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RECORDS OF THE YELLOW-BELLIED SEA 
SNAKE, PELAMIS PLATURUS, FROM THE 
GALAPAGOS ISLANDS.-Based on the field 
notes ofJ. R. Slevin, Van Denburgh (1912) pro- 
vided the first account of the yellow-bellied sea 
snake, Pelamis platurus, from Galaipagos waters. 
This account resulted from a single snake sight- 
ed at sea between the islands of Santa Maria and 

Espaniola. Unfortunately Slevin was unable to 
capture the snake. Subsequently several authors 
(Krefft, 1953; Halstead, 1970; Dunson and Eh- 
lert, 1971; Kropach, 1975; Pickwell and Culot- 
ta, 1980) included the Galapagos within the 
range of Pelamis, but no additional specimens 
have been reported. Dunson and Ehlert (1971) 
found no evidence of Pelamis during a persistent 
search in the Galapagos area for eight weeks in 
1968 and 1969. They suggested that the Pelamis 
occurring in the vicinity of Galaipagos were not 
residents, but rather individuals passively waft- 
ed from their breeding range on ocean cur- 
rents. 

Between 1970 and 1980, eight specimens of 
Pelamis (Table 1) were collected in the Galai- 
pagos region, representing the only known 
voucher specimens from Galdipagos. Seven are 

deposited in the vertebrate collection of the 
Charles Darwin Research Station (CDRS), San- 
ta Cruz, Galaipagos, and one is housed in the 
Museum of the San Diego Society of Natural 
History (SDSNH), San Diego, California. Duffy 
(1982) first mentioned the existence of Pelamis 
in the Darwin Station collection and provided 
locality information for six specimens, but gave 
no description of these animals. 

By comparing the combined snout-vent 
lengths and tail lengths for individuals in Table 
1 with the size class designations of Kropach 
(1975), three results are apparent: 1) no first 
yearjuveniles are present in the sample; 2) spec- 
imens CDRS 359 and 362 fall into the ambig- 
uous intermediate age class; and 3) the remain- 

ing six are adults. The single female, CDRS 558, 
was dissected and found to be non-gravid. Val- 
ues for mid-body scale rows and ventrals (Table 
1) are within the normal range of variation for 
Pelamis (Pickwell and Culotta, 1980). The color 
pattern is highly variable between individual 

specimens in this series. However, CDRS 362 
and 363 are distinctly bicolored with no ten- 

dency toward a brownish suffusion along the 
ventral surface, while the remainder are of the 
tricolor variety described by Pickwell (1972), 
having dark pigmentation along the venter 

varying from light tan to dark brown. 
The eight specimens in this series were col- 

lected in seven different months (Table 1), and 
there is no obvious relation between collection 
dates and seasonal sea surface temperatures or 
current patterns. Five specimens were collected 
alive; three (CDRS 359, 363, 558) were strand- 
ed on beaches, and CDRS 361 was captured 
while it was swimming in shallow water along 
the coast. Interestingly, the other live specimen 
(CDRS 362) was brought aboard the former 
Darwin Station research vessel, Beagle III, by 
a lava gull (Larus fuliginosus). The gull landed 
on the boat's railing with the snake in its beak, 
and then dropped it onto the deck after being 
approached by the captain (B. Schreyer pers. 
comm.). Lava gulls feed mainly by scavenging 
along the tideline (Harris, 1974), therefore, it 
appears likely that the gull captured this spec- 
imen while it was stranded on the beach, ap- 
proximately 300 m from where the boat was 
anchored. CDRS 359 had a 1 x 1 cm open 
wound on the dorsal surface at mid-body when 
captured; however, no information was sup- 
plied with this specimen indicating how this 
wound may have occurred. The two other CDRS 
specimens were dead when collected; one (CDRS 
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TABLE 1. PERTINENT DATA FROM YELLOW-BELLIED SEA SNAKES, Pelamis platurus, COLLECTED IN THE GA- 

LAPAGOS, 1970-1980. 

