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Abstract

Turtle Island, an innovative project, will contribute to the conser-
vation of the most endangered group of vertebrates on our planet.

Turtle Island has the potential to become an internationally ack-
nowledged zoological attraction in Styria and abroad. Turtle Island 
combines a scientifi cally-managed conservation breeding center, 
including attractive and modern public displays, with indigenous 
landscapes, creative art, research, education and recreation.

With this project, we plan to enlarge our existing network of inter-
national institutions within the EU and abroad and further expand 
and share our institutional knowledge base.



Preface

For many cultures around the world, the turtle is a talisman, a 
symbol of longevity and fertility. This is especially true of genesis 
mythology for many indigenous people, where the turtle plays a 
central role in the life cycle.

To save the divine mother, the turtle dove to the bottom of the sea 
and raised its shell out of the water to become the earth’s land 
mass on the earth in which we live.  Thus, life evolved on the back 
of the turtle.  Even today, the turtle is a present and important 
aspect of many cultures. The Ojibway, the Anishabe, the Iroquo-
is, Haudenosaunee, Apache, the Cherokee, the Wyandotte, the 
Wampanoog (the people from the island), the Lenape, the Maidu, 
the Patwin of California and many other North American tribes call 
their lands “TURTLE ISLAND.”



Turtle Island Today

TASKS, GOALS AND THE “SOUL” OF THE PROJECT

Turtles are the most threatened vertebrate group on the planet. 
More than 60 percent are extinct or threatened with extinction. 
This alarming number is followed only by amphibians, with 40 per-
cent of their total species considered endangered.

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and 
the Species Survival Commission (SSC) Tortoise and Freshwater 
Turtle Specialist Group listed the Top 25 most endangered spe-
cies. Of the 25 species listed, we have 12 in our collection! These 
species are the heart of our project. 

Turtle Island is a scientifi c institution recognized by the Federal 
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, Environment and Water Ma-
nagement (BMLFUW) with the registration number AT 033. Turtle 
Island is also an acknowledged rescue and animal shelter for tur-
tles as well.  Presently, we maintain 130 turtle species and sub-
species in our existing facilities. Some of the rarest species are the 
only breeding groups existing in the world. Thus, Turtle Island has 
become a “Noah’s Ark” for species on the brink of extinction. Many 
of these rare species have been maintained at the Praschag’s pri-
vate family home in Graz. 
Then in autumn 2012, the city of 
Graz generously provided a 
single-family house for the 
temporary accommodation for 
tropical and large-sized turtles. 

Fig: The Praschag family’s private home



Climate Zones Green Houses

The project will be organized and developed in stages according 
to climate zones. Individual pavilions will be dedicated to the tro-
pics, the subtropics, a Mediterranean area and a Central- Euro-
pean zone, each with corresponding fauna and fl ora.

 Based on developing the most attractive and at the same time 
economical model, the subtropical pavilion will be developed fi rst. 
The architectural appearance will embody the form of a turtle.

 

With a view of the colossal, subtropical turtle pavilion, visitors are 
lead on pathways and boardwalks, alternating through outdoor 
open-air exhibits where they will encounter birds, reptiles, and 
amphibians in the mysterious world of bogs, swamps and ponds.

Project Description



During inclement weather, a short and partly covered path will pro-
vide quick access into the inner colossal turtle structure.

 Upon entering the two-level foyer of the subtropical pavilion, visi-
tors will be immediately drawn to a subtropical water world.

 A “visitor arena” for approximately 30 people will allow for optimal 
observation of giant turtles, crocodiles and fi sh of the Ganges and 
Brahmaputra River. Second to the Amazon, this is the largest river 
system worldwide regarding water discharge. 

 Visitors can be lead into two diff erent levels through varying land-
scapes. At the lower level, they will experience fl ora and fauna in 
various habitats. In the center, visitors will be provided with a ne-
arly 360-degree view of the circumference of a massive aquarium, 
measuring 23 x 10 meters, fi lled with 500,000 liters of water. As a 
special attraction, along the river bank there will be a replica of a 
sacred Indian tantric temple. Authentic in tradition, visitors and be-
lievers can feed the holy and worshipped impressive Black Softs-
hell Turtles (Nilssonia nigricans).
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From various walkways on the upper level, visitors can view an 
entire display of a subtropical world, measuring 36-meters in dia-
meter. In addition to creek, river and lake landscapes, three more 
large exhibits are planned for the conservation breeding of three 
especially endangered animal species: the giant Galapagos Tor-
toise; the Gharial, one of the biggest crocodile species, originating 
in India; and the Komodo Dragon, the largest existing lizard from 
the South Sea island of the same name. 

