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Figure 1. Pelusios rhodesianus: an adult from the Lake St. Lucia area, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Photo by Richard C. Boycott.
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Summary. – The variable hinged terrapin, Pelusios rhodesianus (Family Pelomedusidae), is 
a moderate-sized species that inhabits weedy shallow dams and backwaters from Lake Victoria 
south to KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. The populations in the main part of the species’ range seem 
to be in good shape and the construction of storage dams provides additional suitable habitats for 
P. rhodesianus. However, some of the peripheral southern populations in South Africa (KwaZulu-
Natal) are threatened or extinct.

Distribution. – Angola; Botswana; Burundi; Congo (DRC); Congo (ROC); Mozambique; 
Namibia; Rwanda; South Africa; Tanzania; Uganda; Zambia; Zimbabwe. Central and Eastern 
Africa from Republic of Congo in the northwest to Lake Victoria region in the northeast, south to 
eastern South Africa.

Synonymy. – Pelusios nigricans rhodesianus Hewitt 1927; Pelusios subniger rhodesianus; Pelusios 
rhodesianus; Pelusios castaneus rhodesianus; Pelusios rhodesianus rhodesianus.

Subspecies. – None recognized. Morphology suggests possible north-south geographic variation.
Status. – IUCN 2007 Red List: Least Concern (LR/lc) (assessed 1996, needs updating); CITES: 

Not Listed.

	 Taxonomy. — Pelusios nigricans rhodesianus was 
described by Hewitt (1927) on the basis of a series of shells 
from the Mpika District of Zambia. Loveridge (1941) placed 
this taxon in the synonymy of P. subniger and various other 
authors listed materials under P. castaneus. Laurent (1965) 
revived rhodesianus as a subspecies of P. castaneus, but Raw 
(1978), finding these two taxa to be sympatric in Natal, raised 
rhodesianus to specific rank, this status being subsequently 
confirmed by Broadley (1981) and Bour (1983).

	 Broadley (1981) suggested that this species might be 
divided into subspecies on the basis of the head coloration, 
those from north of the South Equatorial Divide usually 
having the head brown with yellow vermiculation, while 
those from the south usually have uniform brown heads.
	 Description. — Pelusios rhodesianus is a moderate-
sized terrapin (maximum carapace length 25.5 cm) having 
an oval, moderately domed shell, with vertebral keels weak 
or absent; the posterior margin of the carapace is rounded. 
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Growth rings on the epidermal shields are usually well de-
fined. The plastral hinge is well developed, with the anterior 
lobe less than twice the length of the abdominal sulcus. The 
head is moderately wide, less than half the width of the plas-
tron at the abdomino-femoral sulcus; the beak is bicuspid, 
with two mental barbels. Falciform scales on the forelimbs 
are well developed.
	 There are eight neural bones, with N8 sometimes 
elongate and in contact with the suprapygal.
	 The carapace and bridge are black, the plastron may 
be black, with or without irregular yellow patches mesi-
ally, or uniform yellow. The head is brown above, with or 

without yellow vermiculation, the sides of the head and 
skin of the neck and limbs are yellowish, but gray-brown 
on outer faces of the limbs.
	 Distribution. — In Central and East Africa, it is 
widespread in Rwanda and Burundi, and found in lagoons 
and weedy estuaries bordering Lakes Victoria, Tanganyika, 
and Malawi, probably also in Lake Rukwa (Spawls et al. 
2000). It extends south from the Democratic Republic of 
Congo and Zambia to Angola, northern Botswana, and 
Zimbabwe, with apparently relict populations in eastern 
South Africa (KwaZulu-Natal). The South African popu-
lations are apparently disjunct, with no known localities 
for P. rhodesianus in the Limpopo River basin of southern 
Mozambique, where P. sinuatus and P. subniger occur, 
or the eastern coastal areas, where P. castanoides and P. 
subniger occur. 
	 Habitat and Ecology. — This species occurs in a 
variety of habitats, including temporary pans, extensive 
swamp areas like those surrounding Lake Bangweulu in 
Zambia (from where the type series probably originated) 
and larger water bodies, including Lake Victoria and 
many man-made dams, where the species favors quiet 
weedy backwaters (pers. obs.). This terrapin was found 
to be inhabiting the dense mat of water hyacinth (Eich-
hornia crassipes) when this noxious weed was being 
removed from Lake Chivero near Harare in Zimbabwe 
(pers. obs.). Specimens from the swamp areas of Zambia 

Figure 2. Pelusios rhodesianus: head of an adult from the Lake 
St. Lucia area, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Photo by Richard 
C. Boycott.

Figure 4. Distribution of Pelusios rhodesianus in Africa. Red points = museum and literature occurrence records based on Iverson (1992) 
plus more recent and authors’ data; green shading =  projected distribution based on GIS-defined hydrologic unit compartments (HUCs) 
constructed around verified localities and then adding HUCs that connect known point localities in the same watershed or physiographic 
region, and similar habitats and elevations as verified HUCs (Buhlmann et al., unpubl. data), and adjusted based on authors’ data.
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often show fire damage to the carapace, caused when 
bush fires rage through the dry reed beds during the dry 
season, when the terrapins are aestivating in the mud. 
	 The diet of this species probably consists largely of 
mollusks and aquatic insects, but they also feed on the 
stems, leaves, and flowers of aquatic plants. In captivity 
they play havoc with water lilies by biting through the 
stems of the flower bulbs and leaves (pers. obs.).
	 Reproductive data on the species are few; on 13 
September 1958, B.L. Mitchell (pers. comm.) examined 
31 female P. rhodesianus walking about in seasonally 
inundated grasslands on the Kafue Flats in Zambia, appar-
ently in search of suitable sites for oviposition, one 199 
mm CL female contained 18 eggs measuring 33 to 37 x 22 
to 23 mm. A 170 mm CL female from the Mpudzi River, 
Zimbabwe, contained 13 eggs measuring 33 x 20 mm in 
November, and a 139 mm CL female from Norton laid 11 
eggs of similar size in captivity during April/May.
	 Population Status. — The populations in the main 
part of the species’ range seem to be in good shape and the 
construction of storage dams provides additional suitable 
habitats for P. rhodesianus. However, some of the peripheral 
southern populations in South Africa (KwaZulu-Natal) are 
threatened or extinct.
	 Threats to Survival. — In KwaZulu-Natal, this species 
may suffer from loss of habitat as a result of the filling-in 
or drainage of swamps, marshes, pans, and vleis. At some 
localities pollution of the habitat undoubtedly affects ter-
rapins. The long-term effects of insecticide spraying for 
the control of mosquitoes is unknown and doubtless poses 
an additional threat to their survival. Veldt fires in the dry 
seasons could affect hibernating terrapins since they are 
only shallowly buried (Boycott 1988).
	 Conservation Measures Taken. — This species is 
listed as “Peripheral” in the South African Red Data Book 
- Reptiles and Amphibians (1988). It occurs in Provincial 
nature reserves at Kosi Bay and Lake St. Lucia, but the 
southernmost population at Durban Bluff is now believed 
to be extinct according to a survey by Bourquin (2004). The 
nearest surviving populations are in an unprotected area 
just south of Umlalazi Nature Reserve (Mtunzini), in pans 
behind the coastal dunes, but there is evidence that these 
terrapins are being wantonly killed by local people. 
	 Conservation Measures Proposed. — In South Africa 
the species should be afforded general protected status 
under the KwaZulu-Natal Provincial Nature Conservation 

Ordinance and additional reserves should be proclaimed 
throughout its range (Boycott 1988).
	 Captive Husbandry. — No information.
	 Current Research. — None known.
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