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Flightless birds such as those
depicted in the image to the left
are something of an evolutionary

oxymoron, up there with nonswim-
ming fish or vegetarian carnivores.
They are painfully vulnerable to extinc-
tion, Exhibit A being the dodo bird.
(The obvious counterexample, the pen-
guin, has had the survival advantage of
living on the one continent uninhab-
ited by humans.)

As it turns out, California once had its
own version of a dodo bird, a flightless
marine duck known in scientific circles
as Chendytes lawi. Like the dodo bird,

which inhabited the Indian Ocean
island of Mauritius, but not the African
continent nearby, Chendytes escaped
terrestrial predators, two-legged and
four, by colonizing the Channel Islands
off Central California.

Unlike the dodo bird, Chendytes was 
a proficient swimmer, which may 
partially explain its longevity as a
species under prehistoric fire.

In research find-
ings published in
a March issue of
the Proceedings of
the National
Academy of Sciences,
archeology pro-
fessor Terry Jones
of Cal Poly San
Luis Obispo and
Judith Porcasi of
the Cotsen Institute of Archeology at 
UCLA used carbon dating of bone 
fragments excavated from 14 prehistoric
settlements in California to make a case
that humans began hunting the veritable
sitting duck about 11,000 years ago.
They found that it was hunted for fully
8,000 years before it went extinct about
2,400 years ago.(It took Europeans less
than a century to wipe out the dodo
bird.)

Jones and Porcasi argue that the slow
demise of Chendytes undermines what
is known as the “Pleistocene overkill
hypothesis,” the theory that Clovis
hunters drove Pleistocene megafauna
(such as mastodons and giant sloths) to
extinction in a blitzkrieg fashion lasting a
few hundred years. Some 35 genera of
North American mammals went extinct
toward the end of the last Ice Age.

“Why would it take 8,000 years to wipe
out one species of flightless bird, and
why would there be virtually no archeo-
logical evidence for human hunting of
extinct Pleistocene megafauna, save the
mammoth?” Jones asks.

“We make the case that it must mean
the Pleistocene megafauna were wiped
out some other way besides having
been hunted,” he says. “If the overkill
hypothesis was true, we would expect
to see a more substantial record of
exploitation in the archeological record.
That record is not there.”

California Sea Grant originally funded
Jones to look at faunal remains from the
earliest inhabitants of the California
coast to better understand pre-industrial,
long-term patterns of marine resource
use. The discovery of Chendytes bones
was unexpected and led Jones to focus
his research on reconstructing a history
of its exploitation and eventual demise.

An artist’s rendition of what the flightless duck,
Chendytes lawi, might have looked like. The ducks
are swimming beside 9-foot-long sabertooth
salmon. 

Terry Jones of Cal Poly 
San Luis Obispo

Flightless Sea Duck Died Off Slowly
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Leg bones from the flightless duck Chendytes. 
The top bone is a tibiotarsus, the bottom a 
tarsometarsus.
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Two Popular Sport Fishes Have 
Surprisingly Small Home Ranges

Arecently completed tagging and
tracking study funded by the Cali-
fornia Department of Fish and

Game and California Sea Grant shows
that Catalina Island kelp bass and barred
sand bass have small home ranges. Such
information is important in designing
marine protected areas, the scientists say.

The average home range of an island kelp
bass is less than half the size of an NFL
football field, a paltry 3,200 square
meters, reports CSU Long Beach biology
professor Chris Lowe.

Barred sand bass, the main catch of
summer party boats in Southern Cali-
fornia, occupy a larger but still relatively
cozy 10,000-square-meter area—about
1.5 football fields.

Besides tracking fish, Lowe and UC
Santa Barbara researcher Jennifer Caselle,
a co-investigator of the project, have
been looking at how fish movement pat-
terns, including home range size, are
affected by seafloor terrain.

One noteworthy finding
is that species tend to spend
the majority of their time near
edge habitats (transition zones between
reef and sand areas).

In terms of designing marine reserves, 
the results suggest reserve boundaries
should be placed in the sand at least 100

meters from edge habitats, Lowe
says. If “spillover” is desired to
enhance fishing opportunities,
boundaries should be placed
closer to edge areas.

“The information Chris is col-
lecting on fish movements is
critical to understanding how
effective marine protected areas
will be in protecting various species as
well as in determining their potential
to provide new fishing opportunities
outside their boundaries,” says John
Ugoretz, manager of the marine
habitat conservation program 
at Fish and Game.

Below: Sea Grant Trainee
Darin Topping changes an

automated underwater
acoustic receiver. An array of
these receivers was used to
monitor tagged reef fish in

Catalina Island Marine 
Science Center Marine Life

Refuge for more than a year.

Chris Lowe

A female sheephead.

Sea Grant Trainee Tom Mason follows a tagged barred sand bass in the Catalina Island Marine
Science Center Marine Life Refuge.
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Sea Grant Director Appointed to MPA 
Federal Advisory Committee

California Sea Grant Director Russell A. Moll has been appointed by the U.S. Department
of Commerce to the Marine Protected Areas (MPA) Federal Advisory Committee.

The 30-member committee advises the secretaries of commerce and the interior on aspects of
MPA Executive Order 13158 of May 26, 2000, which among other things calls for the creation of
new or expanded MPAs to help protect the “significant natural and cultural resources within the
marine environment for the benefit of present and future generations.”

The committee is supported by NOAA’s National Marine Protected Areas Center.California Sea Grant Director 
Russell A. Moll.
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