 Visitor areas have been designed to mitigate sound and vibrati-
on, and exhibits have been separated to avoid any disturbance 
to the animals. Conservation breeding for rare species demands 
very specifi c structural provisions, accommodating breed-specifi c 
requirements; i.e., separation of sexes, breeding season, nesting, 
incubation methods, and rearing off spring.

 A planned restaurant will allow visitors to observe resident ani-
mals and their environments from the visitor’s dining table.
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Project Description

Advantages to the subtropical climate pavilion:

• The established fl ora and fauna will off er visitors year-  
 round activities. 

• The animals designated for this climate zone already live  
 in the private collection of the Praschag family in Graz. 

• The energy expenditure for the acclimatization is mini  
 mized because of the similarity to the local temperature  
 rhythm. 



Examples of animal species in the 
Conservation Breeding Center

BATAGUR BASKA
Northern River Terrapin
Distribution: Eastern India, southern Bangladesh 
and southern Myanmar
Size: Up to 60 cm shell length

When Turtle Island began, only 
11 specimens were known 
worldwide. The Zoological So-
ciety of London (ZSL) and the 
IUCN listed this turtle amongst 
the 100 most endangered or-
ganisms on the planet, inclu-
ding animals, plants and fungi. 
The only specimens, outside 

the countries of origin, live in our collection in Graz. Together with 
the Turtle Survival Alliance and the Vienna Zoo, Turtle Island has 
been the driving force for the long-term conservation of this criti-
cally endangered fl agship species.

NILSSONIA NIGRICANS
Black (Temple) Softshell Turtle
Distribution: The Brahmaputra, northeast India and Bangladesh
Size: Up to 80cm shell length. Males can grow larger.

Until the year 2000, this spe-
cies was only known to occur 
in one artifi cial pond in Chitta-
gong, Bangladesh. In the last 
15 years, Peter Praschag suc-
ceeded in recording this elusi-
ve species in several additional 
ponds at sacred Hindu sites. 
There, they are worshipped as 

divine beings. He fi nally succeeded in recording this species in 
the wild for the fi rst time in the river system of the Brahmaputra. 
The only specimens, outside of their origin countries, are living in 
Turtle Island. Our two pairs are reaching reproductive size, and we 
are hopeful regarding their breeding potential. Unfortunately, the 
centuries-old traditions of care taking, feeding as well as nesting 
options were failing to adequately care for the animals’ health or 
produce off spring.  Many temple pond representatives solicited 
our help; and based on recommended changes, the fi rst reproduc-
tion successes have occurred.

 



MACROCHELYS TEMMINCKII
Alligator Snapping Turtle
Distribution: USA, southern states  
Size: Males 80 cm. Females can reach up to 50 cm.

This archaic species with its ad-
ditional row of carapacial scutes 
is the most primordial form of all 
turtles. Our largest male weighs 
more than 100kg and is the big-
gest freshwater turtle that has 
ever left the USA! It is the only 

angling turtle species that has a dangling worm-shaped tongue 
appendix when its mouth is open. In addition to fi sh, this species 
predates on larger animals, such as muskrats and waterfowl.

CHITRA INDICA
Narrow-Headed Soft-shell Turtle
Distribution: South Asia
Size: Greater than 150 cm

With a shell length of more than 
1.5 meters, this highly specia-
lized turtle is thought to be the 
largest fresh water turtle on the 
planet. Completely buried in the 
sand of clear rivers, it lurks and 
waits for fi sh, which it ambushes 

in one of the quickest movements in the animal kingdom.  Females 
can lay more than 100 eggs in one nest. Because the meat and 
eggs of this species are considered a delicacy, it is among the top 
25 endangered turtle species. Today we have 4 specimens in Graz.

 

Examples of animal species in the 
Conservation Breeding Center



ANDRIAS DAVIDIANUS
Chinese Giant Salamander
Distribution: Central China
Size: 200 cm

With 2 meters of body length, it is the 
largest amphibian in the world. Once the 
female has laid the eggs, the male takes 
over brood care. The crepuscular animal 
starts its pursuit of prey in cool creeks 
after dusk. They are traded and consu-
med as a special delicacy in China. Our 
specimens represent an important gene-
tic resource within the EAZA (European 
Association of Zoos and Aquariums). 
Otherwise, only siblings from one bree-

ding success can be found in Europe. Our animals were rescued 
from a Chinese food market.

SPECIAL BREEDING ACHIEVEMENTS

For critically endangered turtle species, unique breeding groups 
have already been established in Graz. We are currently collabo-
rating with the Vienna Zoo and several zoological organizations 
abroad, particularly in the United States and South Asia. Every 
successful breeding of a species, on the brink of extinction, is a 
sensation in both the media and the international community.

Summary

Our goal beyond a scientifi cally-managed institution is to edify 
the symbolic value and the deep anchoring of turtles in the world 
and nature-based religions and to further cultivate the deep fasci-
nation of human beings towards these archaic organisms.

