
Photo-ID provides new insights into barnacle
longevity, growth rates, and directional translocation

on sea turtles
Kostas Papafitsoros1, Nathan Robinson2, Gail Schofield3, John Zardus4

1 Weierstrass Institute Berlin, Germany, 2 Cape Eleuthera Institute, Bahamas, 3 Queen Mary University, London, UK, 4 The Citadel, South Carolina, USA

BACKGROUND: The epibiotic barnacle Chelonibia testudinaria is commonly found asso-

ciated with sea turtles. Individual turtles vary in their barnacle loads, possibly as a function of

cleaning frequency or immune status (i.e., health) of the host. High barnacle loads may neg-

atively influence hydrodynamics for turtles; yet, despite their ecological importance, knowledge

concerning the biology and life-history of these hitchhiking commensals remains limited. We have

begun to fill this knowledge gap through a long-term photo-ID project for loggerhead sea turtles,

Caretta caretta, on Zakynthos Island, Greece. Inspection of repeat photographs of the same

turtle over timeframes ranging from months to years has yielded new insights for C. testudinaria

on its longevity, growth rate, and directional translocation on the host.
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Methods

From a database of over 500 individuals, we selected the records of

8 individuals (repeat photographs-clearly visible barnacles).

After inspecting these photographs it was clear that it is possible

to monitor individual barnacles over time.

We assumed that barnacles observed in the same location on the

same turtle were the same individuals over time, because:

The position and orientation were similar

the increment in growth fitted the observed barnacle

Longevity

We identified 15 unique barnacles lasting more than 1 year

on 6 different turtle individuals.
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In one individual we identified two barnacles lasting for ∼4 years!
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Directional Translocation

We recorded 9 barnacles on 4 different turtles that translocated

on their hosts, the first documentation on loggerheads, see also [1].
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Growth Rates

We estimated a relative mean growth rate of 2 shell lengths/2 weeks,

(n = 8 barnacles on 1 turtle), results comparable to [2].
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