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1. INTRODUCTION 

Pelomedusa subrufa is a side-necked turtle inhabiting 

freshwater bodies in the sub-Saharan continental regions of 

Africa, Madagascar and Arabian Peninsula [1]. In Saudi 

Arabia, the helmeted turtle was recorded in the most 

southwestern area approximately 250 km apart from Yemen 

and in Yemen [1] [2]. It is found in Asian continent [3]. This 

endangered species belongs to family Pelomedusidae that 

comprises only one genus represented by the side-necked 

turtle P. subrufa [4] [5]. The morphology of the turtle has 

been described in details by several investigations [6] [7] [8]. 

Several genetic studies have described the karyotype of this 

species with debates in the chromosomal number between 34 

and 36 [9] [10]. Other studies focused on the molecular 

genetic structure of the species [11] [12] [13] recorded a new 

species of Pelomedusa in South Africa and Ethiopia while 

Vargas-Ramírez et al. [14] studied the conservation modeling 

of the turtle group.  

The existence of P. subrofa in Arabian Peninsula is a relict 

phenomenon. The species originated, most probably either in 

Africa and migrated eastward through southern Arabia during 

the Miocene time or originated in Arabia before Miocene and 

migrated westward to Africa [1]. Based on mitochondrial and 

nuclear DNA study, Pelumedusa originated in Africa and 

migrated eastward to Ethiopia and Saudi Arabia [15]. This 

debate needs more phylogenetic investigations molecularly 

and phylogeoraphically. The turtle is endangered and has 

been classified in Appendix I based on Cites classification 

[1]. Saudi Arabia is a dry country having limited and 

temporarily freshwater bodies in which P. subrofa inhabits. 

These limitations could affect the population structure of the 

species and make it in hard situations, particularly during the 

last three decades as the temperature raised and the rainfall 

declined [16]. The present study therefore aimed to make a 

survey on the existence of the species in the western region 

of Saudi Arabia including regions that have been surveyed by 

Gasperetti et al. [1]. 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS   

The reptilian turtle Pelomedusa subrufa is the only species in 

the genus, which belongs to family Pelomudosidae, suborder 

Pleurodira and order Testudinea [17]. Randomly selected 

geographical localities in the western region of Saudi Arabia 

had been intensively surveyed for the existence of P. subrufa. 

Study areas had been chosen depending on the existence of 

large water bodies, the presence of farmland and plantation 

activities besides the previously studied areas by Gasperetti 

et al. [1] in Muhayil and Jazan. The geographic coordinate of 

the selected localities are described in Table 1.  

Field procedure included the frequent visits to the randomly 

selected areas, monitoring the turtle activities, recording and 

documenting it photographically. Trips had been conducted 

in different weather conditions. Many study areas had been 

reached on either foot, climbing, or swimming, due to the 

nature of the area that limits the use of the transportation 

vehicles. Fieldwork had been performed between January to 

December 2016 between 8.00 am to 18.00 pm. Night visits 

were also performed with GPS instruments. Data had been 
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Abstract: The Pelomedusa subrufa inhabits the sub-Saharan Africa, Yemen and the extreme southwest of Saudi Arabia. 

It is a medium-sized turtle having a shell length ranging from 15 to 21 cm. Morphological characteristics of the carapace 

exhibit an oval shaped architecture having a brown to olive color with a special sexual dimorphism in tail length which 

was longer and thicker in males more than females. This side-necked helmeted turtle is recorded in different freshwater 

bodies of Tihama plain with variable altitudes from sea level up to 1300 m above. The present study recorded 22 

geographic localities throughout the southwestern Saudi Arabia from Makkah region to the vicinities close to Yemen 

and this is the first study to survey its complete geographic distribution in Saudi Arabia. 
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gathered, assessed and compared with previously mentioned 

literature regarding the study area 
 

 

TABLE 1. Samples collected, type localities and the geographical 

notes for P. subrofa collected from 22 areas in the southwestern Saudi 

Arabia. 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

The present study focused on this endangered species which 

is suffered from man-made habitat fragmentation and severe 

environmental fluctuations and therefore, studying its 

ecological situation is necessary. Figure 1 illustrates the 

morphological features of the helmeted turtle Pelomedusa 

subrufa. The adult turtle is characterized by a medium size 

having a carapace length ranging between 15 to 21 

centimeters. The shape of the carapace is somewhat oval, thin 

with a brown to olive color. Males are characterized by long 

and thick tail.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. Dorsal and ventral features of P. subrofa 

The present study recorded P. subrufa inhabiting different 

freshwater bodies in 22 distant localities of southwestern 

Saudi Arabia (Tihama plains) as shown in the map of Figure 

2. The studied localities were characterized by semi-arid 

semi-humid climate (eastern part of Tihama) and humid hot 

coastal desert characterized by high temperature and high 

relative humidity. The water bodies were dams, streams and 

ponds with different altitudes ranging between 150 m and 

1300 m above the sea level.  

The recorded specimens from different localities varied in 

number depending on the size and depth of the water body 

from which they were collected besides the season of 

collection. The bigger the stream, the higher the number of 

individuals collected and vice versa. Rwam and Amood dams 

were the biggest among all the water bodies surveyed 

showing 12 and 11 turtle specimens, respectively. The other 

localities were very small and therefore, few samples were 

collected from each. Autumn and winter seasons were the 

highest for the specimen’s numbers [18] (Fig. 3).  

The side-necked turtle lives together with different vertebrate 

and invertebrate fauna among which is the poisonous snake 

Naja haje arabica and the baboon Babio hamadryas. 