Mid-body 
Snout-vent Tail length scale Ventral 

Specimen no. Date Locality Sex length (mm) (mm) rows scales 

CDRS 359 14 Nov 1971 Academy Bay, M 415 53 51 312 
Santa Cruz I. 

CDRS 360 10 Feb 1975 South Channel, M 630 50 63 373 
Santa Cruz I. 

CDRS 361 27 Mar 1976 Academy Bay, M 499 68 51 294 
Santa Cruz I. 

CDRS 362 17 Mar 1973 James Bay, San M 315 41 59 279 
Salvador I. 

CDRS 363 10 Aug 1970 Academy Bay, M 550 69 53 279 
Santa Cruz I. 

CDRS 557 20 Apr 1980 Genovesa I. ND* 580 51 51 ND 
CDRS 558 8 May 1980 South Plaza I. F 689 76 53 339 
SDSNH 63126 Jun 1977 Caamafio I. ND 407** 78 ND ND 

(approx.) 
* Not determined. 

** Total length of the three body sections equaled approximately 485 mm. The length of the tail suggests the snout-vent length should be 
greater than indicated, so additional mid-body portions may have been lost. For details see text. 

360) was washed up on a rocky shoreline and 
the other (CDRS 557) was found mummified, 
but intact, 400 m inland. An additional mum- 
mified Pelamis was reported to one of us (GVP) 
by the late herpetologist, Timothy W. Brown, 
who noted the specimen beneath a bush about 
50 m from shore on Seymour Island on 14June 
1977. The specimen was not collected. 

The SDSNH specimen (Table 1) is possibly 
unique in that it was reported by its collector, 
Krisztina Trillmich, to have been picked up in 
an area where an immature sea lion (Zalophus 
californianus wollebaeki, estimated age 1-2 years) 
was observed to vomit an ophichthyid (?) eel. 
The snake, however, was not observed directly 
in the vomitus and was not actually seen being 
regurgitated. The sea lion appeared in normal 
condition and it cannot be stated with certainty 
that it had ingested the snake. 

The specimen is in three sections with head 
and tail intact, but all internal organs missing 
or no longer recognizable and the skin suffi- 
ciently disfigured so that accurate scale counts 
are not possible. Nevertheless, general body di- 
mensions indicate an adult snake. Thus, this 
cannot unequivocally be said to constitute a le- 
gitimate record of predation as was the case 
recently in Australia where a leopard seal (Hy- 
drunga leptonyx) was reported to have regurgi- 
tated a partly digested Pelamis (Heatwole and 
Finnie, 1980). It is of interest that Krisztina 

Trillmich recalled seeing one or two additional 
dried Pelamis at sea lion resting sites on Caa- 

mafio Island. These were not collected. 
CDRS 361 had a cluster of six recently settled 

barnacle cypris larvae attached to the anal scales. 
These were removed and identified as Lepas sp. 
Lepas is one of the relatively few genera of stalked 
barnacles known to be associated with Pelamis 
(Zann et al., 1975). 

The results of interviews with a number of 
long term Galaipagos residents, including boat 
captains and fishermen, indicated that Pelamis 
is never captured in local fishermen's nets, and 
only one person interviewed recalled seeing sea 
snakes at sea, on two separate occasions between 
1973 and 1976. Both times, single individuals 
were seen floating on ocean currents in the vi- 
cinity of Bahia Sardinas on the north coast of 
San Crist6bal (B. Schreyer pers. comm.). 

Based on the few specimens presently avail- 
able, the lack of first year juveniles in this series, 
and the results of these interviews, it appears 
that the occurrence of Pelamis in the Galapagos 
area is most likely the result of passive wafting 
from breeding areas as suggested by Dunson 
and Ehlert (1971). 

The logical sources for Pelamis in the Gala- 
pagos are the Gulf of Guayaquil, Ecuador, and 
the Gulf of Panama where they are known to 
breed (Dunson and Ehlert, 1971; Kropach, 
1975). Ocean currents originating in the Gulf 
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of Panama move south to the west coast of Ec- 
uador, then westward with the South Equatorial 
Current, passing directly through the Galipa- 
gos Archipelago (Schaeffer, 1962; Wyrtki, 1965, 
1966). The South Equatorial Current is strong- 
est from July to November, but is supported in 
all seasons by prevailing easterly winds (Wyrtki, 
1965; Thornton, 1971). 

