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SumMARY. — Dunn’s Mud Turtle, Kinosternon dunni (Family Kinosternidae), is a medium-sized
aquatic turtle (carapace length to at least 180 mm) found in streams and marshes in the Rio Baudo,
Rio Docampadé, Rio San Juan, and Rio Atrato drainage basins of the Departamento del Choc6 in
western Colombia. It is most similar and closely related to K. angustipons from Central America,
and belongs to the K. leucostomum species group. Very little is known of the natural history of this
species. It is apparently carnivorous and probably highly aquatic. It may reproduce nearly year-
round, laying multiple clutches of one or two eggs each. A field survey of each of the four inhabited
basins is urgently needed to assess the population status of this species. Because of its restricted
range and apparent rarity, and because it is eaten locally, it could be more threatened than currently
recognized.

DistriBuTION. — Colombia. Apparently confined to the the Departamento del Chocé in the Choc-
oan rainforest area in the Pacific coastal drainages of the Rios Baudé, Docampadé, San Juan, and
the Caribbean-drained upper Rio Atrato in western Colombia.

SynoNyYmY. — Kinosternon dunni Schmidt 1947.

SussPECIES. — No subspecies have been described.

Status. — IUCN 2012 Red List Status: Vulnerable (VU B1+2c; assessed 1996, needs updating);
TFTSG Draft Red List: Vulnerable; CITES: Not Listed; Colombian Red Data Book: Vulnerable.

Taxonomy. — Kinosternon dunni was described by Karl drainage). The name honors Emmet Reid Dunn [1894-1956],
Schmidt in 1947 on the basis of two female specimens from  a noted herpetologist at Haverford College who lived and
“Pizarro,Choco,Colombia” (presumably from the Rio Baudé studied in Colombia for many years. Medem (1961, 1962)

Figure 1. Adult male Kinosternon dunni from the southern Rio Atrato, Chocé, Colombia. Photo by Germén Forero-Medina.
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Figure 2. Adult female (left) and male (right) Kinosternon dunni from the southern Rio Atrato, Chocd, Colombia. Photo by German

Forero-Medina.

later published the results of his field work in the region of
the type locality. He secured only three additional specimens
(amale,afemale,and a shell),but extended the known range
to include the drainages of the Rio Baudd, Rio Docampadé,
and Rio San Juan of the Departamento del Choc6. In 1965,
Legler described K. angustipons from Central America and
included a discussion of the clear similarity between that
species and K. dunni.

Iverson (1981) reviewed the literature for the species,
mapped its distribution, and located the only three known
museum specimens outside of Colombia. The only male
was located in the California Academy of Sciences col-
lection. In addition, he identified two additional female
turtles as K. dunni from among a large series of specimens
catalogued as K. leucostomum in the American Museum of
Natural History collection. In addition, Olga Castafio-Mora
(1997) secured four additional live specimens. Recently, 17

Figure 3. Adult female Kinosternon dunni from the southern Rio
Atrato, Chocd, Colombia. Photo by German Forero-Medina.

individuals were captured and released during a survey of a
locality in the Rio Atrato drainage (Renteria-Moreno et al.
2012). Fewer specimens of this species are known than for
any other kinosternid species. Despite the restricted range
of this species, significant geographic variation might still
exist across drainage basins (as is the case for several other
aquatic kinosternids).

Based on a phylogenetic analysis of morphology,
K. dunni is most closely related to K. angustipons from
Central America (Iverson 1991), and shares a number of
characters with K. leucostomum,with which itis sympatric. A
subsequent combined morphological and molecular analysis
(Iverson 1998) confirmed the close relationship between
K. leucostomum and K. dunni (tissues were unavailable
for K. angustipons). Finally, a recent phylogenetic study
of mitochondrial and nuclear gene variation (Iverson et
al., in prep.) in Kinosternon and Sternotherus recovered
a “leucostomum” group, including acutum, angustipons,
creaseri, dunni, herrerai, and leucostomum, as sister to all
other living kinosternines in the genera Kinosternon and
Sternotherus.

Description. — Dunn’s Mud Turtle is one of the larg-
est kinosternid turtles, with males reaching at least 180 mm
carapace length and females up to 166 mm (Forero-Medina
etal.,2012). Males average larger in size than females, with
males reaching up to 800 g body weight and females up to
595 g.

