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INTRODUCTION.

The mesting point of tuo of the largest rivers in the Indian: subcontinant,
~heé Ganga and Brahmaputra, :Pscple's Republic of Bangladesh (20° 34% to 26°
577 & and788%745' to"929 40' €, :Fig, 1) is:e land.of paradoxes, It is one
of the wérld's smsllest couritries, with:a total :land arsa .of 142,771 sg. km,.
but hes perhaps the highest-human density, spproximately 300 per sqe km.
The country has ong of the uorld's louast per-capita Income, but has a high
faunal diyersity, Tbe large numbers of water bodles in this tiny country -
rivers, ponds; lakes, estuariaa, about ?SU ki{lometres of coaatlina in the
suuth, aa 9911 as numaroua larga, standing bodiee of Qatér 1n tha north,
that, arn ;;iglly cslled haozu, may account. for the incre}ib a“diveraity of
turtlea in +Bangladesh, For some 25 apacies, nearly 8 tenth. of the world

a0

~figura (Fig.,;2) ere knoun to 1nhab1t this region,

e

In Dacen';r; 1988 and" January-February, 1989, I made: tuoivisits to Bangla-
'yfpurpose das two=fold:: to collect as: muchggig;ggggggxdgta on the
Preahuatsr @nd terrestrisl specieé“of“bhelonians*aS“poésiblb;hand to obtain
the latest?trade and“status inFormation on’ thasa groups,%bothreaaantial to
Formulating comprehensive management .plans for the resource;’:

Methods include visits to landing centres, suitable habitats ‘and Hindu vill-

ages (for the reason niven subsequantly). Data on trade i current figures,

species involved, trends, export procedures and lagialation were obtained
(”*rcm personal observetions at: the! landing centres and stocking:sites, published
sources and interviews with exporters. .. Specimens collected‘have been deposited
at the Bangladesh National Museim, ' Shahbagh, Ohaka and:the: Indian National
Zoologicael: Collection, Zoulogicelssurvey of. India, Calcutta :Nomenclature

folbows Iversun (1986), St S TR ST 3

FAUNAL ANALYSIS : G
[:Eightean species of fraeshuwater turtlee - 11 emydids (hé;&éﬁéiiS) and 7 tition=-
ychide (softshells), tua testudinids (land tortoises) and'marine turtles of
five spscies, belonging to tuo Families that are not included in the subsequent
sections, constitute the chelonian resource of Banqladesh (Fig., 3, Rpnendix I},
Reports of certain of the marine turtle species from the country is unreliable,
and their status and distribution has heen revieuad'elseUhére'(ﬂas 1989), On

the other hand, further field surveys in thes north-esst,” north-uvest and south-
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east Bangladesh’should increqse the total number of non-marine chelonians
ffom Bangladeshf”féffsaveral;species of emydids and one testudinid have dist-
ributions clasalyiapproaching the political limits of the country. A list of

such species, ‘glongruith:thelir knoun distribution and likely areas of oceurre-
ence within Bangladésh has been aopendad (Appendix 11).

itién fndicates that elements from both

L N T Yo o T Lo
An anelysis of the Faunal compos
Five species

Indian and ' TndaiMeldyan sibrealns are represented (Fige &),
cP_Fféghﬁéﬁé??gargfeéf\iﬁclu&in§”3 shydids *(Bataqur baska, Morenie peterai
and Cuogg'émgéiﬁgﬁgfgj and"2”%96%&813133"(”§ﬁ6ui1§ enys and Indotestudo ﬁ)
éldhggféj!érgfgéggiégéeﬂ'ﬁargzasyﬁafﬁﬁgfﬁﬁ'tﬁﬁéﬁé gastern (iﬁﬂé-Mala§éh)§%

sUBféélﬁ:ﬂtéﬁeéﬁg?;cémofisidgcéé%”éf%tﬁg honcmérine chelonish fatns of Bangla-
desh. Both the testudinid 958513;”51;65065ﬁr*fnﬁIﬁ&ia;’buﬁ with ‘rather restr-
{cted distributions,. Two:other: specles of testudinids,: the Indian star torto-
‘1se (Geochelonergleaans) and Travancore tortoise (Indotest do.forstenif) sre
found in Indisjcbutsdo not oecur naturally .in Bangladesh. The gight,racord

