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CONSERVATION AND NATURAL HISTORY

DI

he Northern River Terrapin (Batagur baska) is a large tur-

tle first described by British zoologist John Edward Gray
(1930) based on an illustration in Gray (1833—1834) labeled
“BATAGUR TERRAPIN n EMYS BATAGUR n.” (Fig. 1).
It is the only riverine hard-shelled turtle that has four claws on
each foot. These turtles inhabit estuaries, mangrove swamps,
brackish waters, and inshore beds of marine vegetation. This
species is endangered throughout its range and has been extir-
pated in many areas. It is legally protected as a “Schedule I”
species under the Indian Wildlife Protection Act of 1972, and
is listed as Critically Endangered on the ITUCN Red List of
Threatened Species (Asian Turtle Working Group 2000).

The historical literature indicates that B. baska was largely
confined to mangrove habitats in river deltas and large estuar-
ies in eastern India (Orissa and West Bengal), Bangladesh,
Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, western Malaysia,

and Indonesia (Smith 1931; Moll 1980; Das 1985, 1991,
1995; Ernst et al. 2000; Platt et al. 2003; Fritz and Havas
2007), although Praschag et al. (2008) indicated that the
populations from Malaysia and Indonesia represent a distinct
species. However, none of those surveys considered the spe-
cies’ distribution along the River Indus. Murray (1884; Fig.
2) had reported the presence of the species in the River Indus,
and Marshall (1931; Fig. 3) had supported the distribution
of the species in the Indus on the basis of shell fragments
found in the ruins of Mohan-jo-daro (one of the oldest cen-
ters of Indus Valley civilization, dating back to 3,300 BC).
Tikader and Sharma (1985) and Sharma (1998) mentioned
that “fragments” of this species have also been recorded from
the “Mohan-jo-Daro” and “Harappa” sites, and Das (2010)
supported the historical record of the species from southern
Pakistan. However, most subsequent surveys of Pakistani rep-

Fig. 1. The Northern River Terrapin (Batagur baska) was described by British zoologist John Edward Gray (1830) based on an illustration labeled
“BATAGUR TERRAPIN n EMYS BATAGUR n. from Dr. Buchanan Hamilton’s drawing” that appeared in Gray (1833-1834).
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Batagur baska, Gray, Sh. Rept., p. 85, tab. 16 ; Guunth. Rept. Br
Tnd,, p. 87; pl. 1., fig. B.B.; Murr Zool, o Sind, p. 265. Tetraonyx
baska, Buch. Ham. MSS. Groy, HL Ind. Zool.; Theob. Repi. Br.
Tnd., p. 25; Dum. and Bib. Brpef. gev. il., p. 341—~Tnr Baricur.

Toes four on all feet. Anterior half of shell elevated and convesx,
posterior much depressed and flattened ; the greatest width behind its

sternum truncated in fromt. Carapace smooth and polished,
Nuchal plats sub-quadranguler, four apterior vertebrals sub-quadran-
gular, nearly as broad aslong; the 8fth hexagonal. Caudal plates
square, separated by a subure, without notch behind. Head covered
with undivided skin; saont rather pointed; nose turned wpwards.
Upper jaw denticulated. Coloar wniform brown. Grows from 20 to
24 inches,
Hob—The river Indug; Ganges, Irawaddy, Hooghly, Pegu and

Tenasserim. Considered wholesome food.

Fig. 2. The description of the Northern River Terrapin (Batagur baska)
from the Indus River in Murray (1884, p. 341).

Batagur baska ?

8D 188, depth 4 ft. 2in. Part of a plastron that has been sawn square.
VS 720, depth g-13 ft. Part of a plastron.
It is with some hesitation that I record this species. The plastron (SD 188) has clearly
been sawn, so that the remaining plate is square. I have compared this plate with the
corresponding part of the skel of a speci in the collection of the Zoological Survey of
India, and the similarity is so close that I believe them to belong to the same species. On the
other hand, however, the digtribution of Batagur baska, as given by Boulenger (Fauna of British
India, Reptilia, p. 38) is * Bengal, Burma, Malay Peninsula ". It is possible, therefore, that
the specimen may belong to some other species ; but equally it is possible that at the time
when Mohenjo-daro was an inhabited city this river turtle was living in the Indus. That
the ins were ¢ aneous with the Mohenjo-daro civilization is clear from the fact

that the bone has been sawn into a square to serve some definite purpose.

Fig. 3. Reference to the Northern River Terrapin (Batagur baska) in
Marshall (1931, pp. 663-664).

tiles (Minton 1966; Azam et al. 2005; Khan 2006; Wahab et
al. 2012) omitted any mention of this species. More recently,
Praschag et al. (2008) and Moll et al. (2009), in accounts
of the species, did allude to historical records of the species
from the Indus (Pakistan) and the Brahminy-Baitarini Delta
(Orissa) with a caution that those data required confirma-
tion. Further, Praschag et al. (2008) used mtDNA sequences
to link a museum specimen, a stuffed sub-adult male B.
baska from the Indus Delta in Sindh Province, Pakistan
(Naturhistorisches Museum Wien, NHMW 1841; Grillitsch
etal. 1996), to the “northern species.” Also, although not rul-
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ing out the possibility of a misstated locality, they noted that:
“... taking into account the large-scale extirpation of these
large estuarine terrapins and the rarity of historical records,
a former occurrence in the Indus Delta seems possible, espe-
cially when it is considered that several other freshwater turtle
species are distributed in the Indus as well as in the Ganges
systems (Iverson 1992; Ernst et al. 2000).”

