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Euphrates soft shell turtle

Rafetus euphraticus |
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Turtle in I.R of Iran

This species occurs in the Euphrates and Tigris rivers, from
southeastern Turkey, through Syria and Iraq to the Persian
Gulfextending into southwestern Iran. It occurs from about
Y+ ++ mdown to sea level }Baran & Atathur Y 334(. The range of
small population of Mesopotamian soft shell turtle in Iran not
only islimited in the country, comprising of only Khuzestan
province, but alsois restricted in the area too. The habitats are
mostly in the central and western part of the province along and
related to the main rivers. Some of the important parts of the
range are in the border area of Iran and Irag. There are many
importantrivers in the area which are considered as the
"habitats” of Rafetus, like: Karkheh, Dez, Karoon, Djarrahi,
Shahoor, Bahmanshir and relate drainages to those rivers.
Otherimportant water bodies are the wetland sites in the area
which have listed as "international wetlands )Ramsar Site( like:
Shadegan and Hour-Al azim. The most common local name
for the Rafetus, is Rafesh and in some parts as Righal .

Habitat and Ecology information: Rafetus is extremely riverine
and prefers various types of the related fresh water habitats.
During the field studies we could find the turtles in different
habitat types like the slow moving parts of the small and large
rivers, drainage and irrigating channels, ponds and lakes.
Based on our observations, the turtles avoid from fast moving
parts of the rivers. They use the small and large sandy and
some times the muddy beaches for the basking which is their
most usual behavior out of the water.

Rafetus is very cautious and timid animal out of the water and very
difficult to approach it and disappears to water immediately getting
close toiteven in long distance. Some times the turtles lay atthe edge
of the water for basking avoiding from complete emerge. The turtles
also use to burry themselves under the mud and sands of the bottom
of the water bodies and the beaches. Tuck on his report from the
turtles of iran has recorded ™4 mm as the carapace length for mature
of this species JTuck ' 1¥?(. Reporis from local people indicate that the
nesting time for the turtle is in May how ever it's not confirmed exactly.
Although we couldn't find any nesting turtle or nests, the founded
hatched eggs and the nests in mid June indicates that the nesting
season could be started earlier in May too )figure ¥, A(. Ghaffariin her
field work reported May as the nesting season Jghaffari ¥ - - £(. Turtles
use the sandy beaches in different sizes along the rivers as the
nesting sites. Reported clutch size for the species in Turkeyis 4,1}

and '¥. Sandy patches along the rivers are the main nesting sites for
the turtle.

Feeding: Reafetus feeds mainly on animal prey. Rafesh is a very
greedy carnivore and attacks to any thing looks like food, but “fish is
one of the main food resource, The most common fish species in the
area are: Barbus ssp, cyprinion ssp and capoeta ssp. This behavior is
so extreme that most of the time turtles attack to the fishes trapped in
the nets as well as the baits of the hooks. Subsequently, provides
problems to the turtles by entangling in the nets or hooks. They easily
are attracted to the hooks baited with fat, intestine, meat pieces of fish
and birds like sparrow. Some vegetables like the watermelons which
are usual and abundant in the area attracts them too. It is quite usual
inthe area to capture the turtles with baited hooks.
£ i
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Population status: As an Endangered species, Rafetus population in its
global range is not satisfactory. It has gone o extinction in Kirkiz
(Garments 1993) and it is declining in Turkey because of dam. The
population in Iran is rather small facing to several threats (MObaraki 2003).
Based on biometric data collected from about 20 turtles, the largest size
recorded was about 70 cm of curved carapace length and 20 kg in weight.
Turtles some times show different color patterns too (Figure 9, 1 +(.
Conservation measures in lran:

Based on the Environmental laws all wild life species including the soft
shell turtle are under legal protection and there is a fine for any killed turtle
which is about US$ 30 for each. More over, some distribution areas of the
turtles has designated as “protected areas” or “wild life refuge” in which
some specific regulations and legislations are undertaken, for example:
Dez and Karkheh protected areas and Shadegan wild life refuge which is
an international wetland (Ramsar site) too. These areas are under direct
control of Department of the Environment monitored by the guards.

Main threats:

Unfortunately there are too many considerable factors threatening
Rafetus population in Iran:

'-Different pollutions: water bodies in Khuzestan province are under
severe pollution due to | :

o considering the climatical condition of the area all year long agricultural
activities are undertaken and most of the lands are cultivated in all the
seasons, so different kind of pesticides and fertilizers are usedin large
scale which in turn enter to the water resources )as agricultural wastes(
and pollutes them.

oAnother common pollution especially in oil rich parts is oil pollution
caused by exploitation and transportation/ transference. During the past
years there has been severe leakage of oil from old pipe lines and
conseq ly fire in some w dareas which had considerable
destructive effects,

o Sewages from different industrial factories and also domestic sewage
enter to the rivers and water bodies in great amount and causes high
pollution. In some cases the sewages are in high termperature causing
considerable changes.
aUrban and domestic debris are also other important factors which threat
the fresh water ecosystems of the area, an important factor which have
caused different changes in the landscape of area.
oAlso warlchemical weapons used by Iraq do polluted water bodies
especially in the wetlands of the border areas which are considered as
main habitats of the turtles making the working in the area unsafe.

*-Hunting and fishing is the other very important threatening factors
which is mostly related to people's ur and i 2. Most of
the local people use long lines and single hooks for fishing in the rivers
and the fat or other useless food or fish body parts are subject to attract
the poor and hungry turtles and as the turtle’s jaws are dangerous the
people some times cut the head of the turtle to release the hooks. There
is also a belief that turtles eat the fish which is the food resource for
human so they kill the turtles to prevent therm from eating their fish Jvery
silly belief(. More over children as a fun and entertainment use to catch
small turtles with hook and kill them. Setnets are aslo another usual
fialing douica provicing Sarious prblems wsuﬁ@' =i




