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ABSTRACT 20 

The general distribution pattern of coconut crab or Birgus latro (Linnaeus, 1767) shows patchy 21 

and insular populations which are influenced by ecological needs and human pressures. Historical records 22 

in the Philippines, including global occurrence databases (GBIF 2026) indicate a handful of intermittent 23 

sightings of the species in the country. The research note documents a newly recorded population of the B. 24 

latro in Surigao del Sur, Mindanao, Philippines. Random field surveys and interviews with key informants 25 

conducted from October 2024 to April 2025 confirmed the presence of individuals of B. latro in three 26 

different coastal and islet limestone, ultramafic forests in Surigao del Sur, indicating evidence of a 27 

population of the species. This record expands the known population and distribution of B. latro in 28 

Mindanao, where previous reports suggest a discontinuous national distribution, extending to southern Sulu 29 

and Batanes on the Northern Pacific coast and island regions. The finding is significant for both scientific 30 

inquiry and conservation, given the vulnerable status of the species within its known population and 31 

distribution range in the country. The confirmed population in Surigao del Sur represents an important 32 

record that fills the gap in the occurrence and distribution of B. latro on the Pacific seaboard of Mindanao, 33 

Philippines, which could serve as a basis for localized species and habitat management. 34 
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 36 

The coconut crab Birgus latro (Linnaeus, 1767) is known as the largest terrestrial arthropod in the world. 37 

It is distributed across tropical Indo-Pacific islands, including several regions of the Philippines (Reyne 1939; 38 

Perrucho et al. 2018; Subang et al. 2020; Cumberlidge et al. 2022). Known literature reports of B. latro occurrence 39 
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in the Philippines have largely been limited to certain localities of Batanes, Bohol, Cagayan (Aparri, Calayan 40 

Island, Fuga Island), Camarines Sur (Santa Cruz), Cebu (Banrayan Island, Camotes Island, Mactan Island, Olango 41 

Island), Laguna, Marinduque, Mindoro, Palawan (Balabac, Cagayancillo), Romblon (Romblon Island), Sulu, 42 

Tawi-Tawi (Bongao) and Dalupiri Island that is either in Cagayan or Camarines Norte. (Reyne 1939; Perrucho et 43 

al. 2018; Subang Jr. et al. 2019; Cumberlidge et al. 2022). Occurrence data from the Global Biodiversity 44 

Information Facility (GBIF) provided information on the species occurrence from two preserved specimens from 45 

the biological collections of the National Taiwan Museum (NTM) and nine specimens from the Smithsonian 46 

Museum of Natural History (USNM), which appear to have been collected in the northern Pacific region of the 47 

Philippines (GBIF 2026). Additionally, material citations from citizen science iNaturalist provided occurrence 48 

geotagged data from three isolated islands, including Negros Occidental, Batanes, and Surigao del Sur, from the 49 

present study. Despite its wide historical range, recent studies have documented harvesting and habitat degradation 50 

as major causes of population decline, for which the species has been assessed as vulnerable according to 51 

International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) criteria (Cumberlidge et al. 2022). Reports of the species 52 

from Mindanao have been scarce, with limited published data on its current distribution and population status.  53 

This research note documents a newly recorded population of B. latro in Surigao del Sur, Mindanao, 54 

Philippines. Three local encounters of the species were reported by key informants from 2021 to 2024 in the 55 

coastal areas of Barobo, Surigao del Sur. However, only poor-quality pictures were documented. Random field 56 

surveys were conducted from October 2024 to April 2025 in the coastal areas and islets of Hinatuan, Barobo and 57 

San Agustin, Surigao del Sur, alongside a key informant, an expert hunter-gatherer of the species (Figure 1). Rock 58 

crevices and tracks were traced in the sampling sites day and night from 0800 to 2200 h for a total of 16 sampling 59 

days. The team comprised one expert hunter-gatherer, two researchers, and three field helpers. The effort 60 

confirmed the presence of individuals with various size classes, indicating an active yet threatened population. A 61 

total of seven individuals were recorded during this sampling effort, of which one was juvenile (100 grams in 62 

weight). Four individuals were captured by locals in Barobo, one individual was recorded in San Agustin, and 63 

two individuals were observed in Hinatuan. However, only two adult individuals, a male and a female, were 64 

brought and taken for morphometric measurements because specimen collection was not permitted due to the 65 

delayed issuance of a gratuitous permit from the Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources. 66 
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Figure 1. Inset map of the Philippines showing the known and historical distribution records of Birgus latro (Linnaeus, 1767) 68 
(blue circles) and the new record (red circle) from Surigao del Sur. The main map shows the new sigthing locations of the B. 69 
latro population in the province. 70 

