
Shark predation record on a Green
Turtle, Chelonia mydas (LiNNAeuS,

1758), in South African waters

On January 3, 2017, whilst conducting
a night time beach survey for nesting
Leatherback Turtles, Dermochelys coriacea
(VANdeLLi, 1761), and Loggerhead Turtles,
Caretta caretta (LiNNAeuS, 1758), along the
northern KwaZulu-Natal coastline (South
Africa), a dead Green Turtle Chelonia my -
das (LiNNAeuS, 1758), was found just above
the high tide mark (27°57’28.1” S, 32°35’
20.8” e; Fig. 1).  immediately upon inspec-
tion it was obvious from an extensive
wound on the left flank that the specimen
had been bitten and severely injured by a
shark (Fig. 2A).  The most prominent bite
wound measured 270 mm across in a
straight line and involved the excision of
considerable tissue from the specimen.  The
carcass was still very fresh, as the internal
organs were all visible and in a good condi-
tion (i.e., there was little to no evidence of
secondary scavenging), suggesting the pre -
datory interaction occurred in the immediate

vicinity.  The turtle was female, with a cara-
pace length (measured along the curve) of
700 mm and width of 670 mm across at its
widest point.  The plastron was 540 mm long
and 580 mm across.  These measurements
indicate that the specimen was a young sexu-
ally mature turtle.  Green Turtles are known
to reach sexual maturity at a carapace length
of 650 mm to 830 mm (BRANCH 2008).
There was no evidence of eggs in the ovaries.

Other than the obvious bite wound on
the left rear quarter of the animal, the left
rear flipper also had some puncture marks
and a laceration.  The entire carapace was
covered in scratches, as was the plastron.
Some of these scratches may have been
caused by the carcass being washed up over
rocks; however, based on systematic spac-
ing patterns of puncture wounds occurring
in curved arcs, some were definitely the
result of smaller sharks trying to scavenge
on the remains (Fig. 2B).  Pink Ghost Crabs
Ocypode ryderi KiNGSLAy, 1880, were en -
countered scavenging on the carcass during
the next few days of supplemental observa-
tion as nesting surveys in the area contin-
ued.
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Fig. 1:  Map indicating the location along the northern KwaZulu-Natal coastline (South Africa), where the dead
Chelonia mydas (LiNNAeuS, 1758), depicted in Figs. 2A and 2B, was found.  

The closest known nesting site is on europa island, situated in the Mozambique Channel.

All_Short_Notes:SHORT_NOTE.qxd  02.09.2018  11:57  Seite 31



114              SHORT NOTe      HeRPeTOZOA 31 (1/2) Wien, 30. August 2018      SHORT NOTe            

Fig. 2:  The female Chelonia mydas (LiNNAeuS, 1758), obviously died from an extensive wound 
on the left flank most probably caused by a Tiger Shark.  A – dorsolateral view. B – ventral view.  
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B
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Chelonia mydas is one of five marine
turtle species occurring in the oceans sur-
rounding South Africa (HuGHeS 1989;
BRANCH 2008; BATeS et al. 2014).  it is cur-
rently listed as Near Threatened in South
Africa (BATeS et al. 2014) and is not docu-
mented to breed along its coastline.  The
closest, main nesting site being europa
island, situated in the Mozambique Channel
(HuGHeS 1989; BRANCH 2008) (Fig. 1).
Along the KwaZulu-Natal coast, however,
this species is often observed by divers,
grazing in nearshore waters.  After its first
year of life, the Green Turtle becomes a 
herbivore, feeding predominantly on grass-
es and algae in the littoral zone (HuGHeS
1989), which seldom exceeds 10 meters in
depth.

in South African waters, four species
of shark occur that have been recorded to
predate on marine turtles.  These being the
Great White Shark Carcharodon carcha rias
(LiNNAeuS, 1758) (d’AuBRey 1964; WAL -
LeTT 1983), the Oceanic Whitetip Shark
Carcharhinus longimanus (POey, 1861) (COM -
PAGNO et al. 1989), the Bull Shark Carcha -
rhinus leucas (MüLLeR & HeNLe, 1839)
(COMPAGNO et al. 1989) and the Tiger Shark
Galeocerdo cuvier (PéRON & LeSueuR, 1822)
(WALLeTT 1983; COMPAGNO et al. 1989;
CLiFF & WiLSON 1994; RAdA et al. 2015). 

