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Trachemys scripta elegans (Testudines: Emydidae) threatens a
wetland of international significance in Iran
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he freshwater turtle Trachemys scripta elegans (Wied,

1838), commonly called the red eared slider, is native
to the Mississippi Valley, USA (Ernst & Lovich, 2009). Due
to the vividly coloured shell of hatchlings the species has
been favoured by the pet trade since the 1950s and is now
considered to be among the most commonly-traded reptile
pets worldwide (Lowe et al., 2000). Consequently, the species
may now be encountered as an exotic on five continents
(Newberry, 1984; Gasperetti et al., 1993; Chen & Lue, 1998;
Feldman, 2007; Natividad et al., 2008) and in some countries
breeding has been confirmed.

The red eared slider has been observed by ourselves
and other researchers in six water bodies in northern
Iran, close to the Caspian Sea (Table 1, Fig. 1). All our own
observations of the species were made by naked eye or with
6x30 vixen binoculars. The first sighting was of a sub-adult
male in 2002 in Amir-kabir reservoir, followed in 2005 by a
specimen sunning itself on the bank of Sefidrud reservoir. In
2012, a group of 20 individuals (12 males and eight females)
were observed basking on the shoreline of Shoormast Lake
(Moradi & Rastegar-Pouyani, 2015). Safaei et al. (2015)
reported a single specimen in the Mamloo reservoir and in
2017 we observed a group of more than 40 individuals in
Eynak wetland. Then in 2018, we observed three specimens
in the Anzali wetland (a Ramsar site - wetland of international
importance), two of which were basking alongside two native
pond turtle species (Fig. 2).
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Figure 1. Map of all known sites of T. scripta elegens in Iran

Figure 2. Turtles basking in the Anzali wetland A. Red-eared slider
(T s. elegens), B. Caspian turtle (M. caspica), and C. European pond
turtle (E. orbicularis)

During the 1990s, modern aquarium keeping became very
popular in Iran and relied upon the importation of aquarium
fish but also included red eared sliders. Many fish keepers
bought these reptiles and kept them with their fish, most did
not survive except for a few that grew large and started to
consume the fish. Consequently, these turtles were released
into the wild alongside two native pond turtle species: the
Caspian turtle (Mauremys caspica) and European pond turtle
(Emys orbicularis) (Mozaffari et al., 2016). The red eared
slider is a generalist species occupying a broad ecological
niche (Ernst & Lovich, 2009) and is a potential competitor
with the two native species for food and basking sites (Luiselli
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Table 1. Water bodies where T. s. elegans has been detected in Iran

Sefidrud reservoir 36°44.7'N,49° 22'E

(Manjil dam)

37°22't0 37° 32N,

Anzali wetland 49°14’ to 49937’ E

. . A First .
Locality Grid reference Description report Authority
Amlr—Kat?lr 35°58.2' N, 51° 06' E Man-made reservoir for drinking water 2002 Present authors
reservoir and hydroelectric power

Man-made reservoir for irrigation water 2005
and hydroelectric power

Shoormast Lake 36°05.27' N, 53°02.8' E Natural lake 2012  Moradi & Rastegar-Pouyani, 2015
. 35°36'N,51°47.3'E Man-made reservoir - irrigation and 2015 Safaei et al., 2015
Mamloo reservoir o
drinking water
Eynak 37°16.38' N, 49°32.5'E Four natural lagoons surrounded by 2017 Present authors
wetland urban development

Natural lake — shoreline agriculture 2018

Present authors

Present authors

et al., 1997; Cadi & Joly, 2004). How significant this might be
for native turtle conservation in Iran is not clear, not least
because in some locations the species may not be able to
reproduce due to low temperatures or limited precipitation
(Ficetola et al., 2009). This limitation could apply to Amir-
Kabir, Mamloo and Sefidrud reservoirs that are located to
the south of the Alborz mountains where there are long, cold
winters. The very low numbers of T. s. elegans observed at
these locations suggest that the species is not reproducing.
Furthermore, although the Sefidrud reservoir connects to
the Caspian sea via the Sefidrud river that crosses Boojagh
national park, due to the length, water speed, and depth
of reservoir it seems that there is little chance of turtles
reaching Boojagh national park, alive.

Shoormast Lake, Eynak and Anzali wetlands are all
located to the north of the Alborz mountains where winters
are shorter and warmer. Although there is no record of
successful reproduction in these habitats it does seem likely
to occur because of both the large number of red eared
sliders observed and the environmental similarity to sites
with confirmed reproduction in Turkey (Cicek & Ayaz, 2015).
But in the case of Shoormast Lake and Eynak wetland the
threat to native species may be limited as they are effectively
small isolated habitats not connected to river systems.
They are also fully accessible so that it may be possible to
eradicate the red eared sliders. In the Anzali wetland the
situation is quite different. This is a vast area fed by rivers
and canals and surrounded by agricultural land, especially
rice farms, creating a significant dispersal corridor to other
natural habitats along the southern side of the Caspian
Sea. There are many places in and around the wetland that
are inaccessible to people so that there is little prospect
of eradication. However, we would urge all governmental
and non-governmental organisations to take whatever
action they can to limit the spread of T. scripta elegans in
this wetland. There is also a need to address the fact that
red eared sliders are still being imported into Iran. We think
that banning such importation would be counterproductive
since it would push the trade underground and make it even
more difficult to control. Instead, we would recommend that
current restrictions on keeping, selling, buying and captive
breeding of the pond turtle Emys obicualris should be lifted.
This species is plentiful in Iran and would be an ideal local
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substitute for T. s. elegans. This action combined with a
comprehensive educational programme for pet keepers has
the potential to limit future releases or escapes of red eared
sliders.
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