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1. STATUS REVIEW 
 
1.1 Taxonomy:  

 
Class  : Reptilia 
Order  : Testudines 
Family  : Trionychidae 
Genus   : Pelochelys  
Species  : Pelocheys cantorii (Gray, 1864) 
Common Name Υ /ŀƴǘƻǊΩǎ Dƛŀƴǘ ǎƻŦǘǎƘŜƭƭ ǘǳǊǘƭŜκ !ǎƛŀƴ Dƛŀƴǘ ǎƻŦǘǎƘŜƭƭ ǘǳǊǘƭŜ/   
Local name  : Bheemanama, Paala poovan (Malayalam) 
 
Synonyms: Pelochelys clivepalmeri (Hoser, 2014), P. cumingii (Gray, 1864), P. poljakowii 
(Strauch, 1890), P. telstraorum (Hoser, 2014), P. cantoris (Boulenger, 1889)  
 
Pelochelys cantorii (Gray, 1864) is one of the three species in the genus Pelochelys. The 

other two species are P. bibroni and P. signifera known only from Papua New Guinea and 

Indonesia (Papua), respectively. P. cantorii has a large distribution across south and 

south-east Asia (Das, 2008). It is among the largest freshwater turtles in the world with 

adults reaching a carapace length of around 100 cm (Das, 2008). Sexual dimorphism is 

present with males having longer and thicker tales than females; something common for 

other softshell turtles. Females are also larger in size than males (Das, 2008).  

According to the last IUCN Red List of threatened species assessment for the species, 

Pelochelys cantorii might hide a complex of several different species (ATTWG, 2000) 

  

Figure 1. An adult Pelochelys cantorii on the banks of Chandragiri river caught as by-catch in a fishing line 
(A), and a close-ǳǇ ƘŜŀŘ ǎƘƻǘ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƪŜǊŀǘƛƴƛȊŜŘ ǎƘŜŀǘƘ ƻǊ άǘŜŜǘƘέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ό.ύΦ  
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1.2 Distribution and population status:  
 

Pelochelys cantorii has a widespread distribution occurring in as many as 11 countries across 

South and South-east Asia (Das, 2008). It is a freshwater turtle species with a wide distribution 

(Das, 2008); though it is also considered uncommon. There are no estimates of population 

size or relative abundance of the species across its distribution range, with data limited to 

sighting reports. A two-week market survey in Bangladesh reported 30 specimens of the 

species (Das, 2008).  In India, no population estimates have been made to date and the species 

is considered rare with fragmented populations. Lǘ ƛǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ Ψ9ƴŘŀƴƎŜǊŜŘΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ L¦/b 

Red List of Threatened Species (Asian Turtle Trade Working Group, 2000). 

 

 
Figure 2. Pelochelys cantorii distribution in South and Southeast Asia. Source: Das, 2008.  

 
  



 

 

1.2.1 Global distribution:  
 

Country  Population 
estimates 
(plus references) 

Distribution Population trend 
(plus references) 

Notes 

India Unknown Kerala, Tamil Nadu, 
Odisha, West 
Bengal, Andhra 
Pradesh, Karnataka 
(?) 

Unknown  In Kasaragod 
district of Kerala, 
five individuals 
incidentally caught 
in fishing gear have 
been rescued 
within a span of 10 
river kms.  
(Jain, unpublished)  

Bangladesh Unknown 
(IUCN 
Bangladesh, 
2015) 

Lower Ganges 
system 
Comilla/Meghna, 
Sundarbans river 
system, Bhola, 
Pirojpur,  
Pataukhali, Barisal 
and Khulna.  

Decreasing  Regional status of 
the species in 
Bangladesh is 
Ψ/ǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 
9ƴŘŀƴƎŜǊŜŘΩ 
(Rashid and Khan, 
2000).  

Cambodia Unknown 48-km stretch of the 
Mekong river in 
Kratie and Stung 
treng provinces.   

Unknown 565 hatchlings 
were released after 
nest protection 
program in 
Cambodia in 2018.  