Judging from gross forensic attributes
of the bite wound on the carapace of the
Chelonia mydas carcass, it is most probable
that the species responsible for the attack
was Galeocerdo cuvier, which has cocks -
comb-shaped teeth that are strongly serrated
and anatomically arranged to facilitate
effective cutting through tough materials
(WiTZeLL 1987; MOTTA 2004).  This tooth
and jaw morphology is well documented to
allow Tiger Sharks to bite out large chunks
of a turtle’s carapace during predation
events (HeiTHAuS et al. 2002).  The capaci-
ty of Carcharhinus leucas to inflict such a
wound is limited, taking their tooth mor-
phology and body size into consideration.
using the method described and proposed
by LOWRy et al. (2009), it is estimated that
the G. cuvier responsible for the predation
attempt was between 2.30 m and 2.36 m in
total length, and potentially larger if less
than the full extent of the jaw was brought
to bear on the carapace while biting.  This

estimate is in line with the prediction of pre -
dator size, for turtle-feeding Tiger Sharks
(LOWRy et al. 2009). This shark species
selectively preys on large cheloniids facili-
tated by a unique masticating mechanism
and feeding behavior and even can special-
ize in such a diet since predator and prey
share the same inshore habitat (WiTZeLL
1987).

it is highly unlikely that either Car -
charodon carcharias or Charcharhinus
longimanus was responsible for this attack,
given the freshness of the carcass, as the for-
mer is a species favoring the cooler waters
of the country and the latter is a species gen-
erally not found close inshore (COMPAGNO et
al. 1989).

The KwaZulu Natal coastline is par-
tially protected by shark nets to prevent
shark encounters with humans.  Thirty-
seven areas along the province’s coast are
protected in this manner, and nets are main-
tained by the Natal Sharks Board (CLiFF &
WiLSON 1994). The closest nets to the site
where the C. mydas carcass was discovered,
however, are more than 100 kilometers
away, making this an unprotected beach.
during past marine turtle nesting surveys
along the same stretch of beach, the author
encountered many other turtles exhibiting
evidence of previous encounters with
sharks, such as having flippers missing or
pieces removed from the carapace, but
never encountered a dead specimen of any
cheloniid species.  This occurrence of a
washed up specimen of C. mydas on a beach
known to be utilized by other marine turtle
species for oviposition could indicate that
some specimens of this species do in fact
nest in Southern Africa on rare occasions. 
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Cephalic respiratory hamartoma 
in Podarcis carbonelli PeReZ

MeLLAdO, 1981: A case report 

A hamartoma is a rare benign, focal
malformation reported in mammals (includ-
ing humans) and other vertebrates.  it can
develop in all parts of the body and is clas-
sically defined as an aggregation of cells or
tissues, which are normal for the given ana -
tomical site but abnormal in amount, ratio
or distribution (WiLLiS 1968).  different
from malignant tumors, hamartomas grow
at the same rate as the surrounding tissues.
Most cases are asymptomatic and remain
undetected but others may be evident exter-
nally and even physically interfere with the

functions of the organ they develop in.  in
mammals, the most common hamartomas
occur in the respiratory tract, mainly lungs
and nasal cavity (TeRRieS et al. 1993).  They
usually arise from connective tissue and are
formed of cartilage, fat and connective tis-
sue cells, although they may include many
other cell types.  in contrast, reports of
hamartomas in non-mammalian vertebrates
are extremely rare (i.e., birds, STeiNBeRG
2006), but this likely results from lack of
research rather than real absence.  Below
the authors report a case of hamartoma in a
reptile.

during systematic herpetologcal sam-
pling conducted near Torreira, a coastal lo -
cality in northwestern Portugal (40.763696°
N, 8.710090° e), a specimen of Podarcis
carbonelli PeReZ MeLLAdO, 1981, a lacertid
species endemic to the western iberian
Peninsula (Sá-SOuSA et al. 2009), was col-
lected from an area of sand dunes on 18
February, 2002.  The specimen, an adult
male, measured 48.78 mm snout-vent length
(SVL) and weighed 2.85 g.  According to
these measurements and to the phenology of
the species in the area (CARReTeRO et al.
2006) this lizard appeared sexually mature
and ready to participate in the breeding sea-
son with at least 18 months of age. 

The individual presented an unusual
external protuberance on the prefrontal area
of the pileus (Fig. 1), whose nature recom-
mended further histological analysis.  Be -
sides this teratology described below, the
specimen was otherwise normal in terms of
shape and coloration while the gonads and
other internal organs were well developed
(CARReTeRO et al. 2006).  No other lizards
with abnormalities were recorded in this
population despite more than 300 individu-
als collected in this locality between 2001
and 2005.

The specimen was taken to the lab and
euthanized by intraperitoneal injection of
0.7 % MS222 (tricaine methanesulfonate)
followed by another injection of 50 %
MS222 as already described (CONROy et al.
2009).  An excisional biopsy of the nasal
area was immersed in 10 % neutral buffered
formalin and sent to the Veterinary Anato -
mical Pathology unit, echevarne Labora to -
ries (Barcelona), where samples of the mass
were embedded in paraffin, sectioned at 
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