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Keeping Pet Tortoises

...Biology
Tortoisescomefromwarm habitats
fromM editerraneanand steppe
climates, throughdesertsand prairies
andintothetropical rainforests. Most
peopl eassociatetortoiseswithdryer
habitatsbut some speciescomefrom
quitehumidenvirons. Theirdietis
mainly plant material butalmostall will
takefood of animal originsonocca-
sion. Most of theanimalsoffered as
petswill becaptivebred and are
usually soldasjuveniles.

Thespeciescovered by thisleaflet
cover four commonly kept examples,
theGreek or Spur Thighed Tortoise
Testudograeca, Hermann'sTortoise
Testudo hermanni, the Marginated
Tortoise Testudo marginata and
Horsefield'sTortoise Testudo
(Agrionemys) horsefieldii.

...Husbandry

Tortoisesmay bekeptsingly orin
groups. Of coursethemoretortoises
kept in each cage, thelarger the cage
should be. A threefoot cageissuitable
tohouseajuvenile. Larger cagesare
needed astheanimal grows, especially
forthelarger species. Maturemales
tendtofight so do not put morethan
oneinthecage. Inany case, there
shouldbeplenty of retreatsand visual
screensforindividual stouseashides.
Eventhen, maleswill pester females
throughout thebreeding season, so
oncemating hasbeen successful, it
may beaswell tohouse maturemales

Separately.

Tohandleatortoise, thewholeanimal
shouldbegently graspedandheldinthe
hands. Onehandbeneath, supporting
andtheother graspingtheanimal'sshell
tocontrol it.

Until it hasaccustomeditself withits
new surroundings, includinganew
owner, thetemptationto handleanew
pet tortoiseshould beresisted. Intime
suchhandlingwill beaccepted but for
themoment, itisbest avoided.

Thecagewill need periodiccleaning
but aseverythingrecommendedis
washableor disposable, thisiseasily
done. Fiveto six weekswould be
about aslong asthe cage could beleft
beforebeingcompletely cleaned. The
cageset upadvisedinthisleafletis
practicableand can be madeto look
pleasingtotheeye. If amorenatural
set upisenvisaged, it may bebest to
waituntil someexperienceisgained.
Inany case, someof thevery informa-
tivebooksonkeepingreptilesin
general andtortoisesinparticular
couldbeinvestigated.

...Housing Baby Tortoises

Y oungtortoisesarebest housed
indoorsinaheatedvivarium. Some
peopleliketheideaof atortoisetable,
thedetailsof whichcanbefoundon
theinternet.

Thetortoiseshouldbequitewarmand
atemperature of about 28°Cis
consideredtobetheminimum. It
should al so haveaccessto abasking



spot at about 35°C. Thetortoise
should havebeen at thesetempera-
turesfor at least acoupleof hours
priortoany feeding

Inrespect of thetortoise’' sdesireto
feel secure, hidesandretreatsare
essential. Most tortoiseslikethe
feelingof beingconcealedwithina
restricted space. Somewill rest under
foliageorinthespacebeneathfallen
logs, whilst otherswill amost bury
themselvesinloosesubstrate.

...Housing

Tortoisesarebest housedinaslargea
cageaspossible, asthiswill takeinto
account their rapidrateof growth. The
cage should be set upinamanner
similartothediagramoverleaf. It may
benecessary to providealocal hot
spot near 35°C, whilethe cool est part
of the cage should be nearer 28°C.
Thehot spot should only operate
duringtheday and theheat source
should bescreenedif thereisany
chanceof it burning theanimal or over
heating any of thecagematerial sor
contents. Bothwhiteand UV lightare
needed and should be present for a
similar period; about fourteenhours
per day insummer droppingtotenin
thespringand autumn.

