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Figure 8.—Eggs collected at Rancho Nuevo are transplanted into protected corrals. 
Photo by W. N. Witzell.

Figure 9.—Hatchling Kemp’s ridley turtles released on the beach at Rancho Nuevo. 
Photo by J. M. Witzell.

areas and are commonly referred to as 
developmental habitats. The turtles stay 
in these areas from about 7.8 inches 

(20 cm) to 21.6 inches (55 cm), when 
they move offshore into deeper water 
(Ogren, 1989; Collard and Ogren, 1990; 

Witzell and Schmid, 2004). Several 
minor coastal developmental habitats 
are located along the eastern coast of 
the United States from Cape Cod Bay, 
Mass., to Cape Canaveral Ship Channel, 
Fla., but the most important develop-
mental habitats are in the in the Gulf 
of Mexico. The coastal waters of the 
Texas–Louisiana border and the Cedar 
Keys area of northwest Florida are two 
such developmental habitats, but the Ten 
Thousand Islands of southwest Florida 
is possibly the largest and most impor-
tant developmental habitat in the Gulf 
of Mexico (Witzell and Schmid, 2004). 
The young turtles remain in these coastal 
habitats for about 8–10 years before 
maturing at approximately 11–15 years 
of age, 22 inches (56 cm) long (Schmid 
and Witzell, 1997) and returning to 
Tamaulipas to breed. Immature turtles 
from as far away as the U.S. middle At-
lantic coast were once believed to have 
been ‘lost’ from the nesting population 
but tagging has shown that these turtles 
also return to Mexico to breed (Wit-
zell, 1998). Nesting turtles may move 
considerable distances between nesting 
sites and have been recorded nesting 
at the Padre Island National Seashore 
in Texas and subsequently nesting at 
Rancho Nuevo within a nesting season 
(Witzell3).

The main nesting season at Rancho 
Nuevo typically occurs from April 
through June, with some nesting ex-
tending into July (Table 1). May is 
the month when most of the arribadas 
(defined here as at least 100 turtles per 
daily event) occur with April and June 
being second and third respectively 
(Fig. 10). The nesting season in two 
recent years (1998, 2001) began in 
March and extended into August. Ad-
ditionally, significant numbers of turtles 
nested at night in 2003, and we believe 
that the extended nesting seasons and 
the night nesting might be indicators 
of an increasing population. 

3Witzell, W. N. 2004. Observations of special 
interest. In Report on the Mexico/United States 
of America population restoration project for the 
Kemp’s ridley sea turtle, Lepidochelys kempi, on 
the coasts of Tamaulipas and Veracruz, Mexico, 
p. 25. Available from the Gladys Porter Zoo, 500 
Ringgold Street, Brownsville TX 78520. 
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Figure 10.—Seasonal distribution of 100+ Kemp’s ridley turtle arribadas.

The total number of nests and the 
numbers of arribadas at Rancho Nuevo 
can be used as indices of conservation 
success. Although these numbers are 
generally increasing (Fig. 11), there is 
one environmental parameter that can 
affect nesting density on this beach sec-
tion. Nearshore currents can affect the 
nesting density and location of nesting 
activity on any section of the beach. 
For instance, there was a very strong 
(1–3 km/hr) northerly current during the 
2000 nesting season (Witzell, personal 
observ.). This displaced the turtles to 
the northern section of Rancho Nuevo 
and a large portion of the Rancho Nuevo 
turtles to the Tepehuajes camp. This 
displacement could affect the nesting 
numbers recorded at Rancho Nuevo on 
any given year. Since nesting numbers 
have traditionally indicated to con-
servationists how successful recovery 
efforts were progressing, unnoticed 
lateral nesting displacement could give 
false impressions of recovery success 
between successive years. 

There were few distinct arribadas 
consisting of 100+ turtles from 1982 to 
1996, most turtles nested individually 
or in small groups. It is interesting to 
note that there were two 100+ turtle 
arribadas even in 1985, the year with 
the lowest recorded number of nests at 
Rancho Nuevo (706), and we cannot 
account for this. From 1978 to 1996 
the number of 100+ turtle arribadas 
ranged from 0 to 4 (with 1987 having 
no arribadas) and there were 26.1 days 
between events (SD = 7.7). However, 
as the population started to increase 
(Fig. 11), the numbers of arribadas per 
year has increased from 5 in 1997 to 
11 in 2004. Unlike the earlier events 
(1978–96) with a mean 26.1 days 
between events, the recent events are 
likely to occur less than 10 days apart 
and many 1–3 days apart. This indicates 
that either an arribada had taken place 
over a 1–3 day period and/or there were 
more than one group of turtles nest-
ing (arribadas 3–10 days apart). It is 
difficult to discern individual arribada 
events after 1996 because of their fre-
quency, and it appears that the turtles 
are beginning to form into different 
groups that produce multiple arribadas 

Table 1.— Nesting season, by year, at Rancho Nuevo: X= 50+ nests, O= less than 50 nests.

Year March April May June July August Total Nests

1982  X X X X  792
1983  X X X O  862
1984  X X X O  924
1985  X X X O  706
1986  X X X O  742
1987  X X X X  737
1988  X X X O  854
1989  X X X X  739
1990  X X X O  780
1991  X X X O  840
1992  X X X O  899
1993  X X X X  857
1994  X X X   1,153
1995  X X X X  1,430
1996  X X X X  1,288
1997  X X X X  1,549
1998 O X X X O O 2,413
1999 O X X X O  2,298
2000 O X X X O  3,778
2001 O X X X X O 3,846
2002 O X X X X  4,194
2003 O X X X X  5,380
2004 O X X X X  4,463

as the population continues to build. 
There is a tendency for mass nesting 
to occur on windy days (Witzell et al., 
2005), but it is typically windy each 
day on the Tamaulipas coast during 
the nesting season. Arribadas were 
observed on both calm and windy days 
as well as during thunder storms. 

The population was slowly building 
during this period (1982–96) but it was 
apparently incapable of forming large 

nesting aggregations with so few ani-
mals. The average number of 100+ turtle 
arribadas per season during this time 
period was 2.4. However, there were five 
arribadas in 1997, one of which was over 
400 turtles. This was the first 400-turtle 
arribada since the Bi-National Program 
was initiated in 1978 and it marked 
the year that the ridley population 
started to increase. As the population 
increased, the average number of 100+ 
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Figure 11.—The total number of nests recorded at Rancho Nuevo and the numbers 
of 100+ Kemp’s ridley turtle arribadas, (1978–2004).
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turtle arribadas per season (1997–2004) 
increased from 2.4 to 8.6, and there 
was evidently more than one group of 
individuals forming the aggregations. It 
is also during this time (1997 to 2004) 
that 200+ turtle arribadas became more 
common, and we expect the first 1,000 
turtle arribada soon.

It is difficult to say how these nesting 
patterns will progress as the population 
continues to recover. Historically, there 
are no data available on daily nesting 

prior to the population crash so it is 
unknown whether the turtles will even-
tually join into one massive nesting ag-
gregation, or stay separated into several 
groups, as appear to be happening now. 
The increase in yearly nesting of Kemp’s 
ridley turtles since 1982 clearly shows 
the success of this Bi-National recov-
ery project. The recovery continues to 
escalate as more turtles form multiple 
arribadas, which will hopefully soon be 
in the thousands. It is imperative that the 

beach conservation effort continues to 
protect every nest until the population 
can sustain natural depredation on eggs 
and hatchlings. It is also imperative 
that refinement and mandatory use of 
TED’s for all commercial fishing trawls 
continues.
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