An alternative, though perhaps less likely, 
means by which Pelamis might reach the Galai- 
pagos is the South Equatorial Countercurrent 
first described by Reid (1959). This eastward 
flowing current evidently advances along 50S 
latitude to 120?W longitude and moves further 
south to the east of this location (Reid, 1959; 
Tsuchiya, 1968). Wyrtki (1965, 1966) disputed 
the existence of a discrete South Equatorial 
Countercurrent except perhaps during periods 
leading to El Nifio conditions in the eastern 
Pacific (Wyrtki et al., 1976), believing instead 
that portions of water flowing eastward with the 
main (North) Equatorial Countercurrent turn 
south and join the westward flowing South 
Equatorial Current. In either case, these warm 
eastward flowing surface waters could occasion- 

ally carry individuals of Pelamis to the Galipa- 
gos from a source to the west. However, we 
know of no reported locations in the central or 
western Pacific with population densities ap- 
proaching those seen in Panama or elsewhere 

along the tropical Pacific coast of the Americas 
that could function as a source of Pelamis. Thus, 
while stray specimens of Pelamis may arrive in 
the Galapagos from multiple sources, present 
information suggests the most likely source is 
in the tropical eastern Pacific. 

Studies of the thermal ecology of Pelamis in- 
dicated that a major factor limiting the range 
of this sea snake may be cold surface waters. 
Dunson and Ehlert (1971) concluded that the 
20 C isotherm described the breeding range of 
Pelamis, while Graham et al. (1971) determined 
that the 18 C isotherm was the limiting factor 
in distribution. Recently, a dying adult Pelamis 
was reported from a beach in southern Califor- 
nia where water temperature had dropped to 
16 C (Pickwell et al., 1983). 

Sea surface temperatures for Academy Bay, 
Santa Cruz Island, between 1971 and 1981 
showed an annual range of about 7 C, with low- 
est values (20-21 C) occurring during Aug.- 
Nov., and highest values (26-27 C) in Feb.- 
April (from data on file at CDRS). Thus, surface 
water temperatures in the Galipagos lie within 
the 20 C isotherm. Body temperatures of Pe- 

lamis caught in surface waters along the Pacific 
coast of Mexico and Central America ranged 
from 26.9-31.0 C (Dunson and Ehlert, 1971), 
and in the Gulf of Panama from 28-29 C (Hecht 
et al., 1974). The latter authors determined from 
their studies of captive Pelamis from the Gulf 
of Panama that the snakes usually reduce feed- 
ing at 26 C and effectively cease to feed at 23 
C. Therefore, except for the period from Feb- 
ruary through April, water temperatures in the 
Galapagos may be too low for long term sur- 
vival. In addition, other factors such as pre- 
vailing surface currents may operate to prevent 
the occurrence of a continuously resident pop- 
ulation in this area. 

Acknowledgments. -We wish to thank R. Rosen- 
blatt and J. Copp for bringing the Caamaiio 
Island specimen to our attention and G. Pregill 
for accommodating the specimen and supply- 
ing SDSNH accession information. Correspon- 
dence and discussions with Krisztina and Fritz 
Trillmich were most helpful. G. R. Robinson 
identified the barnacles. Appreciation is ex- 
tended to T. H. Fritts, R. W. McDiarmid, D. J. 
Reynolds and N. J. Scott, Jr. for commenting 
on an earlier draft of the manuscript. This is 
contribution 349 of the Charles Darwin Foun- 
dation for the Galapagos Islands. 

LITERATURE CITED 

DUFFY, D. C. 1982. Sea snakes in the Galapagos. 
Noticias de Galapagos 35:23. 