of G. ;gggnssﬂromrﬂhaka diatrict, cited by Jayakar and}sburuayf$1966) have

not been verified, and may have resulted .from 1ntrodu¢tions.' ﬂdgt recently,

fFrazier (1982)Fga§p§hgup:th§; tgigﬁgpgcgash;g;dist;i?qted ovg; hogth7ueatarn
in peninsular Indls and Sri Lanka, in tuo

India and eg%&éénﬂfggiégéﬁ;;énébin
Uell sepatggédﬂggéé?é;w;i big HG;;;;;;:L S TR Lo :

The compositionyof trionychids pﬂiﬁangladesb is almast similar to that ot
Indias-gPossib&eié?béotionﬁdﬁai&lgﬂx;;Qigziggna. supposedly endemic ho.tmg
country.mthﬁubhydt;&&axonomiczsxatugﬁangﬁreiationshlpa'araastillaunclaar. Thel

“form is-restrlctbdqto?a¢single%&ankvettachad to the ?mazar'“(camatq;y)-bf |
Byazid Bostami, a Mohammadan saint, on the outskirts of Chittagong. city. -
Pelochelys g;ggoni, the salins-resistant trionychid, and its close relative,
Chitra indica, a riverine form, are considered common to both the subrealms,
sinca‘they q:g;q}gely distributed in the Indian as wvell as sgg?h-ga;t Agian

ragions (mgbqhiﬁhgés 1987, lverson 1986 ),

Among the 12:emydids of Bangladesh, only 3 (25%) may. be considered elements
of the Indo-Melayan subrealm : Morenis petersi, found alse 1n§tha north
Indien state of. Bihar {(Moll and Vijaya 1986), but considered here to have
Indo-ﬁalayanugfﬁipipiesysince;it ie also known from Assam, another region
where the fauns. of:both subrealms mix, and mors importantly, because the only
other member of the genus, M. gccelata is Found in Burma, Batagur baskas,
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g.round over much of coastal qouth-aast Rsia, and 1is definitsly a member of
“the eastern realm, though it axtands ueat to the Sunderbans region of India,
‘and possibly upto northern Urisaa, in India. The third: .Indo-Msleyan species
is Cuora amboinens;s, uidaspread in south-east Asia, and. 8l8o occurring in

the Indian state of fssam. Among the riuarine turtlea of. the family Emydidae,
all spscies found in ‘the north Indian rivers Indus, Ganga and Brshmaputras,
accur in Bangladesh. These include members of the genere, Hapdella and Kagh

as wall as the more lentic Geoclemxs. Thus, Indian turtlas that certainly do

t extend into Bangladesh are Trionxx egth; (restrlcted to the rivers and

Q?iseruoirs of peninsular India) Geochelone elegans (a duellar of acrub-foreatn
in north-western end peninsular Indla), reoemgdg silvatica end Indotastudo
forstenii (both restricted to the evergraen forosts o? the Uastarn Ghats, in

south=western India.

_ T :
A1l records of Indo-Malayean elements in the turtle Pauna .of, Banqladssh are
from the morth-eastern (Sylhet and Nnulvi Bazar distrlcta) or south-eastern
(Cox's Bazer and the thres Hill Tracts distrlcta of Chittagong) parts of the

country, all once with a contiqguous evergreen forest that are today fragmented

and rapidly disappearing.

