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PELAGIC HABITAT USE IN ATLANTIC BLUEFIN TUNA (THUNNUS THYNNUS) 
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Abstract: 
To examine pelagic habitat use in Atlantic bluefin tuna, we used data records (1 or 2 min resolution) from 15 archival 
tags and one pop-up archival tag. Daily vertical profiles were manually classified into three dive types: 1) U-shaped 
profiles associated with foraging; 2) non U-shaped profiles with frequent V-shaped dives that are associated with 
transiting or searching for prey; and 3) profiles restricted to surface waters by either bathymetry or thermal constraints 
(cold waters). These profiles are associated with coastal habitats or higher latitudes. Fixed kernel home range utilization 
distributions were calculated for each of the dive-type classes. Key foraging habitats were identified in the 
northwestern Atlantic (the Gulf of Maine, Grand Banks and Flemish Cap), the northeastern Atlantic and off Florida and 
the Bahamas. Further analysis examined the relationship between diving behavior (e.g. mean daytime depth, 
temperature, surface returns) and the physical oceanography (e.g. water temperatures, oxygen concentrations, mixed 
layer depth) of each region. 
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Abstract: 

While the seasonal movements of leatherback turtles in the North Atlantic and Pacific Ocean have become 
increasing described, there remains a paucity of information on the spatial ecology of leatherback turtles in the South 
Atlantic, a basin that hosts the worlds largest nesting aggregation of this species. Given this lack of knowledge and the 
continued concern towards deleterious fisheries interactions we used satellite telemetry techniques to track the 
movements of post-nesting leatherback turtles. 

We present movement data from 15 leatherback turtles departing from Gabon in Equatorial West Africa over 3 
nesting seasons. Post-nesting movements were recorded using position-only (Kiwisat 101s n = 3, Kiwisats 202s n = 5; 
Sirtrack, NZ) and dive logging satellite transmitters (Satellite Relayed Data Loggers n = 7; Sea Mammal Research 
Unit, UK), which were attached using either harnesses (n = 8) or direct carapace attachment (n = 7). We report 
important transmitter performance, movement and dive related metrics for these ‘attachment’ categories that will 
facilitate wider discussion on the positive and negative impacts of these techniques. 

Leatherback turtles dispersed widely into Equatorial waters of the South Atlantic, initially displaying consistency 
in the direction of departure from two locations along the Gabon coast, forming an apparent ‘migration corridor’. 
Patterns of movement were profoundly affected by the seasonal seascape of the South Atlantic; showing strong 
responses to surface thermal and primary productivity/Chl-a fronts. 

Our data suggest leatherback turtles may predominantly remain in Equatorial waters year-round; a pattern that 
contrasts to that of the North Atlantic population which, for the majority, undertake seasonal shuttling movements 
between mid- and low-latitude waters. 
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