Ventilationisanimportantfactorin
tortoisemanagement. M ost species
requireanadequatehumidity but
cannot tol eratestagnant air conditions.
Freshair movingintothecageis
essential. Usetheupwarddraught of hot
airrisingtoflushout thecageand drag
freshairin. A lightmistingwithahand
sprayer will provideany humidity

required but thedampnessshould have
evaporated away withinacoupleof
hours. A general rangeof between
40% and 70% RH would be ad-
equate. Alternatively, adamp hidebox
may beprovidedasthiswill givethe
animal accessto 100% humidity
shouldit choose.

...CareOutsideinthe Garden
Duringthewarmer summer months,
tortoisescanbekeptinanoutside
pen. How long they spend outside
dependsupon sizeand species.
Mediterranean speciesand larger
individual sof themoretropical
species, will benefitfrommostwarm
sunny days. Small specimensshould
only beputoutinreally warmweather.
They will waysrequiresomeshade
and should be put somewherethey are
protected from predatorslikedomes-
ticpetsand maraudingbirds. If
confinedtoapen, thewallsof which
should besolidasmost tortoiseswill
rubupagainstawirefence.

...Food & Feeding

L eafy vegetableslikecabbageand
other greenleafy itemsformthestaple
dietincaptivity. Tobulk out thefood,
grated root vegetabl esare often used
andthesecouldincludeitemslike
carrot and swede. A lesser proportion
of thediet, say 25%, could be made
upwithfruitandsaladitems. These,
whilstrelished, probably cost more
than they areworth and areabit short
onthecoarsefibrethatisessential.
Most tortoiseswill requireabulk
sourceof calciumandincaptivity will
accept crushedlimestoneand cuttlefish
bone. Occasionally someindividuals

will eat food of animal originand such
thingsasdog and cat food have been
taken. Oneor two small meal sper
monthwould seemto do no harm but
neither doesomitting thistypeof meaty
foodall together.

...Food Presentation.

Offer wholeleavesof cabbageand
other leafy plantslikespinach, kale
and carrot tops. Thesmaller amounts
of other vegetablesandfruit shouldbe
chopped or grated astheanimal will
havetobeabletobitemouthfulsoff. A
wholeappleor carrot would provea
daunting prospect!

Somedry tortoisedietsareexcel lent
foodsand many individual saccept
themwithenthusiasm. They are,
however, still substitutes.

Tortoisesseemhighly attractedto
somesmellsand canned tomatoes, for
example, seemtobealmostirresist-
ible. Sousingthemtoflavour new
fooditemscanbetried.

Foodisonly eatenif thetortoiseis
warm enoughand not distractedwith
other activities. Feedthetortoises
every day withasmuchfreshfood asit
will eat. Itisnot usually possibleto
over-feed atortoiseonfreshleafy
food. If moreconcentratedfoodis
offered, suchascommercial dietsor
other bulky carbohydraterichitems,
controlledamountsareadvisable.

M ost tortoisesseemto know that they
haveahighdietary requirementfor
cacium, primarily asthecarbonate.
Sprinklingthefoodwith powdered

limestonelikeMedivet Natural
Calciumor crumbled cuttlefishbone
may help.

Any diet needstobesupplemented
withvitaminsand minerals. Dustingthe
food with Reptavite two or three
timesper week would normally be
sufficient. If anindividua animalis
showingsignsof boneor shell disease,
such assoftnessor distortion, amore
potent supplement isadvised. For such
short termtreatment, Reptonisthe
preferred supplement but do not useit
continuously over alongperiod.

Select out unwiltedleaveswithgood
edgesbecausetheanimal canbite
most easily fromthese.

Becareful whenofferingartificial diets
likecanned dogfood. A tortoisewill
eat many itemsif allowed. Wandering
aroundagardenit may well findmeals
offeredtoother pets. Thiswillingness
to eat other food does not mean they
areunreservedly good.