DUNSON, W. A., AND G. W. EHLERT. 1971. Effects 
of temperature, salinity, and surface water flow on 
distribution of the sea snake Pelamis. Limnol. 
Oceanogr. 16:845-853. 

GRAHAM, J. B., I. RUBINOFF AND M. K. HECHT. 1971. 
Temperature physiology of the sea snake Pelamis 
platurus: an index of its colonization potential in 
the Atlantic Ocean. Proc. Nat. Acad. Sci. 68:1360- 
1363. 

HALSTEAD, B. W. 1970. Venomous sea snakes, p. 
627-681. In: Poisonous and venomous marine an- 
imals of the world, 3. B. W. Halstead (ed.). U.S. 
Govt. Printing Office. 

HARRIS, M. 1974. A field guide to the birds of Ga- 
lapagos. London: William Collins Sons & Co. Ltd. 

HEATWOLE, H., AND E. P. FINNIE. 1980. Seal pre- 
dation on a sea snake. Herpetofauna 11:24. 

HECHT, M. K., C. KROPACH AND B. M. HECHT. 1974. 
Distribution of the yellow-bellied sea snake, Pelamis 
platurus, and its significance in relation to the fossil 
record. Herpetologica 30:387-396. 

KREFFT, G. 1953. Herpetologische eindruckeeiner 
walfangreise. Aquar. Terrar. Ziet. 6:130-133. 



HERPETOLOGICAL NOTES 789 

KROPACH, C. 1975. The yellow-bellied sea snake, Pe- 
lamis, in the eastern Pacific, p. 185-213. In: The 
Biology of Sea Snakes. William A. Dunson (ed.). 
Univ. Park Press, Baltimore, Maryland. 

PICKWELL, G. V. 1972. The venomous sea snakes. 
Fauna 1972:17-32. 

- , AND W. A. CULOTTA. 1980. Pelamis and Pe- 
lamis platurus, p. 255.1-255.4. Genus and species 
accounts for the Catalogue of American Amphib- 
ians and Reptiles. R. G. Zweifel (ed.). Soc. Study 
Amph. Rept. 

- , R. L. BEZY ANDJ. E. FITCH. 1983. Northern 
occurrences of the sea snake Pelamis palturus in the 
eastern Pacific, with a record of predation on the 
species. Calif. Fish Game 69:172-177. 

REID, J. L. 1959. Evidence of a South Equatorial 
Countercurrent in the Pacific Ocean. Nature 184: 
209-210. 

SCHAEFFER, M. B. 1962. Report on the investigations 
of the Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission 
for the year 1961. Inter-Amer. Trop. Tuna Comm. 
Ann. Rept. 1961. Appendix A, p. 44-103. 

THORNTON, I. 1971. Darwin's Islands. The Natural 
History Press, New York. 

TSUCHIYA, M. 1968. Upper waters of the Intertrop- 
ical Pacific Ocean. Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, Bal- 
timore, Maryland. 

VAN DENBURGH, J. 1912. Expedition of the Califor- 

nia Academy of Sciences to the Galapagos Islands, 
1905-1906. IV. The snakes of the Galapagos Is- 
lands. Proc. California Acad. Sci. Fourth Ser. 1: 
323-374. 

WYRTKI, K. 1965. Surface currents of the eastern 
tropical Pacific Ocean. Inter-Amer. Trop. Tuna 
Comm. Bull. 9:271-304. 

. 1966. Oceanography of the eastern equa- 
torial Pacific Ocean. Oceanogr. Mar. Biol. Ann. 
Rev. 4:33-68. 

-- , E. STROUP, W. PATZERT, R. WILLIAMS AND 
W. QUINN. 1976. Predicting and observing El Niiio. 
Science 191:343-346. 

ZANN, L. P., R. J. CUFFEY AND C. KROPACH. 1975. 
Fouling organisms and parasites associated with the 
skin of sea snakes, p. 251-265. In: The Biology of 
Sea Snakes. W. A. Dunson (ed.). Univ. Park Press, 
Baltimore, Maryland. 