China Unknown Yunnan, Jiangsu, 
Zhejiang, Fujian, 
Guangdong, Hainan, 
and Guangxi 
provinces in 
central and south 
China. 
Historical 
occurrence- Anhui 

Decreasing Lau and Shi, 2000; 
Das, 2008; Xiaoyou 
et al., 2019 

Thailand Unknown Restricted to 
Peninsular region of 
Thailand, Thai Part 
of Mekong River is 
not confirmed.  

Decreasing. 
Extinct from Chao 
Phraya and Mae 
Klong systems.  

van Dijk and 
Palasuwan, 2000; 
Boulenger, 1890.  

Philippines Unknown Islands of Luzon 
(Cagayan 
River and Ilaguen 
River) and Mindanao 
(Agusan Marsh 

Unknown 
 
Species is 
considered to be 

Diesmos et al., 
2008 



 

 

Wildlife Sanctuary 
and the Panabo 
River, Davao del 
Norte 
Province) 
Historical records- 
Island of Balabac, 
San Miguel River, 
Laguna de Bay 

uncommon to 
rare.   

Malaysia Unknown Setiu district, Kuala 
Besut Jetty and 
Kemaman 

Unknown  Shahirah-Ibrahim 
et al., 2018; Das, 
2008; Sharma and 
Tisen, 2000 

Laos Unknown  Champasak 
Province, Khong 
District, Ban Hang 
Khone Village in 
Mekong River 

Decreasing  Population very 
small and nearing 
extinction (Touch 
Seang Tana et al., 
2000)  
 
Stuart and 
Timmins, 2000; 
Stuart and Platt, 
2004 

Indonesia Unknown Sumatra, Borneo, 
Irian Java, Sulawesi, 
Berbak National 
Park 

Unknown Samedi and 
Iskandar, 2000 

Vietnam Unknown Central and 
Southern Vietnam  

Unknown Populations are 
likely to be 
decreasing.  
Touch Seang Tana 
et al., 2000 
suspects Vietnam 
populations to be 
likely extinct.  

Myanmar Unknown Unknown  Unknown  Boulenger, 1889; 
Das 2008 

 
 
 



 

 

1.2.2 Local distribution in India:  

 
Figure 3. Published distribution records of Pelochelys cantorii in India 1780ς2000 ό ύ ŀƴŘ 
2000ςнлнл ό֙ύ (A) and new distribution records of P. cantorii in Kerala since 2008 (B). 
 

Region / 
province 

Site Level of 
Protection 

Population 
size 

Reference(s) Notes 

Tamil 
Nadu 

Palk Bay Unknown Unknown  Nair and 
Badrudeen, 
1975; Moll and 
Vijaya 1986 

One individual caught 
in a trawl net from 
estuarine habitat. 

Mouth of 
Vellur estuary 

None  Unknown  Hussain, 2003 One individual was 
found stranded on the 
coast.  

Cauvery river  None  Unknown Melvinselvan 
and Nibedita 
2017 

The report is the most 
inland occurrence 
from India (ca. 90 km 
from the sea).  

Kerala Chandragiri 
river 

None  
 
One particular 
site, 
Neyyamkayam 
was declared as 
Biodiversity 
Heritage Site. 
However, it does 
not provide any 
known protection 
to the aquatic 
biodiversity.  

Unknown  Jain et. al., 
2021 
(unpublished) 

This site might be one 
of the strongholds for 
this species 
population.  



 

 

Valapattanam 
river 

None  Unknown  Palot and 
Radhakrishnan, 
2002 

 

Bharathapuzha 
river  

None  Unknown  Kumar, 2004  

Kuttiyadi river  None  Unknown  Palot, 2003; 
Palot and 
Radhakrishnan 
2011  

 

Chettuva Lake None  Unknown P.O. Nameer, 
pers. comm., 
2008 

 

Vembanad 
Lake 

Ramsar Site  Unknown Badush and 
Palot, 2020 

 

Chalakudy 
River 

None Unknown B.K. 
Vasudevan, 
pers. comm., 
2015; S. Das, 
pers. Comm., 
2017;  

 

