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SIEBENROCKIELLA LEYTENSIS OVER TIME - ARE POPULATIONS STABLE? 
 
FINAL REPORT – October 2009 
 
Prepared by Sabine Schoppe, KATALA Foundation, P.O. Box 390, Puerto Princesa City 
5300, Palawan, Philippines 
 
Background and Research / Conservation Rationale 
Until recently, herpetologists believed that the Philippine Forest Turtle – known from only 
two individuals on which Taylor (1920) had based its description and that were labeled 
with origin in Leyte – might as well be extinct. Only when Timmerman and Auth (1988) 
reported on a specimen from Palawan the search for the species started again. It took 
more than another decade until its existence in Palawan was proven and documented 
through various studies (Diesmos et al., 2004b; Fidenci, 2004; Gavino and Schoppe, 
2004; Lopez and Schoppe, 2004; Widmann et al., 2004; Diesmos et al., 2005; Acosta, 
2006, Schoppe, 2006; Diesmos et al., 2008). Finally in 2004, Diesmos et al. (2004a) 
describe the rediscovery and provide evidence for the species being endemic to the 
Palawan faunal region. Only then the count-down for the species seems to have started. 
Its rediscovery had triggered a high demand for the international pet market. Just 
months after the rediscovery was published the species was available on the 
international pet markets of Europe, Japan and the USA. Since then, prices have 
steadily increased and are currently at 2,000 Euro per individual in Europe (internet 
survey). 
 
Recent surveys have shown that the species had been locally common and has always 
been consumed in Palawan (Acosta, 2006; Matillano, 2008; Schoppe, 2008; Schoppe 
and Matillano, 2008; Schoppe and Cervancia, 2009). Unfortunately, the species is facing 
a combination of threats nowadays. In addition to local consumption, habitat destruction 
and exploitation for the international pet trade are threatening the survival of the species. 
Though some first data on population size estimates are available from short-term 
studies (Acosta, 2006; Schoppe and Matillano, 2008; Schoppe et al., in prep.) long term 
studies are needed to show the population size and composition over time. In view of 
the urgent need to qualify and quantify the population status and trends, the present 
study intends to conduct long term population studies in selected sites in Palawan.  
 
Methodology 
Three sites in Northern Palawan were selected for the study. Two in areas where 
previous short-term surveys had been conducted and which characterized the sites as 
heavily exploited and seemingly intact, respectively (Schoppe and Matillano, 2008; 
Schoppe et al., in prep.). A third site was established in a geographic area that – 
according to confiscation and turn-over records - is source of most individuals in 
international trade. A brief description of the three sites is provided in Table 1.   
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Table 1: Some physical habitat characteristics of survey sites. (Data are based on 
the dry season 2007). 

  Site I Site II Site III 

Nature of water 
body under study 

Perennial stream Perennial stream 
with temporary 
tributary 

Perennial stream 
with temporary 
tributary 

Mean width (m) of 
stream habitat 

6.2 14.5 4.0 

Mean water depth 
(m) 

0.7 4.9 0.3 

Min.-max. (mean) 
water temperature 
(ºC) 

18.0-26.0 (23.3) 25.0-28.0 (26.5) 25.0-27.0 (25.7) 

Mean current 
speed (m/s) 

0.03 0.03 0.11 

Mean canopy 
cover (%) 

80.0 11.7 14.3 

Min.-max. (mean) 
air temperature 
(ºC) 

19.0-26.0 (22.2) 20.0-26.0 (23.5) 23.0-27.0 (24.7) 

Stream and bank 
substrate 

Sandy-muddy Sandy-muddy Mainly sandy- 
muddy 

Shoreline 
vegetation 

Secondary lowland 
forest with some 
old growth but also 
Pandanus, palms, 
grasses and rice 
fields. 

Few remaining 
trees, mainly crops 
(cashew, rice), 
bamboo and 
sedges.  

Few emergent 
trees, mainly rice 
fields, coconut 
plantation, palms, 
Pandanus, rattan, 
bamboo. 