Several studies suggest that the cryptic behavior of the species typically remains hidden in dens during 71 

the day and emerges at night to forage, together with localized movements of adults and island-based population 72 

structures, support the interpretation that a single observation of a confirmed individual may represent the presence 73 

of an active population (Lavery et al. 1995; Sato et al. 2013; Appoo et al. 2021). The present discovery of the B. 74 

latro population provides the first verified record of the species in this province, extending the known distribution 75 

in Northeastern Mindanao, where previous reports were limited to other coastal and island sites. The observed 76 

population included both juvenile and adult individuals, suggesting active recruitment and habitat suitability in 77 

the area. The measured size of an adult female captured in Hinatuan, Surigao del Sur included a carapace length 78 

of 71 mm and width of 68 mm, an abdomen length of 70 mm and width of 56 mm, and a weight of 540 grams 79 

(Figure 2A). The adult male captured from Barobo (Figure 2B) measured 37 mm in carapace length, 78 mm in 80 

carapace width, 64 mm in abdomen length, and weighed 350 g. The individual from San Agustin, Surigao del Sur 81 



Jose and Bandoriao: Evidence of Birgus latro population 

 

 
The Palawan Scientist. 18(2):in press 

©2026 Western Philippines University 

 

(Figure 2C and D) was not measured, but was approximately of a similar size to the adult female from Hinatuan. 82 

This finding is ecologically important as it highlights the potential of northeastern Mindanao to support viable 83 

populations of the species. Size-frequency distribution has been used as an indirect indicator of recruitment when 84 

direct evidence of reproduction is lacking. The presence of juveniles often indicates an early stage of succession, 85 

including larval development and settlement (Fletcher et al. 1991; Brown and Feilder 1991). Juveniles proceed to 86 

land after the larval stage, and their survival is influenced by environmental factors that provide habitat suitability 87 

for recruitment succession (Drew et al. 2010). Moreover, the record underscores the urgent need for protection 88 

measures, since coconut crabs remain vulnerable to human exploitation and habitat loss. It has been noted that 89 

coastal people are often dependent on fisheries and gleaning for subsistence (Ardines et al. 2020), and B. latro is 90 

not exempted even if it is tagged vulnerable.  91 

 92 

Figure 2. Individual Birgus latro documented in (A) Bgy. Harip, Hinatuan; (B) Bgy. Gamut, Barobo; and (C and D) Bgy. 93 
Britania, San Agustin, Surigao del Sur. 94 
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Interviews revealed that illegal trade exists in one of the sites in this study (Hinatuan), mainly by local 95 

and Chinese traders. Although the intensity of illegal trade has not been quantified in this study, this exploitation 96 

could pose risks considering the slow growth, delayed maturity, and long lifespan of the species. Targeted 97 

collection of large, mature individuals can diminish the reproductive potential and threaten the local populations 98 

of the species. In Barobo and San Agustin, Surigao del Sur, the major threat would likely be the expanding coastal 99 

development for tourism establishments, where coastal forests are subject to clearing and modifications (Figure 100 

3). These coastal and islet forests are essential habitats for the coconut crabs, providing dens, refuge, and food. 101 

Habitat alteration can complicate the reproduction of the species, as it is reliant on an intact ecosystem. Another 102 

threat observed, particularly in San Agustin, is the presence of invasive feral cat predators, introduced by locals 103 

to the islet where B. latro was documented. Feral cats have been known to significantly impact native wildlife on 104 

tropical islands. They are known to prey on various vertebrates and invertebrates, contributing to biodiversity loss 105 

in island ecosystems (Greenwell et al. 2019). Although adult coconut crabs have few natural predators, juveniles 106 

are at risk in the presence of invasive predators, which may reduce the potential of recruitment and survival. These 107 

activities, when not regulated or stopped, would alter reproductive succession and replace major habitats for the 108 

