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Reptilia: Testudines

Dermatemys mawii Gray, 1847. Longevity. Many aspects of the life history of the Central American River Turtle, 
Dermatemys mawii, remain poorly studied or unresolved. Field studies have shed light on various aspects of its 
ecology (Vogt, 1988; Vogt and Flores-Villela, 1992), including population dynamics (Polisar, 1995, 1997), diet 
(Moll, 1989), and reproduction (Polisar, 1992, 1996); however, long-term studies that potentially could assess life 
expectancy and longevity are lacking. In light of the absence of field data, individuals of D. mawii maintained for 
long periods in captivity can provide some insight on the lifespan of this species. 

A total of 37 D. mawii have been maintained in accredited zoological institutions of the Association of Zoos 
and Aquariums (AZA) in the United States since 1960 (Smith, 2015); additional individuals also have been main-
tained in zoos and private collections in Europe, Mexico, Guatemala and Belize. Historically, most individuals for 
which lifespan data are available have not fared well in captivity, with only six animals from the AZA population 
surviving longer than 10 years and three living longer than 20 (Smith, 2015), likely due to a poor understanding of 
their biological requirements at the time. 

As of May of 2016, an adult male D. mawii residing at the Jacksonville Zoo and Gardens (JZG) has lived in 
captivity for 35.7 years. The turtle originally was purchased as a wild-caught adult from a fisherman in Belize City, 
Belize, in August of 1980 (S. Seashole, pers. comm.), and the following month it was acquired by the Oklahoma 
City Zoo. Since then, it was maintained in several other zoological parks before arriving at JZG in 2015. Given its 
adult size at the time of collection, this individual likely is over 40 years in age. A wild-caught Guatemalan female 
was acquired by the Philadelphia Zoo in August of 1993, and still is alive today at JZG after 22.7 years in captivity; 
its age or size class at the time of acquisition is unknown. These individuals represent the oldest wild-caught male 
and female D. mawii recorded to date. The longest-living captive-hatched D. mawii with known hatch date is a 22.3 
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year-old female of Guatemalan decent that was hatched 
at the Philadelphia Zoo in January of 1994, and currently 
resides at JZG. 

Vogt et al. (2011) noted that the carapace scutes 
in “older individuals” of D. mawii become fused and 
are shed together as a single piece. At JZG, only the 
male sheds its carapace scutes in a single piece (Fig. 1), 
whereas both females continue to shed their scutes indi-
vidually. Although the true ages of the male and one of 
the females are unknown, this distinction might suggest 
substantial age differences between these individuals.
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Fig. 1. Fused carapace scutes shed by an adult 
male Dermatemys mawii believed to be over 40 
years in age.                       ' © Robert W. Mendyk
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