 
Unlike in previous short-terms studies where populations of S. leytensis were 
considered closed and the mark-recapture method after Schnabel was applied (Acosta, 
2006; Schoppe and Matillano, 2008), the present study considers the populations open 
and after mark-recapture surveys over five years (2008-2012) data will be analyzed after 
Peterson, Seber (1973), and Schumacher & Eschmeyer (1943) (see also Krebs, 1998) 
and results of the three methods will be compared. Present funding (TCF-0096) covers 
only the first two samplings (2008 and 2009).  
 
Siebenrockiella leytensis is collected from visual encounter surveys, pit fall traps and 
baited funnel traps (Plate 1). Individuals are marked through permanent notches of the 
marginals (Plate 1). Hatchlings and very small young are marked through toe clipping. 
All animals are measured and weighed following standard measurements before release 
to place of capture. The composition of the populations will be analyzed in terms of size 
and age structure, life history stages and sex ratio. The number of caught animals per 
year will also be compared. If other turtle species than S. leytensis are collected they will 
be measured and marked as well.    
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Plate 1: Preparation of baits (left), marking (center), and measuring (center) during 
field work.  
 
 
Accomplishments during the Funding Period (2008 – 2009) 
The first sampling period had been scheduled for December 2007 to February 2008, but 
bad weather hampered the conduct of the study and the first survey of the three sites 
could only be conducted between February and March 2008.  
 
At the first site (I) a total of 79 S. leytensis one of which was found dead was caught, 
measured and released (Tab. 2). Once the results from the first survey site were 
encoded and supplies replenished the second site (II) was surveyed. At Site II, 21 S. 
leytensis were collected. At the third site only 10 S. leytensis were trapped. No data are 
available for 2009 due to two major reasons: 1) the extension of the research permit was 
delayed and the research was only cleared on 26 June 2009, which forced us to 
reschedule the fieldwork to the rainy season (July/August); and 2) strong water currents, 
heavy rains, and flash floods caused by consecutive typhoons during the past months 
(July to October) did not permit the sampling. The team tried first in late July/early 
August at Site I when traps and camp were washed out by a typhoon. Later in late 
September/early October we tried to survey Site II and III but had to realize that habitat 
conditions are completely different during dry and wet season, hence even if we would 
have been able to sample, data would not be comparable. Hence no comparable data 
are available for the 2009 sampling period.  
 
The population sizes can only be estimated once mark-recapture data from the 
upcoming surveys (2010-2012) are available. As of now data can only be compared with 
the number of individuals that were collected after two weeks in 2007 short-term 
population surveys (Schoppe and Matillano, 2008; Schoppe et al., in prep.). In 2007, 90, 
38 and 22 S. leytensis were caught in site I, II and III, respectively. For all three sites, 
the number of individuals caught was higher in 2007 than in 2008. It is too early to 
determine whether this represents a declining trend related to ongoing exploitation and 
or habitat destruction.  
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Table 2: Number of captured S. leytensis during different sampling periods.  

No. of individuals Site I Site II Site III 

2007 90 38 22 

2008 79 21 10 

2009 No data No data No data 

 
A first comparison of some of the morphological data collected in 2008 shows that the 
largest and heaviest individuals were encountered in Site I, which is the best preserved 
site among the three (Tab. 3). The least number and the smallest mean size and weight 
were encountered in Site III. 
 
Table 3: Mean ± standard deviation and range of median carapace length and 
body weight of S. leytensis captured along three sites in 2008. 

 Median carapace length 
(mm) 

Body weight (g) 

Site I 188.0±53.0 (41.0-297.0) 1116.1±716.0 (12.0-3440.0) 
Site II 177.3±42.7 (109.0-258.0) 956.2±627.2 (250.0-2280.0) 

Site III 122.4±71.3 (44.7-255.0) 516.1±713.3 (15.0-2150.0) 

 
Aside from S. leytensis the Southeast Asian Box Turtle Cuora amboinensis and the 
Asian Leaf Turtle Cyclemys dentata were encountered in most of the sites. At Site I, six 
C. dentata but no C. amboinensis were caught in 2008. At the second site, two C. 
dentata and six C. amboinensis were collected, measured and released. At the third site 
(III) 17 C. dentata, and 11 C. amboinensis were captured.  
 