The carapace of the adultis brown and unkeeled, or with
a weak median keel. The first vertebral scute is relatively
wide, contacting the second marginal scutes. The plastron
is small relative to the carapace (plastral forelobe posterior
width is less than 40%, and plastral hindlobe anterior width
is less than 35% of maximum carapace length). The plastron
has a posterior, medial notch and two distinct transverse
hinges that border the central fixed portion of the plastron
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Figure 4. Distribution of Kinosternon dunni in Colombia in
northwestern South America. Red dots = museum and literature
occurrence records of native populations based on Iverson (1992),
plus more recent and authors’ data; brown dots = possible occur-
rence records; green shading = projected native distribution based
on GIS-defined hydrologic unit compartments (HUCs) constructed
around verified localities and then adding HUCs that connect known
point localities in the same watershed or physiographic region, and
similar habitats and elevations as verified HUCs (Buhlmann et al.
2009), and adjusted based on authors’ data.

covered by the abdominal scutes. The latter is connected to
the carapace by a bony bridge that is covered by single con-
tiguous axillary and inguinal scutes; bridge length averages
249% of the length of the carapace. The plastron and bridge
are usually light yellow with dark seams, but are sometimes
stained dark brown.

The head is dark brown to black dorsally, lighter ventrally,
and finely mottled laterally. The nasal scale covers most of
the roof of the skull, but is never bifurcate posteriorly. The
snout is bulbous in large adult males (the local vernacular
name, “Cabeza de Trozo”, presumably refers to this trait).
Adult females have a shorter stubbier tail and a relatively
larger plastron than males, which also have a patch of rough
scales (clasping organs) on the posterior surface of the crus
and thigh of each hind leg.

Kinosternon dunni can be distinguished from all other
mud turtles by the combination of its larger size; small,
posteriorly notched plastron; unkeeled or unicarinate cara-
pace; clasping organs; lack of distinct head stripes; wide first
vertebral scute; and short interfemoral seam. Photographs of

the adult appear in Schmidt (1947), Medem (1961, 1962),
Legler (1965), Pritchard (1979), Iverson (1981), Ernst and
Barbour (1989), Schilde (2001), Castaiio-Mora and Medem
(2002),Ministerio del Medio Ambiente (2002), Vetter (2005),
Corredor-Londofio et al. (2007), Rueda-Almonacid et al.
(2007), Forero-Medina et al. (2012), and Renteria-Moreno
et al. (2012).

Distribution. — This species was previously known
from only approximately ten localities in the Departamento
del Chocé near the Pacific coast of western Colombia
(Medem 1961, 1962; Iverson 1992; Castaiio-Mora 1997,
Ceballos-Fonseca 2000; Castafio-Mora et al. 2004). These
localities lie in the Pacific drainage basins of the Rios Baudo,
Docampadd, and San Juan.

However,arecent survey found the species attwo localities
in the southern portion of the drainage basin of the Rio Atrato
(Renteria-Moreno et al. 2012), which flows northwards into
the Caribbean in the Gulf of Urab4. This extends the range
of the species to this new drainage, and suggests that it may
also occur in more localities in the lower (northern) Atrato
region, as had been suggested by Medem (1961).

Besides these confirmed localities in the southern Rio
Atrato drainage basin, there is also a new record correspond-
ing to a specimen deposited in the museum of the Instituto
Alexander von Humboldt, from Acandi, Chocd, in a small
drainage in the Gulf of Urabé (Renteria-Moreno et al.2012).
The specimen was collected in 1988 in a rice field and may
represent a natural occurrence.

Corredor-Londoiio et al. (2006, 2007) and Castro-
Herrera and Vargas-Salinas (2008) speculated that this turtle
may also range into the northern Departamento del Valle
del Cauca, which includes a portion of the lower Rio San
Juan drainage, although there are no confirmed records of
the species in this area.

Habitat and Ecology. — Kinosternon dunni is the
most poorly known species of kinosternid turtle. Chocoan
rainforest people informed Medem (1961) that the species
preferred small streams, especially their headwaters, but that
it was also found in marshy areas. They seemed to think that
it must be well-adapted for a terrestrial existence; however,
other kinosternids with such a reduced plastron tend to be
highly aquatic.

