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Rendering a once common turtle species endangered in
China
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In the 20th Century, Reeves’ turtle Mauremys reevesii was
the most widely distributed and had the largest population of
hard-shell turtles in China (Sowerby, 1925; Liu & Hu,
1940). They were often seen to flock together, perching on a
tree stump or basking on the beach. Because it is omnipres-
ent, its Chinese name ‘Wugui’ is used by most Chinese
speakers to refer to all species of hard-shelled turtles, includ-
ing those from the other parts of the world. However, by
2000, this most common of turtle species was listed as
endangered by IUCN (Rhodin et al. 2017), and on 5th Feb-
ruary 2021, it was placed on the list of wildlife of China
with special state protection (NFGA & MARA, 2021).

In a matter of two decades (1990–2010), this species has
disappeared from at least half of its original area of occur-
rence (Lovich, Yasukawa & Ota, 2011). Our research team
has been studying the ecology and conservation of turtles for
more than 30 years, covering most areas of China, and con-
sulted with many people, but we have never seen this spe-
cies in the wild.

Because there is a stereotype that Reeves’ turtle is a com-
mon species, neither many government officials nor some
conservationists regard it as requiring protection. In addition,
due to prevalent turtle farming in China, most people do not
know that a farmed individual is not a substitute for a wild
one. Many who hold this erroneous view do not believe that
there is a need for the conservation of the species since there
are so many farmed turtles. Therefore, despite our call to
strengthen the conservation of this species for the last
decade, it has received little attention from policy makers
and enforcers. Although this species was listed as a key pro-
tected wildlife of China in 2021 on our strong recommenda-
tion, the trade in this species is almost unregulated.

The main reasons why Reeves’ turtle is threatened is due to
habitat destruction as well as poaching as they are used as tradi-
tional Chinese medicine, pets and food (Lovich et al. 2011),
and this species is widely sold in food markets (Ades et al.
2000; Bhupathy et al. 2000). Due to the high price of individual
wild turtles (Sung & Fong, 2018), illegal hunting persists, even
in nature reserves (Gong et al. 2017) where it has become a
major threat to wild populations (Wang, Parham & Shi, 2021).

Although Reeves’ turtle was recently listed as a second-
class special state protection wildlife in China, this listing is
restricted to ‘wild population only’ (NFGA & MARA,
2021). As a result, this has created a major obstacle to the
effective conservation of this species. Whether by govern-
ment law enforcement bodies or professional researchers, it
remains difficult to distinguish between wild and farm-bred
individuals. Worse still, turtle farms can be used as a cover
for the illegal wild turtle trade (Shi et al. 2007). Therefore,
all chelonian species would urgently need strict protection.

In addition to Reeves’ turtle, 57% (16/28) of other turtle
species in China have been listed as protected in ‘wild popu-
lation only’ (NFGA & MARA, 2021). If we exclude sea tur-
tles and tortoises, the proportion of protected freshwater
turtles in China is 80% (16/20). These turtle species all face
the same threat as Reeves’ turtle in China. Therefore, there
is an urgent need to strictly protect the species that cannot
be successfully bred in captivity, such as the big-headed tur-
tle Platysternon megacephalum. For those species that can
be bred to maturity in farms, management of breeding pro-
grams should be strengthened, where breeding certificates
must be tightly regulated. Only thereby will it be possible to
effectively stop farmed turtles from being used as a cover
for the illegal wild turtle trade. Therefore, stopping poaching
as well as increasing captive breeding can effectively halt
the further destruction of wild populations.

With 33 species, China has the third-richest turtle diversity
in the world, and it is also one of the countries with the
highest proportion of endangered species in this taxon (Rho-
din et al. 2018). Seventy-six percent of turtle species are
listed as Endangered or Critically Endangered by IUCN, and
88% (29/33) are given Chinese second-class protection sta-
tus, where they face the threat of extinction and wild popula-
tions need immediate and urgent conservation (Wang et al.
2021). Take for example, the Swinhoe’s softshell turtle Rafe-
tus swinhoei, which was widely distributed in large numbers,
has only one surviving wild caught individual in a zoo in
China. The evidence suggests that even the most common
species can rapidly become endangered or near-extinct, and
we fear this may be the tip of the iceberg where the entire
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group of Chinese turtle species may be on the brink of
extinction.
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