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A dead, mature male leatherback turtle was sighted
at Danger Point, Gansbaai on South Africa’s southwest coast. Leatherback turtle sightings are rare
along this coastline although the site lies between
two areas of known aggregation; a tropical breeding
area to the east and the highly productive Benguela
upwelling ecosystem foraging area to the west.
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Leatherback turtles Dermochelys coriacea have a
vast range, occurring from sub-polar to tropical
waters (Goff & Lien 1988; Paladino et al. 1990;
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Hayes et al. 2004; Block et al. 2011). Within this
range they are rare and consequently classified as
critically endangered (Spotila et al. 2000). The
species exhibits gigantothermy which allows them
to maintain elevated body temperatures in cold
waters and avoid overheating in warm waters
(Paladino et al. 1990; Wallace et al. 2005). It is
thought that this ability allows them to exploit
niches outside the range of other turtles which lack
similar thermoregulatory adaptations (Block et al.
1993; James et al. 2006). Within southern Africa,
leatherback turtles are most commonly found in
two areas; the rich feeding grounds of the
Benguela upwelling ecosystem on the west coast
(Lambardi et al. 2008; Elwen & Leeney 2011) and
the coastlines of Mozambique and KwaZuluNatal, South Africa, where nesting sites are well
documented (Hughes 1996; Hughes et al. 1998).
On the southwest Cape coastline, sightings are
infrequent and to date only hatchlings have been
recorded when currents bring them from the east
on the Agulhas Current (Two Oceans Aquarium,
unpubl. data).
The leatherback turtle was sighted on 15
December 2011 at 12:15 at the cliffs of Danger
Point 34°37.934’S; 19°17.995’E) (Fig. 1). At the
time of discovery, sea conditions were considered
rough with winds exceeding 30 knots from the
west and swell in excess of four metres; these

Fig. 1. Location of stranding at Danger Point, Western Cape, South Africa (34°37.934’S 19°37.934’E), (a) in relation
to the continent of Africa, (b) in relation to the Western Cape and Cape Town, and (c) in relation to the adjacent town of
Gansbaai and nearby Dyer Island. The turtle was found at the base of the cliffs of Danger Point near the low water
mark.
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Fig. 2. Basic photogammetry used for measuring length of the leatherback turtle (no tape measure was on site);
x = length of carapace to be determined in cm, p1 = pixel length of carapace (667.5), y = length of lower leg from patella
to ankle (42.5 cm), p2 = pixel of lower leg (228.5).

conditions had been consistent for the past
24 hours. The turtle was lying between rocks not
far from the spring tide low water mark. Photographs and video footage were taken and the carcass examined for obvious injuries before it was
inundated by the incoming tide. The specimen was
identified as a mature male leatherback turtle by its
size, the presence of keels rather than scutes on
the carapace and the presence of a proportionally
long tail (Spotila 2004; James et al. 2007). The
only obvious wound other than skin lesions, most
probably caused by the rocky coast, appeared in
the head with the skull opened near the pineal
gland window. Carapace length was estimated
using basic photogrammetry (Deakos 2010) as we
had a brief examination window and lacked a tape
measure. Photographs were taken of M.A.W.’s leg
at right angles, in the same plane as the turtle and
the same distance from the camera. The known
length of M.A.W.’s lower leg (Fig. 2) from patella to
ankle was applied to the picture using the measur®
ing tool in Photoshop . The carapace length was
then estimated using the measuring tool and the
equation; x = (y/p2)p1 (where x = length of carapace in cm, y = length of lower leg in cm, p1 =
length of carapace in pixels and p2 = length of leg
in pixels). This gave a size estimate of 124.15 cm

for the carapace (straight length). Avens et al.
(2009) found most leatherback turtles of this size
were mature, which is further supporting evidence
that this was a mature male leatherback. No
further observations could be made as the tide
reached the specimen within 5 min of examination
and the location did not allow for removal.
The migration patterns of male leatherback
turtles are difficult to quantify because after hatching the turtles spend the rest of their lives at sea
(Lombardi et al. 2008). It is possible that the turtle
came from the Agulhas current to the east of the
stranding following previously documented migration routes, which follow eddies of warm water
breaking from the Agulhas known as the ‘Agulhas
Rings’ (Fig. 3; Hughes et al. 1998; Sale et al. 2006;
Lombardi et al. 2008). ‘Agulhas leakage’, which is
caused by an increase in the flow of the Agulhas
current and results in higher coastal sea-surface
temperatures to the west of Cape Agulhas, has
increased in previous years (Biastoch et al. 2009).
Leatherback turtles have tolerance for cold water
(James et al. 2006) although it is thought that
changes in water currents and temperatures as
a result of global warming will increase the range
of the species (McMahon & Hayes 2006). Documenting sightings of rare and endangered animals
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Fig. 3. a, Regular flow of the Agulhas and Benguela currents along the southern coastline of Africa (Lambardi et al.
2008). b, Previously documented migration routes of leatherback turtles from KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) to southern
Namibia (Lambardi et al. 2008). c, Potential route taken by leatherback turtle from KZN to Benguela (or vice versa)
showing point of stranding and typical route of a Southern Ocean cold front approaching the Western Cape.

150

South African Journal of Wildlife Research Vol. 42, No. 2, October 2012

like leatherback turtles are valuable because they
can be indicators to global change and range
expansion that can inform conservation practice,
e.g. setting of protected areas (McMahon & Hayes
2006). Given that Agulhas leakage is expected
to continue to increase (Biastoch et al. 2009) the
potential to sight more leatherback turtles in the
area may increase and some form of protection
may be needed to ensure safe passage of this
endangered species in these high-use waters.
We thank Charles and Sebastian from Blue Note Productions for filming with us which facilitated this unique sighting. Thanks to staff at Danger Point Lighthouse who
allowed us to film on their land outside regular visiting
hours and to VW South Africa and Marine Dynamics for
their continued support and sponsorship.
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