TRADITIONAL INTERACTIONS

(“sssim (softshell turtle) and kauthe (hardshell turtls) are everyday sights

in rurel Bangledesh, thanks to the numerous wetlands, and naturally feature
arominently in locel folklores and mythologies, Consumption of turtle meat lis
restricted to the ethnic minorities (total population an estimated 12 million),
somprising Hindusg Christians and various aboriqinals in the Chittegong Hill
fracts districts and the greater Sylhet districts, Islam, the state religion
3»f Bangladesh, Followed by about ji;,. of the population in the cuuntfy, preaches
ibstainence Prom eating the flesh of amphibious vertebrates, a 'blessing' to

+

411d Lurtle populations,

At Hindu and Buddhist settlements, 1ive turtles were frequently found baiﬁb

:ept for long perlods, tsking advantage of their ability te survive for verks
sithout food, before before their sloughter. The caranace of turtles are hung
iver doors of humsn-dwellings and on cou~sheds to scare away thieves, turtles
ieing considered inauspicious. Yaet, the act of placing s turtle shell over a
ow.shed is considered to bring wealth to the home, by transmitting the proli-

ic nature of these animals to the cous, Anglers, spertsmen and gamblers, hou-
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sver, are offendsd at the sight of turtles, believing them to bring bad luck.
In Chittagong district, pleces of turtle shalis are tied to cast nets, to fun-
ction as sinkers. used in catching both fish and turtles, A parallel of the
vestern belief surrounding the albstross is to be found among the seafarers of
Rangladesh, who cohaider harming sea turtles to bring i1l luck, Prayers are
said before offshore nets are set by fishermen, since sntangled turtles dama-

ge costly nets,;létiin@ out fish and shrimps.

Perhaps the most intarasting and visible of the human-turtle interhactions
are to be seen just outsida the city of Chittagong, in south~-eastern Bangladgﬁi
At the mazar (cemetery) of Byazld Boatami, hundreds of pilgrims end tourists
crovd over the stepa leadlng to the largo pond attached to the shrine, to see
thae lerge turtles, believed to be djinne or wvicked men who had supposedly-besn
thus converted as punishment for their deeds by the saint, Women and children
especially crowd naarttha pand, and the prevalling belief is that mud eaten
off the back of thase ‘turtles can make a barren womsn conceive, The largest
of the turtles,{aﬁﬁéréntly beirg used to being handled, remain fn the vicinity
of the steéps virtually at all times, to snep up any strip of beef, bresd, benans
or puffed rice offarred to them by. their admirers, mostly held hésltahtly at
the end of a wooden skewer., The turtle (I;_ggx;in;gziggﬂg) is supposedly found
nowherse else in the world, a nearby pond which had a small populetion of these
turtles being recently drained.. : - Howevar, this unusual distribution eppsars -

natural, and only, .8, datailed: study, of..the bones, especially of the skull, utili-

sing 2 larger. serlas thap.what is now.avesilsble in the Pew museumé in India and
Englend, will perhapa ansuer the quaution of the validity of this taxon.

SR T N

LLomad TRADE IN TURTLES
Export of live turtles, turtle meat, eggs, 0il end various derivativas from
the shell earns Bangladesh millions of Takas every year. Two apacias are invol-
vad in this trade - the Indian softshell turtle (Trionyx qange Lgy s), ths kochs
'green turtle'Jof the exporters, and the pesacock softehell ‘turtle (Tgionzx

or
shi or kum. Both are common {n the larger

yrum m), knoun locally as jath,
rivers in the country. !
The Sangladesh Forest: Department sets the export tsrget avery year, by 1ssuing
e certain number’ of.permits for the collection of th. turtles, Fisherman are

tnvolved in the :actusl .capture- operations, who -use neta end hooks to catch turtls

though some numbers are..alse caught by hand, in such ‘areas as Sylhst, Noakhali,
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Faridpur, Patuakhesli, Basirhat and elsauhere. 'Thsse are bought by middlemen
who stitch the fore= and hind=-1imbs of the turtlas together, and gather them
in jute sacks, and when sufficient numbers have been accumulated, bring them
to ona of the several holding centres that are situated at Naraysngunj and
Mirpur, near the city of Dheka. Here, turtles are weighed and purchased by
the exporters, and let loose in small to medium-sized ponds, with the restra-
ining strings on the limbs cut, prior to their shipment, 0Only live turtles
exceeding one kilogram in weight can be legally exported, and a ‘thealth cert-
‘ficate' accompanies each consignment, which is provided by the governmant
veterinary officers, DOuring winter months, supplies to the holding centres
peak, and turtles sre exported 6 days & wesk., Hong Kong, Singapore, Malayasis,

South Korea and Japan are some of the south-sast Asian countries that Import

1ive freshustsr turtles from Bangladesh, Teble I end Figure 6 shows the incre-

ase in export earnings from live freshueter turtles from Bangladesh, between

1972-73 and 1985-86 (Date from Ancn., 15987).