In a recent survey in the Rio Atrato (Renteria-Moreno
et al. 2012), most individuals were captured in a marshy
area dominated by palm trees of the genus Euterpe. Animals
were active during the night, and were all captured in water
of < 1.5 m depth. One individual was captured in a small
stream 3—-5 m wide, with a depth that varied more than 1.5
m during a rain event. The sex ratio of the collection was
7:9:1 (males:females:juveniles).

Very little is known of the biology of this species; what
isknown was reported by Medem (1961, 1962). Natives told
Medem that it reproduces throughout the year. His single
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female died in captivity and upon dissection was found to
contain two shelled eggs (45 x 25 mm and 44 x 25 mm) and
one enlarged ovarian follicle 15 mmindiameter. This suggests
that multiple clutches are laid, but that clutch size may only
be one or two eggs. All kinosternid species studied to date
exhibit temperature-dependent sex determination (Ewert et
al. 2004), and hence it is likely that K. dunni does also.

Population Status. — Native Colombians, who were
well acquainted with K. dunni because they frequently ate
them, told Medem (1961) that it was much rarer than K. leu-
costomum, and this is supported by the relative numbers of
museum specimens of each from their area of sympatry.

Almostnothing is known of the current status of this rare
turtle. A small population recently identified in the Atrato
region yielded 17 individuals in 2 nights of sampling. At this
locality it was sympatric with K. leucostomum, which was
more abundant,and Rhinoclemmys melanosterna (Renteria-
Moreno et al. 2012).

Threats to Survival. — This species is vulnerable to
extinction notonly due toits restricted range, but also because
it is eaten locally by humans (Medem 1961; Castafio-Mora
1997). Deforestation, use of streams to extract logs, and
the intense mining activity in the region may significantly
destroy and pollute habitat (Castafio-Mora and Medem
2002).There are no records of commercial-scale exploitation
of this species, presumably because it is so rare. However,
one individual was found on a city street in Cali and turned
over to the Cali Zoo in 2008, injured and debilitated —this
individual was evidently a victim of illegal wildlife traffick-
ing within Colombia.

Conservation Measures Taken. — Colombian restric-
tions on the commercial collection of wildlife for export no
doubt provide some benefit to this species. It is not listed
on the CITES Appendices, nor did it receive a rating in the
now-outdated [IUCN/SSC Action Plan IUCN 1989). The
species is listed in the IUCN 2012 Red List as Vulnerable
(B1+2¢; IUCN 2012) based on an outdated assessment from
1996 reflecting its apparent rarity. More recently, however,
Rueda-Almonacid (2000) proposed that the species be con-
sidered Endangered, and in the Colombian Red Data Book
it was assessed as Vulnerable (Castafio-Mora and Medem
2002; Ministerio del Medio Ambiente 2002). The species
is not recorded from any protected areas within its known
range (Rueda-Almonacid 2000).

Conservation Measures Proposed. — A field survey
of western Colombia is desperately needed to determine the
distribution, population status, threat levels,and conservation
status of this turtle. Corredor-Londofio et al. (2006) proposed
that K. dunni was a good candidate for ex-situ propagation
as an endemic species with a restricted distribution subject
to habitat destruction.

Captive Husbandry. — In captivity, Medem (1961,
1962) found both the male and female to be quite aggressive,
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and to prefer to rest in shallow water that failed to even cover
their shells. They also apparently estivated terrestrially for
periods of two to four weeks, but it is not known whether
this is normal field behavior. He found no intestinal or exter-
nal parasites in his two captive animals. Those two captive
specimens were carnivorous, eating meat, fish scraps, and
mollusks.

More recently (2003-09), three individual K. dunni
were maintained at the Cali Zoo in Colombia. Specimens
were kept in an outdoor enclosure with a concrete pool and
access to land following a protocol similar to that used for
K. leucostomum at the zoo. However, K. dunni proved less
adaptable to captive conditions than K. leucostomum,and the
one specimen to survive the longest lived only four years;
although the sample size was very small and one of the three
was injured when obtained. Two specimens with available
records gained weight on a diet consisting of a gelatinous
mixture used at the zoo for aquatic turtles, and one died of
septicemia.

Current Research. — Germdn Forero-Medina and
Luis Renteria-Moreno began survey and population work
for this species in July 2011 in the Department of Chocd.
We are not aware of other ongoing research.
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