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THE ENDURING
APPEAL OF A
SHELLED
COMPANION: AN
INTRODUCTION TO
CARING FOR A PET
TORTOISE

T h e r e  i s  a  q u i e t ,
ancient  wisdom  to  a
tortoise.  Unlike  the
frenetic  energy  of  a
p u p p y  o r  t h e
d e m a n d i n g
independence of a cat,
a  tortoise  brings  a
s e n s e  o f  s l o w ,
deliberate  peace  to  a
home.  Committing  to
car ing  for  a  pet

tor to ise  i s  n o t  a
casual decision; it is a
lifestyle  adjustment
that can span decades.
Many  species  live  for
50,  80,  or  even  over
100  years,  meaning
your pet could truly be
a  lifelong  friend,  and
potentially an heirloom
p a s s e d  t o  f u t u r e
generat ions .  Th is
longevity  is  both  the
greatest  reward  and
the  most  significant
respons ib i l i t y  o f
tortoise  ownership.  It
requires  dedicated
research,  consistent
husbandry,  and  an
understanding that you
are not just keeping a
pet,  but  curating  a
smal l ,  prehistor ic
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ecosystem.  This  guide
will  walk  you  through
the essential  pillars of
responsible  tortoise
care,  from  choosing
the  right  species  to
c r e a t i n g  a n
environment  where
your shelled friend can
truly thrive.

BEFORE YOU
BRING ONE HOME:
CHOOSING YOUR
TORTOISE SPECIES

One of the most critical
mistakes  new  owners
make  is  selecting  a
tor to ise  based  on
appearance  alone.
Car ing  for  a  pet
tortoise  correctly
b e g i n s  w i t h
understanding  that
different  species  have
vastly  different  needs.
A  smal l ,  adorab le
Russian  tortoise  has
very  different
requirements  than  a
mass ive  Su lca ta .
Researching adult size,

climate  needs,  and
l i f e s p a n  i s  n o n -
negotiable.

Popular
Species
for
Beginner
s
For  a  first-time  owner,
certain  species  are
more forgiving  due to
their  hardiness  and
manageable  size.

Russian
Tortoise
(Testudo
horsfieldii): A
small, active, and
relatively hardy
tortoise. They
typically reach
6-10 inches in
length and are
excellent for
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indoor
enclosures. They
require a distinct
brumation
(hibernation)
period.
Greek Tortoise
(Testudo
graeca):
Another medium-
sized option,
known for their
attractive shell
patterns. They
are slightly more
delicate than
Russians but still
manageable with
proper setup.
Hermann's
Tortoise
(Testudo
hermanni):
Similar in size
and care to the
Greek tortoise,
they are curious
and make
wonderful
captives.

Species
Requiring
Advanced
Care
These  species  are
o f t e n  i m p u l s e
purchases but demand
space,  specific
c l i m a t e s ,  a n d  a
significant  financial
investment.

Sulcata
Tortoise
(Centrochelys
sulcata): Grows
to over 100
pounds and
requires vast
outdoor space
with a heated
shelter. Their
burrowing
instinct can
destroy gardens
and fences. They
are not suitable
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for most
households.
Red-Footed
Tortoise
(Chelonoidis
carbonarius):
Require high
humidity and a
tropical
environment,
which can be
challenging to
maintain indoors.

Always  adopt  from  a
reputable  breeder  or
rescue.  Never  take  a
tortoise from the wild,
as  this  damages  wild
populations  and  often
brings health problems
into your home.

BUILDING A
FORTRESS: THE
IDEAL TORTOISE
ENCLOSURE

Tor to i ses  a re  no t
animals that thrive in a
small  glass  aquarium.
They  need  space  to
roam, dig, and explore.

The  enclosure  is  the
single  most  important
factor in caring for a
p e t  t o r t o i s e
effectively.  The  rule  is
simple: the bigger, the
better.

Indoor
Enclosure
s: The
Tortoise
Table
A standard  glass  tank
t r a p s  h e a t  a n d
humid i ty  and  can
cause  stress  because
the tortoise cannot see
the boundaries clearly.
The  best  option  for
many  spec ies  i s  a
tortoise  table  –  a
large,  open-topped
wooden  enclosure.