Various other products derived from turtles have commerciel value in the far
Eastern markets, Table II and Figure § shows the export esrnings from turtle
meat, eggs and 'Fins , betueen the fiscal years 1977-78 and 1985-86 (Data from
Anon. 1987}, Jaocan, Hong Kong, and Singapore are the importers of turtle oil
from Bangladesh, and badi, the cartilaginous flap of softshell turtles that have
“ied at the holding centres, are in demand in Japan and Hong Kong, presumably
ror making soans and/or medicine, The carapace and plastral bones are also
exported to ssveral countries Por the manufacture of ferti{lizers and poultry
fead.

On export days, turtles are recaptured from the ponds at the hoiding centres,
reveighed, and claced in uicker-baskaets, at the rate of 17 turtles to a baskst,
depending on the size and weight of the animal and the sizs of the basket. The
filled baskets are then transported by tempos to the International Airport at
dhaka, Improner capture, storage and transport methods are tﬁoUght to be the
causes of the ﬁnrtaliﬁy (estimated to be around 5% by the exporters)during the

winter =cnth5, hut rising seueral fold during the summer,

Qliver Ir1 79) urote that the leqal trade reoresents the prouerbial "tip of the
iceberg’, anq much larger numpers ars smuggled out to thq nearby Indian states,
a fact confirmed to me by nennle in business, bnth in Bangladesh and in India,

v
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CONSERVATION AND MANAGEMENT

The Bangladesh Wildlife (Preservation) Act of 1974 lists both specles of
softshell turtles that are sxnorted, Trionyx gesngeticus and T. hurum in
Schedule II1, {indicatina that they may not be legally captured, killed or
traded in. Parmits for exoort, according to s government notofication, are
issved for 3 species of turtles - Trionyx leithii, restricted to the rivers
and reservoirs of southern India, T. cartileqineous, widespread in southeast °
Asia, but not occurring within the political boundaries of Bangladesh and T.
certilsfionys, s ‘'sppcles' not recognised in any scientific work 1 am aware ¢

Scheduls II1 of the Wildlife Act lists 3 species of emydid - Geoclemys hgmiltoni;
Morenia géggégz‘(a taxon unrepresented in Bangladesh) and Melanochelys
t inata, besides Trionvx gangeticus, T. hypum end T. nigricanss Other taxa
protected under the Act i{nclude Schedule I Kachuyds tects, Lissemys punctats
snd Indotestydo elongats, all found to be exploited for Pood (see collection
dats, ARppendix 111}, Interestingly, none of the 5 marine turtles of Béng;adesh
which are considered to be threatened worlduide, are listed in the ildlife Act

Thus, & revision of the existing Schedules of the Act is considered to be s
necessary preluds to real conservation action, for the freshuater turtles and
This would also allou monitoring of trade in

land tortolses of Bangladesh,
Appendix IV liste species of non-

the common species of freshuatar turtles,

marine chelonians of Bangladesh, their current status in the Wildlife Act ant

their proposed listing, along with remarks on status. Information on status

was obtained durina fieldwork as well as from Khan (1982) and Fugler (1984),

The fact that turtles and turtle~desrived products earn Bangladesh z significan’
Poreign-exchange is clear from data provided by Anon (1987)(sse also Tables 1
and 11, Figs., S endé Y. Houeuer; more extended surveys need to be conducted
on the major river systems and ayound the landing centres elsewhere to determin
with more precision, the status of the commercially valuable apecies, before