species, resulting in reduced population replenishment. The finding is significant given the vulnerable status of 109 

the species. Several relevant implications include its contribution to national biodiversity inventories, the 110 

provision of new opportunities for localized conservation planning and policy, habitat protection, and community-111 

based stewardship initiatives in Surigao del Sur. Targeted research and community-based monitoring programs 112 

for the coconut crab populations to track sightings, identify essential habitats, and track illegal harvest/trade can 113 

be implemented by the local government units of Barobo, Hinatuan, and San Agustin. Integrated species 114 

protection, local land-use, and tourism plans are recommended, including the establishment of coastal forest 115 

protection sites, no-take zones, and the control or elimination of invasive predators. 116 
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Figure 3. Images showing coastal forest clearing and development activities in one of the sigthings in Barobo, 118 
Surigao del Sur. Left image is a forest clearing while the right image is the stairway going to the the sea, alongside 119 
with a young secondary growth vegetation, built and used for tourism activities. We assumed that the area is a 120 
forested prior to the resort development as depicted by the nearby coast in the images. 121 

The 15 occurrence records of B. latro can be categorized according to the source of evidence. Currently 122 

archived GBIF database for Philippines that comprising 11 preserved museum specimens housed in the National 123 

Museum of Natural History (Smithsonian Institution, USNM) provide the oldest (USNM 1073361, 1909) 124 

evidence with a verified island locality, comprising eight individual specimens tagged to be collected in Maculabo 125 

Island, Gulf of Lagonoy, Camarines Sur. USNM 29047 provides too broad locality information (North Pacific 126 

Ocean), which is imprecise to assign just for Philippine locality, unless that there are additional catalogue 127 

information or evidence of the collection within the Philippines. National Taiwan Musem (TMC) collection 128 

(TMCD000003) mentions Three Wise Kings Islands, Philippines, which, historically and currently do not match 129 

any places in the modern Philippine island names. The museum also noted that the locality remains unresolved 130 

and that it corresponds to a locality in New Zealand rather than the Philippines, suggesting an error or outdated 131 

translation. The TMCD000717 confirms the specimen originated from the Philippines but no usable locality for 132 

distributional mapping. The 11 research-grade, iNaturalist observations, represents three distinct localities: 133 
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Danjugan Island Sanctuary, Negros Occidental (five observations); Itbayat Island, Batanes (two observations); 134 

and; Surigao del Sur (four observations from the current study); confirming persistent of extant populations in 135 

these regions. Localities from published and historical literatures (Reyne 1939; Perrucho et al. 2018; Subang Jr. 136 

et al. 2019; Cumberlidge et al. 2022) that include of Batanes, Bohol, Cagayan (Aparri, Calayan Island, Fuga 137 

Island), Camarines Sur (Santa Cruz), Cebu (Banrayan Island, Camotes Island, Mactan Island, Olango Island), 138 

Laguna, Marinduque, Mindoro, Palawan (Balabac, Cagayancillo), Romblon (Romblon Island), Sulu, Tawi-Tawi 139 

(Bongao) and Dalupiri Island, that are not represented in the GBIF, may use to supplement  verified occurrence 140 

records, but requires further validations as they are lacking contemporary observations and georeferenced records. 141 

Dalupiri is an ambiguous locality that is pertaining to either Dalupiri Island in the Babuyan Islands or in Northern 142 

Samar as literatures did not mention specific locality. This cannot be assigned with confidence as a distribution 143 

record of the species, or it can represent both localities when verified and updated data and information are 144 

available. Interestingly, Maculabo Island may represent the earliest and precise locality of the species in the 145 

Philippines based on museum voucher and currently available through public information. This provides a 146 

benchmark of the species occurrence more than just another historical record that modern occurrence data can be 147 

compared. Apparently, there had been no recent occurrence records from the Bicol region in the current GBIF 148 

dataset, highlighting the value of resurveys to determine whether the species is still present in the area. This 149 

information, alongside with these latest discovery of the species in Surigao del Sur, fills major geographic gaps 150 

in the documentation of the species distribution in the country. This record provides the first verifiable evidence 151 

of the species in the province of Surigao del Sur and demonstrates a possible extant population in the Pacific 152 

seaboard of Mindanao.  153 
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