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Abstract :

A species of softshell turtle (genus Rafetus) has been
known from Hoan Kiem Lake for a long time in the center
of Ha Noi, capital of Vietnam. It is different from
other turtle species that has been described from
Vietnam. This paper describes mis turtle as a new
species.

introduction :

The Vietnam Red Data Book (1992) places the Hoan Kiem
turtle in Pelochelys bibroni and wrote:

“In the winter, the Hoan Kiem turtle climbs onto
the small island

of the Rua Tower for sunshine” (p.221).

According to Meylan (1987) the Family Trionychidae
includes 22 species and distributed around the world.
There are 4 species of Family Trionychidae in Vietnam
(NguyÔn V¨n S¸ng vµ Hå Thu Cóc, 1996) including:
Pelochelys bibroni Owen, 1853; Pelodiscus sinensis
Wiegmann, 1834; Palea steindachneri Siebenrock, 1906;
and Amyda cartilaginea Boddaert, 1770. According to
Farkas (1992) a specimen of Rafetus swinhoei collected
in 1914 in Hanoi, is now in the Naturhistorisches
Museum, Vienna.

Holotype :

The holotype is RHK 01-1967, a  stuffed male. The
allotype is RHK 02-1968, a   skeleton of a female.



The paratype is RHK 03-1993, a stuffed specimen and a
skull.

Table 1. The skull and carapace measurements of
the new species

(in mm)

Character RHK 01-
1967

RHK 02-
1968

RHK 03-
1993

Length of skull ? 236 234
Width of skull ? 150 147
Length of orbital ? 34 34
Width of orbital ? 26 26
Distance between
orbital

? 22 21

Length of skull
base

? 160 180

Length of
basioccipital

? 35 42

Length of
basisphenoid

? 47 40

Width of foramen
intermaxillaris ? 17 21
Length of
carapace

640 545 605

Width of carapace 580 510 585

Table 2. The measurements of stuffed specimens of the
new species (in mm)

Character RHK 01-
1967

RHK 02-
1968

RHK 03-
1993

Length from
muzzle to rear of
carapace

1590 ? 1520

Length of head 260 ? 220
Length of head
and neck

560 ? 500

Distance of
orbitals

45 ? 50



Width of carapace
disk

580 ? 585

Width of carapace
disk and skin
edging

870 ? 875

Table 3. Comparision of Vietnamese softshell turtles
(Figs. 5 - 13)

Character New
Species

Rafetu
s

swinho
ei

Pelochl
ys

bibroni

Pelodis
cus

sinensi
s

Palea
steinda
ch-neri

Amyda
cartil

a-
ginea

Size of foramen
intermaxillaris large large small averag

e
averag

e
small

Apetura narium
internum large large small averag

e
averag

e
large

Neural number 8 8 7 8 8 8
Seventh and

eighth pleurals
7th and
8th

reduce
d

norma
l

8th
reduce

d

8th
very
large

normal norma
l

Rafetus leloiensis  sp. nov.

Etylomogy :

leloii is derived from the name of Le Loi, a Vietnamese
king of the 15th century, who restored a legendary sword
to the sacred turtle on Green Lake after his victory
over aggression from the North. Thereafter, the name of
the lake called Hoan Kiem lake means the Restored Sword
Lake.

dEscription :

The head is relatively large. The eyes do not jut out
from the forehead. The muzzle is blunt. The cornu
maxillare is ivory-white in color and covers the
premaxillare. The lip covers the edge of maxillary and
half of the rear of the mandibulary. The round eyes ae
situated in front of the head. The eyelid folds are



clear. The large head cannot be with draw in to the
carapace.

The skull most closely resembles that of Rafetus
more than Pelochelys and Amyda (Figs. 4 - 7). It is wide
and blunt. The jugal archs are curved. The processus
squamosum are parallel to backward. The orbitals are
large. The nasal  juts out in front of the maxillare.
The foramen intermaxillare is large and shapes a little
like a lozenge. The two foramen nasal interior are
round. The processus epioccipitalis is spoon shped. The
distance between the orbitals is two-thirds of the
orbital diameter.

The angle of mandibulare is relatively wide for
joint the maxillare arch. The cornu maxillare covers the
premandibulare and half of the mandibulare. The cornu
mandibulare covers the dental and the front part of  the
coronare.

The carapace is oval and uniform colour. The skin
edge is very soft and thin, and is bent at the rear. The
swimming both front and rear legs have 3 large claws
each.

Color: The rear of the head, neck and carapace are all
in greyish. The under sides are pinkish. The neck fold
is clear.

Distribution:

The new species is distributed in Hoan Kiem Lake of
Hanoi and in the Quynh Lam swamp near the town of Hoa
Binh. A small population is living in Hoan Kiem Lake
today. Two animals were captured from the Quynh Lam
swamp. One is about 178 kg and other 74 kg weight.

Some other localities have giant freshwater turtles:
the Chu River (Thanh Hoa), Dong Mo Lake (Ha Tay) and Ao
Chau swamp  (Phu Tho). It is not known if these giant
softshell turtles are referable to the new species.

Conservation  and  Development:



The giant Hoan Kiem Lake turtle is very rare. Its
discovery  and discription is an addition for the
biodiversity of the world.

Therefore, the conservation on the new turtle in Hoan
Kiem Lake is important not only for science but also for
the culture, history, and spirit of the Vietnam people.

For their conservation, we must first keep the Hoan Kiem
Lake clean, since that is their only known habitat. We
must strictly forbid encroachment upon the lake. The
waste water should not run to the lake, but should run
into the waste water-pipes of the city.

Remove the toilets  on the east edge of the lake.
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Figure 1.  Hoan Kiem Lake turtle

Figure 2.  Rafetus swinhoei
(F. Bonin, B. Devaux and A. Dupr_, 1996)

Figure 3.  Rafetus euphraticus
(F. Bonin, B. Devaux and A. Dupr_, 1996)



Figure 4.  The skull of Hoan Kiem Lake turtle

Figure 5. The skull of Rafetuus swinhoei
(by P. Meylan from BMNH 73.7.30.125)

Figure 6. The skull of Pelochelys bibroni
(by P. Pritchard  from Penang Malaysia 2921 )



Figure 7.  The skull of Amyda cartilaginea

Figure 8. The skull of Pelodiscus sinensis

Figure 9. The skull of Palea steindachneri
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Figure 10. The carapace of  Hoan Kiem Lake turtle (A)
and Rafetuus swinhoei (B)

(Zhao Keng-tang, 1997)

Figure 11. The carapace of Amyda cartilaginea
(R. Bourret, 1941)
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Figure 12. The carapace of Pelodiscus sinensis (A) and
Palea steindachneri (B)

(R. Bourret, 1941)



Figure 13. The carapace of Pelochelys bibroni
(R. Bourret, 1941)
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