Thejaswini 
River 

Unknown  Unknown J. Padikkal, 
pers. comm., 
2016 

 

Periyar River  Part of this river 
falls within 
Periyar Tiger 
Reserve, a 
protected area 

Unknown  S. Das, pers. 
comm. 2017  

 

Varkala  None  Unknown  Vismaya 
Channel News 
report, 2019 

 

Andhra 
Pradesh 

Godavari river  None Unknown  Sirsi, 2010  

Odisha Subarnarekha 
River 

None  Unknown Moll and Vijaya 
1986 

 

Mouth of 
Maipara river  
 

None  Unknown Behera et al. 
2019 

 

Brahmani-
Baitarani Delta 

None Unknown Kar and Rao, 
1985; Vijaya, 
1982; Behera 
et al. 2019 

 

West 
Bengal 

Hooghly river Unknown Unknown Annandale 
1912 

Hooghly river is partly 
protected under 
Sundarbans PA. 
However, the location 
of the report does not 
specify specific region.  

 
 



 

 

1.3 Protection status:  
 
¢ƘŜ /ŀƴǘƻǊΩǎ Dƛŀƴǘ {ƻŦǘǎƘŜƭƭ ǘǳǊǘƭŜ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ listed within Appendix II of CITES, therefore its 

international trade is regulated. The species is protected in India under the Schedule I of the 

Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, which is the highest protection level for a species in the 

country. The species has been protected in other parts of its distribution range, specifically in 

Vietnam, Myanmar, Philippines, Bangladesh and China but with varying degrees of 

protection. It is also protected from exploitation in Thailand under WARPA law (Wild Animals 

Reservation and Protection Act B.E. 2535) (van Dijk and Palasuwan, 2000). In India, the formal 

protection provided to the rivers is negligible except to the parts when they flow through 

designated National parks or sanctuaries. All 18 sites where the historic and contemporary 

sightings of the species have been documented fall outside of any Protected Area Network. 

However, due to the lack of in-depth studies and information on the speciesΩ ƘƻƳŜ ǊŀƴƎŜΣ 

habitat use and requirements, it is difficult to estimate the proportion of the species range 

that might be falling under the Protected Area Network.  

 

1.4 Ecology, behaviour, and habitat requirements: 
 

Pelochelys cantorii is a highly aquatic freshwater species with a seemingly high salinity 

tolerance as it has been reported in estuarine and coastal waters (Das, 2008). The species is 

considered very secretive and can spend large part of its life underwater, buried under the 

sand in the riverbed. This species has a large distribution in South-East Asia but is considered 

ΨǊŀǊŜΩ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ its range. The limited information on the ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΩ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ōƛƻƭƻƎȅ comes 

mainly from captive individuals. Knowledge on individuals and populations in the wild is 

scarce. 

Nesting ecology varies greatly across its range with respect to nesting grounds and nesting 

season (Das 2008). In China, mating between a male and a female was observed between 

April and June in captivity followed by nesting between June and September with one female 

depositing three clutches with an interclutch interval of 15 days (Xinping, 2015). Das (2008) 

also mentions Mayς September as the breeding and nesting period of wild Pelochelys cantorii 

in the Oujian River drainage of China and the clutch size was reported to range between 40ς

70 eggs with a mean egg size of 3 cm. In Cambodia, on the sandbanks of the Mekong river, 

nesting takes place between December and January with a clutch size raging in between 34-

42 eggs (Das, 2008; Gnourn and Som, 2019). In India, nesting on coastal beaches has been 

reported (Kar and Rao, 1985) but being άƘŜŀǾƛŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ǎƛŘŜέ (Vijaya, 1982) - the season 

was not given in these reports. Aside from this report, no other evidence of the species 

nesting ecology in India has been published. Palot and Radhakrishnan (2011) assumed that 

nesting occurs post-monsoon (AugustςOctober) coinciding with the estuarine records of the 

species during this period. In the Chandragiri river, nesting seems to occur in Januaryς

February on the riverbanks (Jain, pers. obs). The clutch size from one nest found in January 

2020 was reported to have 40 eggs while the clutch sizes from three nests laid between 24th 


