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Several factors determine the distribution of areas in which jaguars feed on sea turtles. Different studies have
evaluated the relationship of feeding sites with the distribution of human activity on the beach, distribution of
nesting female turtles, interactions and territorial behaviors among jaguars and scavenger's presence. However,
no study has evaluated the relationship of jaguar feeding areas with vegetation cover. We calculate de density of
sea turtle's carcasses in plots demarked in Nancite beach at Santa Rosa National Park, Costa Rica. The average of
carcasses density was 33.79/ha (CI 95% = 19.12-48.46) and the average percentage of vegetation cover was
55.62% (CI 95% = 41.84-69.41). We found a positive relationship between density of carcasses and percentage
of vegetation cover. The variation in the density of carcasses was explained in a 21.4% by the vegetation cover.
The vegetation cover contributes to the complex nature of food webs, and describing the relationships of this
with food webs can provide relevant information for the design of future studies, wildlife management and
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The jaguar (Panthera onca) is considered an opportunistic predator
that can subsist with a wide variety of prey, but prefer medium and
large size ones (Lopez-Gonzalez and Miller, 2002). Sea turtles are part
of the jaguar's diet where it predates on five species: green (Chelonia
mydas), olive ridley (Lepidochelys olivacea), hawksbill (Eretmochelys
imbricata), loggerhead (Caretta caretta), and leatherback (Dermochelys
coriacea) turtles (Arroyo-Arce et al., 2017; Autar, 1994; Carrillo et al.,
1994; Fretey, 1977). In Santa Rosa National Park (SRNP) in northwest-
ern Costa Rica, the jaguar preys on green sea turtle and olive ridley sea
turtle (Carrillo et al., 1994), these species are an important food source
for the jaguar because they are easy to hunt and they have a high bio-
mass (Alfaro et al., 2016). Additionally, in Nancite beach in the SRNP,
thousands of olive ridleys sea turtles nest massively during “arribadas”
on some months but also lonely throughout the year (Cornelius,
1986), being an abundant food source for jaguars.

Factors such as distribution of human activity, distribution of nesting
female turtles, interactions and territorial behaviors among jaguars,
scavengers presence in, determine the feeding areas of jaguars on sea
turtles (Alfaro et al., 2016; Arroyo-Arce and Salom-Pérez, 2015;
Escobar-Lasso et al., 2017, 2016b; Verissimo et al., 2012). Escobar-
Lasso et al. (2017) described that on the Nancite beach, on SRNP,
human activity and the distribution of nesting turtles influence syner-
gistically to determine two feeding hotspots at the north and south
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extremes of the beach. Also, after killing sea turtles, jaguars dragged
the carcasses into dense vegetation near to the beach to hide them
from scavengers (Guilder et al., 2015). At Nancite, there was reported
12 species scavenging on sea turtle carcasses, including several jaguars
(Escobar-Lasso et al., 2016b, 2016a). Vultures took more days to find
turtle carcasses when the jaguars dragged them more distance and jag-
uars fed on sea turtles carcasses for more days when vultures took more
days to find turtle carcasses (Escobar-Lasso et al., 2016b).

Another factor that could influence the feeding areas of jaguars on
sea turtles is the vegetation cover. Escobar-Lasso et al. (2017) raised
the possible relationship between drag distance and vegetal cover,
where a less dense cover demands a greater distance to hide the car-
casses. We evaluated the relationship between the density of marine
turtle carcasses predated by jaguars and the vegetation cover at Nancite
beach, SRNP. Specifically, we investigated whether the density of car-
casses of sea turtle preyed by jaguars varies according to the canopy
cover.

We marked 18 plots on Nancite beach, SRNP on 17 August 2018
(Fig. 1) to estimate density of turtle carcasses. Twelve plots had an
area of 0.04 ha, 3 had 0.024 ha and 3 had 0.02 ha for a total of
0.612 ha. The size of the plots varied to adjust them to the strip of veg-
etation that exists between the beach and the edge of the mangrove for-
est. In each plot we counted the carcasses to estimate the density of
turtles predated (number of carcasses/ha), assuming that all were
predated by jaguars (Fig. 2). In each plot we took 2 pictures of the can-
opy to calculate the average percentage of vegetation cover. The
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Fig. 1. Nancite beach, Santa Rosa National Park, northwestern Costa Rica.

photographs were analyzed with Image] software (Schneider et al.,
2012). We performed a linear regression between the response variable
(carcass density) and the explanatory variable (percentage of vegeta-
tion cover).

Fig. 2. Olive ridley sea turtle carcasses preyed by jaguar.

We found a total of 18 carcasses, all belonging to olive ridley sea tur-
tles. The average of density carcasses for the study area was 33.79 car-
casses/ha (CI 95% = 19.12-48.46). The average percentage of
vegetation cover in the plots was 55.62% (CI 95% = 41.84-69.41). We
found a positive relationship between density of carcasses and percent-
age of vegetation cover, the density increased significantly on 0.53 car-
casses/ha per each percent of vegetation cover (Z = 0.53, df = 16, P <
0.05) (Fig. 3). The variation in the density of carcasses was explained
in a 21.4% (R2) by the vegetation cover.

Our results show how vegetation cover is an important factor that
influences the distribution of jaguar feeding areas. According to
Guilder et al. (2015), the jaguars drag the carcasses into dense vegeta-
tion to hide them from the scavengers. Our results support this fact
showing a positive relationship between the density of carcasses and
the percentage of vegetation cover: jaguars dragged more turtles to-
wards denser vegetation. Vegetation at Nancite possibly is denser at
higher distances from the beach. This could explain in a more direct
way the fact that vultures took more days to find carcasses when jaguars
dragged them a greater distance, and when jaguars fed on sea turtles
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Fig. 3. Density of carcasses and vegetation cover relationship. Nancite beach, Santa Rosa
National Park, Costa Rica.
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carcasses for more days when vultures took more days to find it as re-
ported by Escobar-Lasso et al. (2016b).

The vegetation cover contributes to the complex nature of food
webs. The jaguar has a very high ecological value as a top predator,
flag, umbrella and keystone species, and also provide carcasses to scav-
engers (Escobar-Lasso et al., 2016b). However, vegetation also plays a
very important role in the food web influencing the distribution of jag-
uar feeding areas and regulating scavenging. Describing the relation-
ships between vegetation and food webs can provide relevant
information for the design of future studies, wildlife management and
conservation.
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