Turtles All The Way Down: Vaccine Science and Myth

Habi t at s

Turtles have adapted to a remarkable variety of environnents, but the greatest
nunmber of species occur in southeastern North America and South Asia. In both
areas, nost species are aquatic, living in bodies of water ranging from snal
ponds and bogs to large |lakes and rivers. A few are strictly terrestrial
(tortoises), and others divide their time between |and and water. Although
turtles as a group are broadly distributed, each species has a preferred habitat
and is seldom found el sewhere. For exanple, both the gopher tortoise (Gopherus
pol yphermus) and the Eastern box turtle (Terrapene carolina) live in the southern
United States and are equally terrestrial, but they are not usually found
together, as the box turtle prefers noist forest and the gopher tortoise open
woodl ands on sand ridges. The eastern nud turtle (Kinosternon subrubrun) is
commonly considered an aquatic turtle, yet it spends the sunmer nonths in

dor mancy, estivating beneath vegetation in woodl ands adjacent to its pond and
stream habitats. The alligator snapping turtle (Macrochelys temrincki) lives in
t he deep, slow noving streans and backwaters of the U S @ulf Coast. Map turtles
(Graptenys), on the other hand, select the faster-flowing waters of those sane
streans. The saltwater terrapin (Ml aclenys terrapin) lives in brackish coastal
estuari es and nmarshes from Cape Cod, Massachusetts, to Padre Island, Texas. In
some instances, juvenile sea turtles share these estuaries; |arger and ol der sea
turtles swmoffshore in coastal waters to the md-continental shelf.

A conpar abl e range of species and preferred habitats is observed anong the South
Asian turtles. South Asia has a broad range of habitats and environnents,
rangi ng fromdesert to rainforest and fromshallow tropical seas to frigid
mountain forest. Turtles are found in nost of these habitats, though nostly at

| ow el evations and in waterways. Softshell turtles (famly Trionychi dae) have
their greatest diversity in Asia and occur in nobst waters, fromtiny ponds to
large rivers. The Indian and Burnese flapshell turtles (genus Lissenys) are

ubi quitous in slow noving streans and rice paddi es. Their mud col ouring and
relatively small size (carapaces up to 28 cm[11 inches]) make them

i nconspi cuous and nore likely to be overlooked in cultures that view all turtles
as harvestable for food or nedicine. On the other hand, their giant cousins, the
narr ow headed softshells (genus Chitra) and the Asian giant softshells (genus
Pel ochel ys), are inhabitants of |arge, deep rivers and attain shell |engths of
over 1 nmetre (39 inches). They are poorly protected fromhabitat | oss and
harvesting, and sonme are critically endangered species. Al softshell turtles
are predom nantly carnivores, though the flapshells eat sone plant natter

The Asian pond or river turtles (famly Geoenydi dae) show nore diversity than
their North American relatives (Enydidae). The six to eight species of Asian box
turtles (genus Cuora) tend to be nore aquatic than the Anerican box turtles,
spendi ng nuch of their time in forest ponds and streans. As with the softshell
turtles, Asia has two of the | argest species of pond turtlesé€’the Asian river
turtle, or batagur (Batagur baska), and the painted terrapin (Callagur

bor neoensi s)a€"with shell lengths to a half-metre (about 20 inches) and weights
to 25 kg (55 pounds). Both are tidal river species, tolerating salinities up to
about half that of marine salt water, and both include | arge anmounts of fruits
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and | eaves from waterside vegetation in their diet.

Asia has a few tortoises, the nost w despread being the elongate tortoise (Indotestudo elongata), which is found in a

vari ety of open woodl and habitats. Although it is predonminantly a herbivore, it consunes invertebrates and is not
averse to eating carrion

Turtles can be very conmon in sone habitats, although in many places human activities have reduced their popul ati ons.
Turtles also can attain surprisingly high densities, reaching 300 per hectare (120 per acre) in the red-eared slider.
In contrast, the North American bog turtle (C enmmys muhl enbergi) lives in isolation, each bog containing only a dozen
or fewer adults. The Al dabra giant tortoise (CGeochel one gi gantea) of the Indian Ccean has recei ved nodest protection,
and, as aresult, it has attained a total population of nore than 100,000 according to sonme estimates, with densities
in sone areas of 30 to 160 individuals per hectare (12 to 64 per acre). The International Union for Conservation of
Nature (1UCN) has listed the Al dabra giant tortoise as vul nerable since 1996.
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