During my surveys, I found Trionyx hurum to

quotas are setbup.for ceocture.
A villasqe of turtlers exist at Caya-

be abundant in many of the areas vislted,
shi, i{n Sylhet district, for whom catching turtles 1s the primary source of

income, JT. hyrum is the favourite specles, owing to its large size, though

Chitra indica, Hardells thurjii, Lissemys punctats and some of the larger
Kachygas are also caught, The Sylhet wetlands supply most of the turtles for
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4 export to southeast Asia and are slso smuggled across the border to Shillong

India, besides supplying the local markets frequented by Bangall

in Meghsalaya,
m India's Chota Nagpur reg-

Hindus, 8s well as tes garden lsboursers, mostly fro

{ion.

n methods of capture, storege and transfer should reduce mortality ratss,

Moder
lsewhere, may ba

'Closed seasons', as practised for soc many game specles &
i{ntroduced, allowing the commercially valuable turtle species to breed safely.
Both speciss of ITpionyx in the export trade nests between the monsoons and

and sarly uinters, and during this period, permitd.for export may be tempora-
internal commercialisate

reed from late winters to

4
“w}ily suspended and the local markets checked to ston

During this period, hardshall tuyrtles, which b

garly summers, may be sllowed to be harvested.

fon,

A small- or medium=sized turtle farming project may be initiated in Bangla-
desh, to examine the feasibility of farming to supply the markets, perhaps
{sations concerned with conservation,

funded by one or more international organ
Processing of

Food production or general solf-help for developing countries,

as suggested by Fugiar (1984) will cut doun losses due to

frozen turtle mest,
ally valuable

mortality in transit,
by-products should also be initiated as exten

- turtle oil, poultry feed and fertilizers al

Investigations on production of commercl |
sion uwork of these proposed ‘Farms'

ready have markets both within the

country and abroad,

Otiver (1979) suspected the illegal freshuwater turtle trada betueen Bsngladash

and India to be significant. My obscrvations indicate that saveral softshell

species sre traded in - Lissemys pynctata, Triopyx gangekticus and 1., hurym,
Hardshells are not much preferred in India ouwing to their usually smaller slze
and lou flesh=to-body ratio. These are generally sold locally, and Sylhet

market is perheps the largest market in the country for turtles, where several

hundred turtles, hoth hardshells and softshells are sold every day during the

uinter months,

Many of the species not sxnorted are alsc in nsed of consrrvation action due

to threats from habitat modification and/or local consumption. Batagur baska,

the estuarine emydid listed as 'endangered' by the IUCN Red Data Book (CGroombr-

idge and Yright 1982), was rennrted by Uhitaker (1982) to be caught in the
Sunderbans of Bangladesh by the locals using hooks baited with mangrove fru
{n large numhers., The snecies, uhich is restricted to these mangrove tracts,

is also susmrcted toa be throatened in the country dus to deqradation of its

its
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habitat due to lumbering., A Schedule IIT 1listing for the species is thus
warranted, as this will help in controlling the unregulated exploitation of
adult turtles and also strengthen efforts to srotect mangrove ecosystems in

Bangladesh,
Habitat loss is also suspected to threaten several of the forest-dwelling
em+dids {eg. Melanochelys tricarinsta) and testudinids (Indotestudo elonaeta

and Manouris emys). At the West Bhanugach Reserve Forest, Moulvi Bezar districf
a 27 km2 araa of deqreded evergreen foreet, scrublands and plantations, a carap:

ace of an I, glongatg was found at a Khasia tribal village, where the flesh was

5,

The tortoise was reportedly rare in the forest, which, because of ;
Large forested tracts survive in the

consumed,
logging operations, itself have no future.
1 sguth-sastern districts, collactively known as the Chittagong Hill Tracts,

largely becauss of rebellion by the Chakma tribals, Howsver, verbal informatlior
received indicstes that turtles and tortoises in the sreas are avidly sought '
after by the locals, Allowing lerge forested tracts to remain, to me, appears
a more sansible strategy for conserving terrestrial and semi-aquatic chelonian
species than complicated rehab%litation programmes by captive breeding for
introductions and reintroductions, which have roles to play if and when more