ROBERT P. REYNOLDS, Charles Darwin Research 
Station, Isla Santa Cruz, Galdpagos, Ecuador and 
GEORGE V. PICKWELL, Marine Sciences Divi- 
sion, Naval Ocean Systems Center, San Diego, 
California 92152. Present address (RPR): US 
Fish and Wildlife Service, National Museum of 
Natural History, Washington, DC 20560. Ac- 
cepted 13 Sept. 1983. 

BOOKS RECEIVED 

Catalogue of the Type Specimens in the Ich- 
thyological Collection of the Academy of 
Natural Sciences of Philadelphia. By Eugenia 
B. Bohlke. Sp. Publ. 14. Academy of Natural 
Sciences of Philadelphia. 19th and the Park- 
way, Philadelphia, PA. $15.00. viii + 246 pp. 
1984. A scholarly annotated list of the type 
of material in the academy collections. 

Amphibians and Reptiles of New England. By 
Richard M. DeGraaf and Deborah D. Rudis. 
University of Massachusetts Press, Amherst, 
MA 01004. $14.00 ($6.95 paper). vii + 85 
pp. 1983. A popular account of the amphib- 
ians and reptiles in New England. 

Collins Guide to the Sea Fishes of New Zealand. 
By Tony Ayling. William Collins Publ. Ltd., 
P.O. Box 1, Auckland, NZ. $19.95 (U.S.). 

343 pp., 48 color plates. A well illustrated 
popular account of 486 marine fishes of New 
Zealand. 

Fish Distribution. By Marvin D. Grosslein and 
Thomas R. Azarovitz. Mass. New York Bight 
Atlas Monograph 15. Northeast Fisheries 
Center, Woods Hole, Massachusetts 02543. 
182 pp. 1982. A distributional account with 
emphasis on spawning areas of the important 
fisheries organisms in the Mid-Atlantic Bight. 

Marine Ecology, V. Ocean Management, 2 Eco- 
systems and Organic Resources. Otto Kinne 
(ed.). Wiley-Interscience, One Wiley Drive, 
Somerset, NJ 08873. xiii + 643-1090 pp. 
$84.95. A continuation of the superb series 
on Marine Ecology. Five excellent chapters 
on marine ecosystems. 


