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to date, the research on characterizing the diet and 
trophic status of leatherbacks has been conducted in nesting 
grounds, in large part because of the ease of sampling nest-
ing females. In contrast, Wallace et al. focus their attention 
on the trophic status of foraging, instead of nesting, leather-
backs in Canadian waters. their study find significant differ-
ences in nitrogen isotopic values as a function of body size, 
a proxy for age, but detected no differences between male 
and female adults. the authors conclude that the observed 
isotopic differences may be driven by different isotopic 
incorporation rates as leatherbacks grow or by differences 
in behavior and physiology based on reproductive status, 
two hypotheses that are supported by existing research. the 
findings from Wallace et al. help direct future research and 
the authors outline new analytical and empirical approaches 
that can resolve these unanswered questions.

What do we learn by elucidating the trophic ecology of 
foraging leatherbacks? Understanding the drivers of trophic 
status variation is fundamental to identifying important for-
aging areas, ocean habitat that is critical for management 
and protection of this imperiled species. the status and fate 
of foraging individuals, ultimately, determines long-term 
population dynamics. the results from Wallace et al. dem-
onstrate the importance of contextualizing findings within 
an ocean basin context to adequately assess trophic ecol-
ogy, population status, and dynamics of widely distributed, 
highly migratory species like leatherbacks.
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leatherback sea turtles are ocean travelers, moving hun-
dreds and often thousands of kilometers each year. In the 
atlantic Ocean, leatherbacks’ range (Dermochelys coria-
cea) extends from breeding grounds in the Caribbean to 
foraging areas in boreal waters off Nova Scotia, Canada. 
Despite decades of research, there are still major gaps in 
our knowledge of the basic biology and ecology of this 
marine giant. these gaps in knowledge have serious impli-
cations: leatherbacks are a species of conservation concern 
worldwide, identified as an endangered species in the USa 
and Canada and internationally as Vulnerable by the IUCN 
red list (IUCN 2013). In-water management and protec-
tion of leatherbacks is an ongoing and global challenge.

long-term monitoring (genetic and telemetry) has 
been used to describe migratory and other movement pat-
terns, diving behavior, and population structure, i.e., nest-
ing origins (James et al. 2005a, b, c, 2006, 2007; Stewart 
et al. 2013). While it’s known that leatherbacks feed almost 
exclusively on large scyphozoan jellyfish (Cyanea capil-
lata, Chrysaora quinquecirrha), relatively little is known 
regarding the degree of trophic variation within and among 
cohorts. this variation could result from differences in 
ontogenetic or reproductive development or differences 
in horizontal or vertical distribution in the ocean. With a 
robust sample from over 100 foraging individuals, Wallace 
et al. (2014) address this knowledge gap using stable iso-
topes, which are naturally occurring forms of an element, 
commonly carbon and nitrogen, that differ in atomic mass.
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