simple techniques fail to work,

Trionyx nigricens, one of the world's least known turtles occur in Bangladesh,
and is confined tc = single tank asttached to an Islamic shrine. A study of its
reproductive biology, shell morphometriecs and scology has been recently cond t:

by Ahsan and Haque (1987). In the draft action plan for freshwater turtles and

tortoises, Stubbs (1987) recommended creation of a second population presumably

by introduction from the stock at the shrine site. Important as it might bs,

removal of any of the turtles is unlikely to be permitted by the custodians of

the shrine and devotees., No other population of the turtle exists at present,

the nearby pond which had seversl being recently drained (Ahssn pers, comm,).
Since increasad funding is now available for conservation education, éuch
publicity material as audio-visuals, documentary fillms and posters may be prep-
ared, highlighting the status of turtlss and tortolses in Bangladesh, end their
role in ecosystems {scavengers of dead animal matter, weed control, checking
populations of disesse-transmitting aquatic insects, etc,). Capable organisatior
exist in Banglédesh to organise workshops and symposiums, should funding ba
available, and a larger project to train local biologists and wildlifse enforce-
ment officisls in f{dentification snd survey techniques es well as assess the
stock of this valuable resource nseds to be urgently conducted,
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: Map of Bangledesh, showing nrincipel cities, Inset ¢ Position

of Bangladesh In South Asia,
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Families of living turtles of the world, Darkened areas represent

FIG, 2 ¢
' species found in Fangladesh.

F16., 3 : Taxonomic composition of the turtle fauna of Bangladesh,

FIG., 4 ¢ Analysis of the sffinities of the turtle fauna of Bangladesh.

FIG. 5 : Export earnings from turtle meat, eqggs and 'fins', between fle 1
years 1977=78 end 1985-86, for Bangladesh, Data derived from Knon.
(1987).

FIG., 6 ¢ Export earninge from live turtles, betueen fiscel years 1972«73

and 1985-86, for Bangladesh. Data derived from Anon. (1987).



“FRESHUATER/TERWESTRIAL
SPECIES

APPENDIX IV
CURRENT LISTING

PROPOSED LISTING REMARKS

FAMILY : EMYDIDAE
1., Cyorg gmboinensis

2, Morenia petersi

IN WILDLIFE ACT IN WILOLIFE ACT

3, Melanochelys tricarinats II11

4, Geoclemys hamiltonil
5, Hardells thuriii

6. Kachyaga tecta
7. Kachugg tentoria
B. Kechuga smithif

9, Kachgga sylhetensis
10. Kaghuqs dhonqoksg

11. Kachugsg kachuqs
12, Batpgur baska

FAMILY : TESTUDINIDAE
13, Indotestudo elonqgate

14, Manouris emys

FAMILY : TRIONYCHIDAL
15, Lissemys ounctats

16. Pelochelys bibroni
17. Chitrs indics

18+ Trionvx gangeticys
19. T;ionxx hu;um

20, ¥rionyx nigricans

-

I1I

111

I11

IIl
II11

II1

IIl

111

IT1

III

ITI
ITI

I11

Smgll population,
exploited for food

Common, but exploit
for food

Presumably rere
Presumably rare

Common, but exploit
fopdfood

Very common, exploi
occasionally for fc

No good data on ste
Reoortedly common

No good date on sts
Localised distribut

Presuymably rars

Common nouvhere, and
presumably exploite

Reportedly rere, an
presumably exploite

Exploited for food,
habitat loss

Exnploited for food,
habitat loss

Exploited for food,
habitat loss

Common, but explolt
for food

Renortedly rare

lidespread, but nowl
re common, exploite::
for food |

Com~on, but exploit|
for food i

Common, but exploiti:
for food

Restricted to a sin:
tank at a religious
site
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Testudlnidae

Number

Trionychidae

Cheloniidae
Dc_sr ochelyldae

FIG. 2:Famllles represented
in Bangladesh
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