	Article Contents
	p.786
	p.787
	p.788
	p.789

	Issue Table of Contents
	Copeia, Vol. 1984, No. 3, Aug. 1, 1984
	Front Matter [pp.809-810]
	Bulbonaricus Herald (Pisces: Syngnathidae), a Senior Synonym of Enchelyocampus Dawson and Allen, with Description of Bulbonaricus brucei n. sp. from Eastern Africa [pp.565-571]
	Two New Species of Scincid Lizards of the Genus Emoia from Santa Cruz and Duff Islands, Solomon Islands [pp.571-578]
	Two New, Abyssal Barathronus spp. from the North Atlantic (Pisces: Aphyonidae) [pp.579-584]
	A Redescription of the Rare Eel Myroconger compressus (Pisces: Myrocongridae), with Notes on Its Osteology, Relationships and Distribution [pp.585-594]
	Erratum: Systematic Implications of Geographic Patterns of Genetic Variation in the Genus Dicamptodon [p.594]
	Diet and Morphological Variation in Snipefishes, Presently Recognized as Macrorhamphosus scolopax, from Southeast Australia: Evidence for Two Sexually Dimorphic Species [pp.595-608]
	Systematic Implications of Hybridization Experiments with Some Eurasian Treefrogs (Genus Hyla) [pp.609-616]
	Level of Reproductive Isolation between Two Cyprinid Fishes, Notropis cornutus and N. chrysocephalus [pp.617-628]
	Genetic Variation and Population Structure in the Damselfish, Stegastes fasciolatus, Throughout the Hawaiian Archipelago [pp.629-640]
	Molecular Systematics of Neotropical Xenodontine Snakes. III. Overview of Xenodontine Phylogeny and the History of New World Snakes [pp.641-652]
	Biochemical Assessment of the Taxonomic Status of "Rhinichthys bowersi" (Pisces: Cyprinidae) [pp.652-659]
	Texasophis (Reptilia: Serpentes), an Addition to the Miocene (Clarendonian) of North America [pp.660-661]
	Footprints of the Komodo Monitor and the Trackways of Fossil Reptiles [pp.662-671]
	Comparative Evidence for Competition between the Salamanders Ambystoma gracile and Taricha granulosa [pp.672-683]
	Influence of Moisture on the Activity of a Plethodontid Salamander [pp.684-688]
	Activity Patterns and Thermal Biology of the Toad Bufo boreas halophilus [pp.689-696]
	Emergence of Toads to Activity: A Statistical Analysis of Contributing Cues [pp.696-701]
	Emergence Success of Tortoise Nests and the Effect of Feral Burros on Nest Success on Volcan Alcedo, Galapagos [pp.702-707]
	Movements, Home Range Size and Habitat Use of Radio-Tracked Grass Snakes (Natrix natrix) in Southern Sweden [pp.707-713]
	Distribution and Habitats of Parthenogenetic and Sexual Cnemidophorus lemniscatus (Sauria: Teiidae) in Surinam [pp.713-719]
	Variation in Fecundity and Its Relationship to Body Size in a Population of the Least Killifish, Heterandria formosa (Pisces: Poeciliidae) [pp.720-726]
	Male Mating Behavior in Hyla regilla [pp.727-732]
	Effects of Temperature on the Mating Call of Hyla versicolor [pp.733-738]
	Microstructure and Histochemistry of Salamander Spermatophores (Ambystomatidae, Salamandridae and Plethodontidae) [pp.739-747]
	Seasonal Hatchling Recruitment and Juvenile Growth of the Lizard Anolis lineatopus [pp.747-757]
	Preference for Ectoparasite-Infected Host Fishes by the Hawaiian Cleaning Wrasse, Labroides phthirophagus (Labridae) [pp.758-762]
	Herpetological Notes
	Tail Autotomy Inhibits Tonic Immobility in Geckos [pp.763-764]
	Phylogenetic Relationships of the Lower Central American Rain Frog Eleutherodactylus melanostictus [pp.765-768]
	Variation of Dorsal Pattern and Scale Counts in the Monito Gecko, Sphaerodactylus micropithecus [pp.768-770]
	The Combat Ritual of the Malayan Pit Viper (Calloselasma rhodostoma) [pp.770-772]
	An Instance of Sexual Defense in the Cottonmouth, Agkistrodon piscivorus [pp.772-774]
	Adult Sex Ratio in the Green Sea Turtle [pp.774-776]
	Sexual Dimorphism in Occurrence of Keeled Dorsal Scales in the Eastern Indigo Snake (Drymarchon corais couperi) [pp.776-778]
	How Leptodactylus fuscus Tadpoles Make Foam, and Why [pp.778-780]
	Distribution of the South American Chelid Turtles Platemys radiolata and P. spixii [pp.780-786]
	Records of the Yellow-Bellied Sea Snake, Pelamis platurus, from the Galápagos Islands [pp.786-789]

	Books Received [p.789]
	Ichthyological Notes
	Hematology of Four Rare Colorado River Fishes [pp.790-793]
	Striped Bass in Gregory's "Fish Skulls" Actually a Grouper [pp.793-794]
	Quantitative Genetics of Vertebrae Number and Position of Dorsal Fin Spines in the Velvet Belly Shark, Etmopterus spinax [pp.794-797]
	Spawning by Fundulus pulvereus and Adinia xenica (Cyprinodontidae) along the Alabama Gulf Coast Is Associated with the Semilunar Tidal Cycles [pp.797-800]
	Relative Growth of Organs and Parts of the Carp, Cyprinus carpio, with Special Reference to the Metabolism-Size Relationship [pp.800-803]

	Reviews and Comments
	untitled [pp.804-805]

	T. Paul Maslin, 1909-1984 [pp.806-807]
	Editorial Notes and News [p.808]
	Books Received [p.810]
	Back Matter