...About Difficult Feeders

Thefirst considerationwill beto
establishasnear toanided environment
aspossible. Thewill meangettingthe
temperatureandhumidity rangescorrect.
Theheatingandventilationsystemsin
operation over the course of theday
will seetothis. Thelighting systemwill,
of course, control thelevelsandquality
of theilluminationandshoul dbecoupled
tocoincidewiththehesating. Other
physical parametersliketheprovisionof
hides; retreatsand substratetexture
completetheobviousmaterial aspectsof
theenvironment.



A small water dishkept full of fresh
water shouldalwaysbeavailable. A
tortoi sethat i seatingnormally will not
normally drink much. Itisworth
placinganonfeedingtortoiseinalcm
bath of tepidwater for ashort while.
Watchtheanimal at all timesanddo
not besurprisedif all it doesispass
faecesandurates. If itisconstipated
thebath may offer somerelief.

Sometortoiseshabituateontoquitea
narrow rangeof foodsand areclaimed
torefusethenormal fare. Thisisoften
moreaconsequenceof human
preferencethananythingthetortoise
may prefer. All thetortoisessourced
through British Herpetol ogical Supply
haveeatenabasicdiet of leafy green
cabbageleavesand dry tortoisediet.
Thisdietissupplementedwitha
regular sprinkling of Reptivite.

...Reproduction

Mal etortoi seshaveamoreconcave
plastronor lower shell, whileinthe
females,itisamost flat. Themal €'stail
isslightly longer andthevent opens
near themiddlerather than at the base,
whichisthecasewithfemales.

Afterthematureanimalsemergefrom
hibernation, they will beginthe
reproductivestageof their lifecycle.
Soif offspringarecontempl ated, then
would bethetimeto put the sexes
together. A period of courtship
proceedsmating and duringthistime
much activity canbeexpected. The
malescourtthefemal eswithmuch
shell bumpingand pushing. Rival males
will alsotry to seeeach other off. To

limitthisactivity, keepmal esapart
fromeach other andlimittheamount
of timethey cancourt thefemales.
Onceafew matingshavebeen
observed or about amonth has
passed, itisbest to housethemale
away fromfemal es, asthiswill allow
bothtofeed properly throughout the
summer.

Eggsarelaid after mating andthey
may take several weekstohatch. To
grow toadultincaptivity may takeas
shortatimeasfour or fiveyearsbutin
thewild, six totenyearsmay el apse.
A cooler winter periodwill beneeded
toconditionthetortoisesfor breeding
inthefollowingseason. Thetortoises
availableaspetsareusually captive
bred. Intheir nativehabitatsthey are
still relatively commonbut European
regulationspreventthemfrombeing
importedfromthewild. Somespecies
will needaDEFRA permittoenter
trade.

...Hibernation

Tortoiseskept out of doorsor those
intendedfor breeding, arebest
hibernated asadults. Intheautumn, as
soonastheweather turns, bringthe
tortoiseinand houseinaheated
vivarium. Fromabout September to
thebeginning of November, feedthe
animal agood varied diet and check
that theanimal feel sreasonably heavy
foritssize. Thenextthingtodo,is
empty thegutinpreparationfor
hibernation.

K eepingtheanimal reasonably warm
and watered for about aweek but

without feedingwill dothis. Once
empty of food but well hydrated, the
tortoisecanbesafely hibernated. Cool
theanimal downto between 5°Cand
10°C over afew daysand then
introduceittothehibernation con-
tainer. Thiscanbeawooden or stout
cardboard box filledwithloosehay.
Coverthetortoisewithalittlemore
hay andthen shieldfromthelight with
apiece of sacking or anewspaper.

Storethecontained animal inasafe,
verminfreelocationat astable
temperature of between 5°Cand 10°C
for about threemonths.

Thetortoisecanberemoved from
hibernationaroundtheend of March
andthisisdoneby bringingtheanimal
infromthecoldandlettingitreach
roomtemperatureover thecourseof a
day. Onceactive, themostimportant
thingtodoisrehydratethetortoiseby
puttingitinashallow pool of about
1cmof tepid water. It may be
advantageousto add aprobiotic and
electrolytemix likeProBalancetore-
establishaphysiological equilibrium.

