
also evaluate the impact of jaguar predation 
on the local sea turtle nesting populations. It 
would also �e important to evaluate the ha�
�itat features (e.g. prey availa�ility, nesting 
season, human presence, geography) that 
may �e influencing current distri�ution of 
jaguar predation in Santa Rosa NP. Further 
understanding of these issues will �e re�
quired for an effective management of the 
area and conservation of these predator and 
prey species. 
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SOM T1. Records of jaguar predation on sea turtles nesting in Santa Rosa National Park, Guanacaste 
Conservation Area, Costa Rica. Total numbers of documented sea turtle carcasses are displayed. 

Site 
Lepidochelys 

olivacea 
Chelonia 
mydas 

Eretmochelys 
imbricata 

Not 
identified 

Total 

Nancite beach 93 0 0 0 93 

Colorada beach 3 51 0 18 72 

Potrero beach 11 2 0 10 23 

Pelada beach 1 12 0 7 20 

Beach C 4 0 0 7 11 

Blanca beach 0 2 0 3 5 

Beach A 0 0 1 1 2 

Beach B 1 1 0 0 2 

Total 113 68 1 46 228 

 