Similarly, Gasperetti et al. [1] and the references cited therein 

recorded the associations of different reptilian and 

mammalian fauna in the habitat of the helmeted turtle. The 

authors did not mention any predation or symbiotic 

relationship of this association. It could be a kind of 

protection against enemy. The various human activities that 

cause extensive use of water bodies in which the turtle lives 

represent the severe threats that cause death of these animals. 

However, man-made dams constituted a suitable barrier for 

the turtle habitat providing a strong support for its survival. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No Ecology longitude latitude Altitude 

(m) 

Site name 

1 Dam E 041˚ 42' N 19˚ 42' 800 Aljanah dam 

1 Dam E 041˚ 51' N 19˚ 27' 650 Alnadhir dam 

1 Stream E 041˚ 37' N 19˚ 30' 360 Qanuna valley 

5 Stream E 041˚ 52' N 19˚ 29' 720 Alnadhir valley 

1 Stream E 041˚ 45' N 19˚ 11' 345 Yabah valley 

1 Stream E 042˚ 04' N 18˚ 54' 550 Baqra valley 

3 Stream E 041˚ 59' N 18˚ 32' 180 Hali valley 

1 Stream E 041˚ 51' N 18˚ 32' 150 Tadhba valley 

12 Dam E 042˚ 05' N 18˚ 19' 450 Rwam dam 

1 Stream E 043˚ 11' N 17˚ 47' 1140 Alfarshah 

1 Stream E 43˚ 04' N 17˚ 45' 1100  Raha valley 

1 Stream E 043˚ 18' N 17˚ 39' 1160  Dhubah valley 

1 Dam E 043˚ 21' N 17˚ 41' 1170  Alghail valley 

2 Ponds E 043˚ 12' N 17˚ 35' 1160 Afqah valley 

1 Ponds E 043˚ 20' N 17˚ 34' 1300  Raboaa 

2 Stream E 042˚ 37' N 17˚ 36' 180 Fateha valley 

1 Dam E 042˚ 41' N 17˚ 39' 180 Baish dam 

11 Dam E 043˚ 01' N 17˚ 32' 1100  Amood dam 

2 Ponds E 042˚ 59' N 17˚ 34' 1100  Khabah valley 

1 Stream E 043˚ 03' N 17˚ 34' 1100 Arwam valley 

3 Stream E 042˚ 59' N 17˚ 19' 250 Qusai valley 

2 Dam E 042˚ 58' N 17˚ 01' 200 Malaki dam 

Dorsal 

side  
Vent

http://www.scialert.net/asci/result.php?searchin=Keywords&cat=&ascicat=ALL&Submit=Search&keyword=semi-arid
http://www.scialert.net/asci/result.php?searchin=Keywords&cat=&ascicat=ALL&Submit=Search&keyword=high+temperature
https://www.google.com.sa/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=5&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi2ue7vnt3YAhUF6xQKHZ9YCPQQFgg8MAQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcontext.reverso.net%2F%25D8%25A7%25D9%2584%25D8%25AA%25D8%25B1%25D8%25AC%25D9%2585%25D8%25A9%2F%25D8%25A7%25D9%2584%25D8%25A5%25D9%2586%25D8%25AC%25D9%2584%25D9%258A%25D8%25B2%25D9%258A%25D8%25A9-%25D8%25A7%25D9%2584%25D8%25B9%25D8%25B1%25D8%25A8%25D9%258A%25D8%25A9%2Flatitude%252C%2Blongitude&usg=AOvVaw2IzIfTV74CJeNqpi7zTn8t
https://www.google.com.sa/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=5&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi2ue7vnt3YAhUF6xQKHZ9YCPQQFgg8MAQ&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcontext.reverso.net%2F%25D8%25A7%25D9%2584%25D8%25AA%25D8%25B1%25D8%25AC%25D9%2585%25D8%25A9%2F%25D8%25A7%25D9%2584%25D8%25A5%25D9%2586%25D8%25AC%25D9%2584%25D9%258A%25D8%25B2%25D9%258A%25D8%25A9-%25D8%25A7%25D9%2584%25D8%25B9%25D8%25B1%25D8%25A8%25D9%258A%25D8%25A9%2Flatitude%252C%2Blongitude&usg=AOvVaw2IzIfTV74CJeNqpi7zTn8t
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Fig. 2. Distribution of P. subrufa in Saudi Arabia area 

The present study is considered the first on P. subrufa in 

Saudi Araiba where the previous studies focused on Saudi 

Arabian herpetofauna in general. The previous studies [1]  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 3. Number of specimens collected per month. 

were on a limited area at the most southwestern part of Arabia 

and some of their collections were depended on volunteer 

reports not on field survey. The main survey of this species 

was in the African continent.  

In this study, some ecological notes were observed as 

follows: The turtle is diurnal living in deep freshwater bodies 

and undergoes basking at early morning. It digs in the mud 

and buries itself laying eggs in the sandy areas nearby the 

water bodies.  

 P. subrufa is an endangered turtle face threats with water 

being the most serious risk factor. Saudi Arabia is a desert 

country depends on the rainfall as a main water resource and 

the herpetofauna of the country face temporal drought. The 

rainfall is temporal and therefore, the side-necked turtle 

subjects to extinction. The present study could add a valuable 

clue for the conservation authorities to manage water bodies 

for the species to survive.      

4. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the side-necked turtle as an endangered species 

faces more threats from the human activities and using of the 

water bodies in which the turtle lives. The population density 

of this turtle is under stress and decreased dramatically in the 

last few years due to the scarcity of rainfall and fishing of this 

species.   
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