Water parameter taken in 2008 such as width, depth, and temperature of stream were in 
range with measurements that had been taken in previous years (Schoppe et al., in 
prep.; see also Methodology) during the same season (Tab. 4). Current speed however 
was much faster.  
 
Table 4: Water parameters of sites taken in 2008.  

  Mean Site I  Mean Site II  Mean Site III  

Mean width of stream (m) 7.5  14.3  4.3  

Mean water depth (m) 0.7  2.4  0.6  

Mean water current speed (m/s) 0.34  0.32  0.15  

Mean water temperature (°C)  25.8  27.3  26.7  

 
We intend to look into more water parameters especially pH, total hardness and 
alkalinity in the future since these might be important properties for the species.  
 
Issues/Problems encountered/Solutions 
Global climate change and resulting unpredictable weather conditions hampered the 
project, caused delays in fieldwork, damage and losses of equipment, and threatened 
team.  
 
In 2009, the renewal of the research permit took much longer than expected. We were 
forced to delay the fieldwork by six months. We tried to pursue during the rainy season 
but got assumptions confirmed that sampling should be done always during the same 
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season and only during dry season. Our current research permit for the population size 
is now valid until 2013 hence we will be back to the dry season sampling schedule in 
2010.  
 
Our budget was significantly affect by the considerable change in exchange rate 
between proposal submission (1USD=PHP57.00) and release of funds (1USD=46.43). 
We addressed this problem in the proposal for extension (TCF 0166) by inclusion of 
10% contingency.  
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Plate 2: Locals near sampling Site I got attracted by the work of the team and readily 
shared their local knowledge on the species (left). A rice field adjacent to Site I was 
regularly inspected but only yielded once one S. leytensis in 2008 (right).  

 
Plate 3: A temperature data logger was left in the water for the entire duration of each 
fieldwork in 2008 (left). Taking notes on recaptured individuals during night survey (right) 
 

 
Plate 4: A visual encounter in the middle of the stream is a great challenge for the 
researcher (left). Some forest fruits that serve as food of S. leytensis were collected and 
germinated for later identification (right).  
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Plate 5: Sand quarrying is one of the causes of habitat destruction in Site II (left). At the 
same site, the researcher retrieved part of a S. leytensis shell near a house, whose 
owners probably discarded the shell after eating the flesh (right).  

 
Plate 6: In Site III, Diverlie witnesses the slaughtering of a Monitor lizard, but turtles are 
eaten here too (left). In all three sites, water buffalos bath in the stream occupied by S. 
leytensis (right). 

 
Plate 7: Water level was considerably higher during the 2009 survey, making trapping 
almost impossible due to strong current that washed out traps and researchers (left). In 
2009, we only collected 7 individuals (all recaptures) before we pulled out when hit by a 
typhoon (right).  
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Plate 8: Surveys at Site II in October 2009 did not yield any S. leytensis, and habitat 
conditions during rainy season forced us to pull out (left). In a dry moment we conducted 
interviews with locals instead (right). 
 

 
Plate 9: Surveys of a stream close to Site II yielded one individual (left). Interviews in 
another site found two individuals held as pet (right).  
 

Plate 10: This young 
boy has been keeping 
2 juvenile S. leytensis 
for about one month 
by just feeding them 
with leftover food, 
especially rice (left). 
During a reconnais-
sance survey along a 
stream where the boy 
had collected his pets 
we found 2 
individuals. Mud was 
knee-deep giving 
researchers are hard 
time (right).  
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Plate 11: During night surveys, Diverlie wishes to be an octopus with 8 hands to hold 
specimen, flashlight, caliper, clipboard, pencil etc. (left). A close view of the head and 
neck of a captured individual shows the unique and beautiful color pattern of juvenile S. 
leytensis (right).   


