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ABSTRACT - Geochelone elegans, is a terrestrial testudine that inhabit in scrub forests, grass-

lands and agricultural lands in India, eastern Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Its carapace is dome
shaped usually with humps. The scutes on the carapace and plastron are brightly coloured
with yellowish-cream and black-streaked markings. They are largely herbivorous, feeding on
various grasses, herbs, fallen flowers and also known to scavenge on animal matter. They
drink water. The average curved carapace length is generally 250-350 mm and weighs 2-4 kg.
Females have large bodies and weigh more than males. A large female weighing 6.6 kg was
reported from Hambantota in mid 1990’s. Few additional large females were reported from
India weighing 8.960 kg and 7.0 kg. Here we report an exceptionally large Geochelone elegans
which weighed 14 kg that was recently observed and investigated in the Lunugamwehera
National Park, Southeast, Sri Lanka.
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National Park.
INTRODUCTION
The ancestral stock of the star tortoise
(Geochelone elegans) would have arrived to the
island during periods when the Indian subcontinent was connected to Sri Lanka. Currently, the
natural habitat of G. elegans is confined to the
dry and arid climatic zones of the lowest, or the
first peneplain (sea level to 270m). The dry zone
constitutes 65% of the island's total land area.
The species is also known from some islands in
the north (de Silva and Vamberger, 2016,
Deraniyagala, 1939).
Geochelone elegans is a common land
tortoise in Sri Lanka currently facing many
threats to its survival, such as killed due to road
traffic, illegal collection for pet trade and
occasional collection for consumption of its
flesh (de Silva, 2003; Jayawickrama et al.,

2010). An additional recent threat observed
were due to the brush mover where many star
tortoises are killed (de Silva, 2015). Geochelone
elegans is currently considered as vulnerable in
the IUCN red list.
Das (1995) reported that Geochelone
elegans from eastern Pakistan and western India
differ from those of the southeastern India in
several subtle, yet consistent features. Das
(1995) further reported that the tortoise from Sri
Lanka is brightly colored, and is much larger
than the south-eastern Indian animals. It is
known that chelonians living in island habitats
have an optimal body size several times larger
than their cousins on the mainland (Jaffe et al.,
2011). Island gigantism or insular gigantism is a
biological phenomenon in which the size of an
animal isolated on an island increases dramati-
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cally in comparison to its mainland relatives.
The benefits of a larger size that have been
suggested for island tortoises include decreased
vulnerability to scarcity of food and/or water,
through ability to survive for longer intervals
without them, or ability to travel longer
distances to obtain them (Jaffe et al., 2011,
Island gigantism, accessed Wikipedia May 5th,
2017).
This communication is on an exceptionally
large female star tortoise (Geochelone elegans)
which was observed and investigated in the
Lunugamwehera National Park, Thanamalwila,
Sri Lanka.
Lunugamwehera giant star tortoise
This animal had been first observed around
17.30 hours on 30th April, 2017 moving out
from the scrub forest to the grassland (Fig. 1) by
one of us (RW) inside the Lunugamwehera
National Park (Altitude 88 m, N 06 25 15,9 E 81
08 31.5). The foraging activities of the star
tortoises are around dusk and morning up to
about 0800 hours. Star tortoises usually come
out to open grasslands feed on the vegetation
(Fig. 2) and to drink water, as nearby there was
a drying water hole (Fig. 3). Apart from the
shell rot (Fig. 4), the animal appeared to be
healthy with a beautifully coloured carapace
(Figures 5, 6). and plastron (Fig. 7). Some
measurements recorded are given in Table 1.
Measurements were taken using CMC
Weighing Scale (CMC Weighing Equipment
ltd., England), Valley Dial Caliper (Valley
Industries Corp., USA) and Micromatic steel 1
m tape (Brevete, France).
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FIGURE 1: Grassland adjoining the scrub
forest

FIGURE 2: Vegetation in the grassland

FIGURE 3: Drying water hole
TABLE 1: Measurements of the Lunugamwehera Star Tortoise (Geochelone elegans)
(Measurements in centimeters and kilograms taken on 6th May 2017 by the first author)
1

Curved carapace length

57.5 cm

2

Straight carapace width

30 cm

3

Plastron length

39.5 cm

4

Shell height

23. 8 cm

5

Weight

14 kg
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FIGURE 4: Shell rot in marginals and caudal

FIGURE 5: Front view of the giant
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FIGURE 6: Dorso lateral aspect of the giant

FIGURE 7: Ventral aspect of the giant
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Observations made from nearly 400 star
tortoises (Geochelone elegans) from various
parts of the country indicate that the female is
larger and heavier than the male. In Sri Lanka,

so far the record is of a female measuring 380
mm straight carapace length and weighed 6.6 kg
kept in a tourist hotel in Hambantota (South
East Sri Lanka) (Jayawardena, 1997). In India,
Vyas (2011) reported of the largest recorded star
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tortoise (Geochelone elegans) from Sayaji Baug
Zoo, India with a body weight (8.960 kg) that
had a straight carapace length of 41.0 cm. Matz
et al. (1971) reported of a star tortoise from
India which weighed 7.0 kg and 38.0 cm
carapace length. Frazier (1987) reported of
another specimen from Jasdan, Rajkot District,
Gujarat with 42.9 cm curved carapace length.
All these Geochelone elegans of exceptionally
large size were females. Comparing local as
well as world records of exceptionally large star
tortoises, it is certain that the star tortoise
(Geochelone elegans) from Lunugamwehera
National Park, Sri Lanka is the currently known
largest and heaviest star tortoise (Geochelone
elegans) in the world. The animal was released
back at the same place in Lunugamwehera
National Park, after investigations and photography under the supervision of the Department
of Wildlife Conservation veterinarians.
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