Thereawakened tortoisecanthenbe
housedinanormally furnished
vivariumand offereditsfavouritefood.

...Health & Disease
Tortoiseslivefor many yearsinthe
wildbutseemtoliveevenlongerin
captivity. They donot suffer from
many di seasesand veterinary attention
israrely needed. Anenvironment and
dietasdescribedinthisleafletwill
precludemost problems.

Themost oftenencountered disease
will beametabolicbonedisorder
caused by insufficientvitaminD,or
calcium. Somespecimensmay al so
suffer fromashell deformity showing
asapeaking of theupper shell plates
togivearather nobly appearance.

M ost specieshaveasmoothformto
theshell andthedistortionthatis
sometimesfoundisduetotoolow a
humidity intheenvironment.

If tortoi seshave had any contact with
wildor freeliving specimens, thenitis
likely that they will haveacquired some
parasites. Look out for signsof worms
beingshedinthefaecesbutif atall in
doubt, consult avet.

Good practice, hygieneandfirstaid
will probably deal withmost of the
other problems. If real diseaseis
discovered, avet must of course, be
consulted. Pet tortoisesdo not pose a
real threat tohumanhealth. All the
normal hygieneprecautionsregarding
humansand animalsshould, however,
be observed.

email: info@eurorep.co.uk
website: www.eurorep.co.uk



Cage Set Up
The cage should be set up
to alow an active tortoise
plenty of scope to move about,
bask in a hot spot, move to a cooler
retreat, drink and look for food. The
tortoises should aso be able to
secrete themselves into refuges
and rub themselves against
something when shedding

Spot lamp controlled by
a HabiStat Dimming

Thermostat

\
Q0

Substrate

Hot Spot
A local areaof higher
temperature can be created
with aspot lamp or aceramic
heater. Usein conjunction with a
HabiSat thermostat for precise
control. Hot spots should be
maintained for the same day
length asthe lights, sixteen
hours per day in summer,
eightinwinter.

Fluorescent Tubes giving
White, UVA & UVB light

Hide made from a

Indoors

Background Heat
Use aheat mat between half
and two thirds the size of the
cage to provide background heating
if necessary. The hottest spot in the
cage should not be above 40°C while the|
coolest should not be below 28°C. Use a
HabiStat Mat - Stat if the temperature
istoo hot but put the whole cage
inacooler placeif the
temperature is not cool
enough.

HabiStat Heat Mat controlled
by a HabiStat Mat - Stat

Plastic Repti-Vine Tortoise pool

cork bark roll or a
Repti-rock cave

Light: Tortoises need asource of vitamin D, and
calciumto remain healthy. Themore natural way is
toalow UV light to synthesise the vitaminin the
skin. Indoors, alamp likeaReptile D, or Natural
Sunlight will be needed. Allow the tortoise to bask
directly underneath these tubes, which should be
no more than 30 cm away. The tube should also be
renewed every year. Otherwise, make sure the food
has an adequate amount of the vitamin.

Cages
Suitable
for
Tortoises
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Outdoors

Over hanging shrub Waterproof shelter Non porous feeding area Fence sufficiently high

offering shade

to prevent escape

Cover the top with a
coarse wire netting to
exclude domestic pets
and marauding birds if
these prove to be a

nuisance.

Tortoise pool Grass or low shrub foraging area

Basic Pointsfor successful Tortoise keeping

. Make surethe tortoiseis kept warm at over 25°C for
at least part of the day between April and November

. Feed as much coarse green, leafy food asit will eat
eachday

. Offer retreats and hides so that the tortoi se can escape
too high temperatures or too low humidities

. Ensure asufficient source of calcium, Vitamin D and
UVBIight



