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A knowledge of the vernacular names of turtles used in the New Guinea region
(Papua New Guinea and Irian Jaya, Indonesia) can be of benefit to researchers in
a variety of disciplines: the field biologist investigating distribution patterns and
animal ecology, the conservation officer concerned with population status and
economic potential of management, the. ethnologist documenting the social
importance of various animal species, or the linguist interested in the com-
pleteness of a vocabulary or comparisons with other languages. For each of these
research areas, previous knowledge of the local names for turtles can facilitate the
initial field contacts during the preliminary phases of a study project. With this
aim in mind, an attempt has been made to compile a list of the vernacular names
of turtles used in the New Guinea area. A preliminary listing was recently
distributed by Rhodin and Spring (1979). The present paper represents the first
revision and nearly doubles the original material, but because of the large number
of separate languages spoken in the New Guinea region (over 700), it is still only a
comparatively incomplete survey, encompassing 124 languages and 368 names.
We hope that in publishing these preliminary results further work will be
stimulated, leading eventually to as complete a glossary as possible.

The turtles occurring in the New Guinea region are represented by 13 currently
recognised species from five different families (Table 1). Approximately half of
these are marine turtles inhabiting the waters of the South Pacific, and reported
from various localities along the coasts and from the islands. The other half
represent freshwater species with limited areas of distribution. There are no
species of terrestrial tortoises occurring in the region, though some are to be
found to the west in the Indonesian archipelago. Carettochelys insculpta is
restricted to the southern rivers from the Kokenau area of Irian Jaya to the Guif
Province of Papua New Guinea, in addition to occurring in northern Australia.
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TABLE 1
Turtles of the New Guinea Region

ORDER TESTUDINES

SUBORDER CRYPTODIRA — Neck retracting in vertical plane.

FAMILY CHELONIIDAE — Marine turtles with hard shells.

Caretta caretta (Linnaeus 1758)
Diagnosis: Five or more pairs of costal scutes, first in contact with nuchal. Three
inframarginal scutes. Two pairs of prefrontal shields on head. Head often enlarged.

Chelonia mydas (Linnaeus 1758)
Diagnosis: Four pairs of costal scutes, first not in contact with nuchal. Four infra-
marginal scutes. One pair of prefrontal shields on head. Horny mandibular beak
coarsely serrated.

Chelonia depressa (Garman 1880)
Diagnosis: As C. mydas but with three postocular shields instead of four, and with
areas of wrinkled skin interspersed distally on fore and hind limbs, instead of being
covered entirely by enlarged scales. Shell flatter, fore-flippers smaller than C.
mydas.

Eretmochelys imbricata (Linnaeus 1766)
Diagnosis: Four pairs of costal scutes. Four inframarginal scutes, two pairs of
prefrontal shields. Scutes of carapace overlapping except in very young. Vertebral
keel. Beak prominent, narrow.

Lepidochelys olivacea (Eschscholtz 1829)
Diagnosis: Six or more pairs of costal scutes. Four enlarged inframarginal scutes,
each usually with a pore near the posterior seam. Two pairs of prefrontal shields.
Small maximum size.

FAMILY DERMOCHELYIDAE — Marine turtles with leathery shells.

Dermochelys coriacea (Linnaeus 1766)
Diagnosis: Carapace covered by smooth, scuteless black skin. Carapace with seven
narrow longitudinal ridges, plastron with four or five ridges. Upper jaw cusped on
either side.

FAMILY CARETTOCHELYIDAE — Freshwater turtles with marine type flippers
and lacking carapacial scutes.

Carettochelys insculpta Ramsay 1886
Diagnosis: Hard, bony carapace covered by soft, pitted skin. No scutes. Forelimbs
paddle-shaped with two claws. Nostrils at end of prominent, fleshy proboscis.

FAMILY TRIONYCHIDAE — Softshelled freshwater turtles.