A New Record

Recently, a record of a large adult turtle surfaced on social
media. On 17 April 2016, I noticed on Facebook a request
by a local wildlife expert for identification/confirmation of
the turtle species. It was accompanied by photographs (Fig.
4) that depicted a large turtle (approx. 60 cm) that a local
fisherman found trapped in his net. This dark gray turtle with
an olive-gray head and webbed feet (with four claws on each
foot) was caught at the Rudramata Dam (23°21°41.24”N,
69°42’21.417E), at more than 8.2 km?, the largest body of
water body in Kutch (= Kachchh) District, Gujarat State (the
westernmost state in India). The curious fisherman, who had
never seen a turtle this large and was totally unaware of its
significance and legal status, kept the turtle for several days,
during which he initiated inquiries among local wildlife
enthusiasts. An unusual turtle of these proportions found in
Kutch was noteworthy, and the discovery was soon relayed
on electronic media, which generated information about its
protected status under the Indian Wildlife Protection Act of
1972. Concerned, the fisherman immediately released the tur-
tle into nearby Pragsar Lake (23°9°6.76”N, 69°28°45.09"E)
before anyone could intervene and confirm or properly iden-
tify it as a female Northern River Terrapin (Batagur baska).

A large female turtle accidently caught from an inland
body of water in Kutch raises certain questions. Rudramata
Dam is situated on the northern edge of Great Rann (a sea-
sonal salt marsh). Two possibilities are reasonable: (1) It could

£

Kartik A. Pomal.

Fig. 4. A Northern River Terrapin (Batagur baska) caught accidently by a local fisherman from Rudramata Dam, Bhuj, Kutch, Gujarat. Photograph by
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have been an illegal pet released by its owner, or (2) it might
be a natural inhabitant of the area.

Reptiles, especially turtles and tortoises, are increasingly
popular in the pet trade (e.g., Vyas 2012, 2015; D’Cruze
et al. 2015; Mendiratta et al. 2017). Conversations with
locals, who are involved in such activities, elicited responses
to questions like: “Is the pet trade prevalent in the region?”
and, “If yes, what species are most likely involved?” that
revealed no direct evidence of any pet trade in live animals,
especially involving reptilian species beyond an ongoing
demand for a small number of native species like the Indian
Star Tortoise (Geochelone elegans) or invasive species, such as
the Red-eared Slider (77achemys scripta elegans). Some illegal
trapping of freshwater turtles, including Indian Flap-shelled
Turtles (Lissemys punctata) and Ganges Soft-shelled Turtles
(Nilssonia gangetica), occurs for consumption (including eggs)
and export (adults) to other parts of the country, but such
activities should increase the likelihood of discovering a large
terrapin, which obviously is not happening.

The natural presence of the species is hypothetically pos-
sible. In 1819, an earthquake in Kutch created a huge natural
dam, the Allah Bund, almost 120 km long and up to 25 km
wide, that disrupted the flow of the Eastern Nara Branch of
the Indus, which used to flow through the northeastern cor-
ner of a seasonal saltmarsh called the Great Rann (Thakkar
etal. 2012). The Rudramata Reservoir, on the southern edge
of the Great Rann, receives water from the Pur River, which
then flows toward the Banni grasslands and into the Great
Rann via Sumarasar and Nenu Nidhar (ancient civiliza-
tion sites). Since Murray (1884) and Marshall (1931) indi-
cated that these waters historically supported a population
of Northern River Terrapins, the possibility that the species
inhabits the current day Indus and its tributaries is not unrea-
sonable. Furthermore, the Indus estuaries and adjoining wet-
lands harbor suitable habitat in the form of ample mangrove
swamps, which extend all the way to the Marine National
Park & Sanctuary in the Gulf of Kutch.

In principle, either possibility might account for the
occurrence of this critically endangered turtle species in the
Kutch. The captured female could have arrived via the pet
trade or she might be part of a remnant natural population.
Thorough surveys of the extensive inland bodies of water in
the Kutch are physically impossible, especially if extended as
far as the coastal mangrove habitats that extend beyond the
border with Pakistan, particularly in the politically disputed
areas known as Sir and Kori Creeks. The mangrove forests
surrounding the latter, although less diverse today than at the
height of the Indus civilization, remain among the most pris-
tine of any in either India or Pakistan (Shah et al. 2007; Singh
2007; Kalhoro et al. 2016) — and all have the potential to
support relict populations of this species.
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Ultimately, the possible presence of such populations
can be confirmed only by extensive research and surveys
in the region. These could be supplemented by employing
environmental DNA (eDNA) detection methods (e.g., Davy
et al. 2015), although users of such methods must consider
potentially confounding environmental factors and the like-
lihood of false negatives when searching for species pres-
ent only in very small numbers. Also, any DNA collected,
whether environmental or extracted from a captured animal
should be compared to the only known source of DNA from
the Indus (MHNW 1841; Praschag et al. 2008), as genetic
differences between natural populations of turtles from the
Indus and Ganges systems would be expected. Nevertheless,
these methods have great potential for detecting the presence
of rare species.
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