 

Examples of animal species in the 
Conservation Breeding Center



There is a long list of endangered turtle species; the necessity of 
conservation measures such as establishing assurance colonies 
is huge!

Examples of animal species in the 
Conservation Breeding Center



Contact, Proponents

Peter Praschag
Master and Doctor of Natural Science, Zoologist

Study of Biology and Zoology at the Karl-Fran-
zens-University of Graz. Masters thesis and 
Ph.D. dissertation completed on ecology, taxo-
nomy and phylogeny of South Asian turtles.
Curator and Field Research Biologist at the Beh-
ler Chelonion Center in Ojai, California. Conser-
vation Biologist for solar energy projects and mi-
litary training grounds in California and Nevada.
Member of the Freshwater Turtle and Tortoise 
Specialist Group/International Union of Conser-
vation of Nature (IUCN), Member of the Field 
Conservation Committee and Scientifi c Adviser 
to the Turtle Survival Alliance (TSA)
Focus of research: taxonomy, conservation ge-
netics of turtles, linking of ex- and in-situ conser-
vation measures. Lecturer at the Karl-Franzens 
University, Scientifi c Consultant for various wild-
life documentary fi lms and television productions.
  

Reiner Praschag
Dipl.Ing. Dr.techn. Doctor of Engineering, Architect        

Studied Architecture at the Technical University 
Graz. Masters thesis on Zoo Architecture. Ph.D. 
dissertation on aquarium and terrarium const-
ruction. The Nobel Prize winner Prof. DDDr.h.c. 
Konrad Lorenz, one of his supervisors, remained 
a professional consultant until his death in 1989. 
He is a judicially certifi ed expert for Structural 
Engineering and Zoology (captive husbandry of 
all animals) as well as a Convention on Interna-
tional Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) au-
thorized expert for the protection of species. In 
over 40 years, he has built up one of the world’s 
largest and most important turtle collections with 
over 125 species in Graz, and is supported by 
his son Peter.
Many species in their collection are threatened 
today and are important assurance colonies for 
their long-term survival.

Contact:  
0043 680 2115082
ppraschag@turtle-island.at

Contact:
0043 316 282729
r.praschag@gmx.at



Contact, Proponents

Helmut Pechlaner
Professor, Doctor of Veterinarian Medicine, former Director of the Alpine Zoo 
of Innsbruck and the Vienna Zoo, Honorary President of World Wildlife Fund 
(WWF), Austria

His work has been dedicated to zoos and 
other scientifi cally-derived breeding sta-
tions, striving for the preservation of endan-
gered species through breeding, research, 
and public education. This applies especially 
to animals which are at risk or are extirpated 
from their natural habitat.

More than 90 years ago, 11 specimens of 
the Przewalski’s horse existed in zoologi-
cal gardens, and in the wild none survived. 
After breeding and re-introduction in China 
and Mongolia, beginning 20 years ago, this 
species is no longer considered threatened. 
There are dozens of similar successes to 
report;e.g., turtles in Australia, caimans in 
South America to the alpine ibex and bear-
ded vultures in our Alpine world.

It is a godsend for the protection of species 
that father and son Praschag, both acknow-
ledged experts for breeding rare turtles spe-
cies, are willing to share their animals with 
the public in Graz, and at the same time, 
comply with the tasks and challenges of mo-
dern zoos, recreation areas for education, 
research and nature, and animal and wildlife 
conservation.

The present project is fascinating and de-
serves support from all. It provides a unique 
attraction for the citizens and guests of the 
city of Graz.



The promotion of the idea of conservation, crea-
tion of a higher nature, environmental aware-
ness, active participation and accomplishment 
of nature and wildlife conservation projects are 
today a central concern of zoos. Vienna Zoo is 
involved in national and international conserva-
tion projects for endangered species, including 
the native European Pond Turtle and one of the 
world’s rarest turtle species, the Batagur River 
Turtle.

Cooperation with other organizations and ex-
perts is the basis for sustainable success. Reiner and Peter Praschag are such 
experts – probably THE turtle specialists of the world over! For many years, they 
have invested their knowledge and money in the protection of endangered tur-
tles in the wild as well as by keeping and breeding in their private homes.

Turtle Island provides the public with the opportunity to get to know the largest 
and most attractive but, unfortunately, also often the most vulnerable turtle spe-
cies. Today, everyone should be concerned with species conservation, and tur-
tles are great sympathy-evoking mascots. We can only protect what we know! 
And it is our duty to grab each chance to win allies and collaborators for the 
preservation of our biodiversity.

We wish Reiner and Peter Praschag good luck with their great and ambitious 
project and will provide all possible support.

Contact, Proponents

Dagmar Schratter
Doctor of Natural Science, Director of the Vienna Zoo
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