Pelochelys bibroni (Owen 1853)
Diagnosis: Soft carapace with flexible posterior margin. No scutes. Forelimbs not
paddle-shaped. Nostrils at end of small tubular proboscis.

SUBORDER PLEURODIRA — Neck retracting in horizontal plane.

FAMILY CHELIDAE — Snake-necked freshwater turtles.

Chelodina novaeguineae Boulenger 1888
Diagnosis: Intergular scute separated from anterior plastral margin by gulars. Four
claws on forelimbs. Neck long, but usually not as long as carapace. Head not flat-
tened, dorsal neck skin with small tubercules. Carapace brown, head gray.

Chelodina parkeri Rhodin and Mittermeier 1976
Diagnosis: Intergular scute and forelimb claws as C. novaeguineae. Neck long,
usually as long as carapace. Head flattened, covered by vermiculated pattern of pale
lines on a dark background. Dorsal neck skin without tubercules. Carapace brown
with lighter reticulations along edges.
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Chelodina siebenrocki Werner 1901
Diagnosis: Intergular scute and forelimb claws as C. novaeguineae. Neck long,
usually as long or longer than carapace. Head flattened, uniformly dark. Dorsal
neck skin without tubercules. Carapace uniformly black or dark brown.

Elseya novaeguineae (Meyer 1874) ) .

Diagnosis: Intergular scute not separated from anterior plastral margin by gulars.
Five claws on forelimbs. Neck short, head not flattened, horny parietal shield pres-
ent, jaws strong. Nuchal scute present ot absent. Head without distinct yelloyvish
temporal stripe, though often with indistinct light area lateral to horny shield.
Plastron yellow, carapace keeled in juveniles.

Emydura subglobosa (Krefft 1876) )
Diagnosis: Intergular scute, forelimb claws, head depth, neck length and jaws as 'E.
novaeguineae. No horny parietal shield. Nuchal scute usually present. Head with
distinct yellowish temporal stripe from snout through eye to tympanum. Second
stripe on maxilla. Plastron red or yellow with reddish streaking along edges.
Carapace never keeled.

Pelochelys bibroni is a widespread but rare species occurring both north and
south of the Central Ranges; its main area of distribution is further west in the
Indo-Australian archipelago. Chelodina novaeguineae appears to be restricted to
the southern Fly River bulge from Merauke in Irian Jaya to the Gulf Province in
Papua New Guinea. Chelodina parkeri has been collected only in the Fly River
basin of Papua New Guinea. Chelodina siebenrocki is restricted to the tidally in-
fluenced marshes along the coastline of the southern bulge from Merauke to the
Fly River. Elseya novaeguineae is a widespread and fairly common species occur-
ring in all low-lying areas both north and south of the Central Ranges, from the
Vogelkop peninsula in the west through the Popondetta region in the north-east
and the Gulf Province in the south-east. Emydura subglobosa is also a fairly com-
mon species, but is restricted to the southern side of the Central Ranges, from the
Kokenau area of Irian Jaya in the west to the Port Moresby region in the east.
Another species of freshwater turtle occurring in the general New Guinea area but
not known further east than Indonesian Halmahera is Cuora amboinensis (Cryp-
todira: Emydidae), a small, common, semi-aquatic species with movable plastron
which enables it to close into a tight box. Its vernacular name may mistakenly be
used in Indonesian Irian Jaya for other freshwater species.

The following glossary of vernacular names is arranged geographically, with
separate sections for Papua New Guinea and Irian Jaya, and with each language
or representative village listed under its respective province. (Where several names
are separated by dashes, the first is the language name, the second the place or
village name, the third the dialect name.) The approximate geographic location of
each language (or representative village) is depicted on the map (Fig. 1). Most of
the vernacular names listed are either from our own field work, a circulated
Wildlife Branch questionnaire or from the work of Summer Institute of
Linguistics translators. In some cases either the entire language group or
individual names were obtained from earlier literature. These cases are appro-
priately cited.
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