Size: For a single
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Russian or
Hermann's
tortoise, aim for
at least 4 feet by
2 feet. Larger is
always
preferable.
Substrate: This
is the material on
the floor. It must
be safe for
digging and help
maintain
humidity.
Excellent options
include a mix of
organic topsoil
(no fertilizers),
coconut coir, and
play sand. Avoid
pine, cedar
shavings (toxic),
and soft calcium
sand (causes
impaction if
eaten).
Decor: Provide a
shallow, sturdy
water dish that
cannot be tipped
over. Include flat
rocks for

basking, logs for
climbing, and a
hiding spot like a
half-log or a
plant pot on its
side. A humid
hide – a box with
damp sphagnum
moss – is crucial
for hydration and
healthy shell
growth.

Outdoor
Enclosure
s: A Taste
of the
Wild
Whenever  weather
permits,  outdoor  time
is  invaluable.  Natural
sun l ight  prov ides
essential  UVB,  and
grazing  on  grass  offers
e n r i c h m e n t .  T h e



6

6 Caring For A Pet Tortoise 2023-09-27

enclosure  must  be
escape-proof. Tortoises
are surprisingly strong
diggers and climbers.

Fortified Walls:
Bury the
enclosure walls
at least 6-12
inches into the
ground to
prevent digging
out.
Predator
Protection: A
secure top or
wire mesh is
needed in many
areas to protect
against raccoons,
dogs, and birds
of prey.
Shelter: Provide
shade and a dry
retreat for cool
days.

LIGHTING AND
TEMPERATURE:
REPLICATING THE
SUN

T o r t o i s e s  a r e

ectothermic  (cold-
b looded)  and  re ly
e n t i r e l y  o n  t h e i r
e n v i r o n m e n t  t o
regulate  their  body
temperature. Providing
the  correct  thermal
gradient is perhaps the
most  technical  aspect
of  caring  for  a  pet
tortoise.

The Holy
Trinity of
Lighting

Basking Bulb: A1.
white,
incandescent
bulb that creates
a hot spot of
95-100°F
(35-38°C) on the
basking rock.
This allows the
tortoise to warm
its core for
digestion and
activity.
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UVB Bulb: This2.
is non-
negotiable. A
UVB bulb (like a
T5 HO linear
tube) allows the
tortoise to
synthesize
Vitamin D3,
which is essential
for calcium
absorption.
Without it, they
develop
Metabolic Bone
Disease (MBD), a
devastating and
often fatal
condition.
Replace these
bulbs every 6-12
months, even if
they still emit
light.
Nighttime3.
Heat: At night,
all visible light
should be off. If
temperatures
drop below 60°F
(15°C), use a
Ceramic Heat

Emitter (CHE),
which produces
heat without
light.

Creating
a
Temperat
ure
Gradient
The  enclosure  should
h a v e  a  w a r m  e n d
(under  the  basking
lamp) and a cool end.
This allows the tortoise
to  self-regulate.  The
cool  end  should  be
a r o u n d  7 0 - 7 5 ° F
(21-24°C).  A  digital
thermometer  and  a
temperature  gun  are
essential tools to verify
these temperatures.



8

8 Caring For A Pet Tortoise 2023-09-27

THE FOUNDATION
OF HEALTH: DIET

AND HYDRATION

A  tortoise's  shell  is  a
living  organ  made  of
b o n e  c o v e r e d  i n
scutes.  Its  health  is  a
direct  reflection  of  its
diet.  Poor  nutrition  is
the  leading  cause  of
health  problems  in
captive tortoises. When
car ing  for  a  pet
tortoise,  you  must
t h i n k  l i k e  a  w i l d
herbivore.

The
80/20
Rule of
Weeds
and

Greens
Most  Mediterranean
tortoises  (Russian,
Greek,  Hermann's)
need a diet that is high
in  fiber  and  calcium,
and low in protein and
sugar. The ideal diet is
80-90%  dark,  leafy
greens and weeds, and
1 0 - 2 0 %  o t h e r
vegetables.

Excellent
staples:
Dandelion greens
and flowers,
clover, plantain
weed, collard
greens, mustard
greens, turnip
greens, endive,
escarole.
Occasional
treats: Bell
peppers, squash,
grated carrot,
cucumber (for
hydration).
Never feed:
Iceberg lettuce
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(no nutritional
value), spinach
(binds calcium),
fruit (too much
sugar), dog or
cat food (too
much protein), or
any dairy.
Protein overload
causes
pyramiding
(uneven shell
growth) and
kidney damage.

Calcium
and
Suppleme
nts
Calcium is the building
block of a strong shell.
Dust food with a pure
calcium  carbonate
powder  (without  D3 if
us ing  p roper  UVB
lighting,  or  with  D3 if
you  have  a  hea l th

concern)  at  almost
e v e r y  f e e d i n g .  A
m u l t i v i t a m i n
supplement  can  be
offered once or twice a
month.

Hydration
Dehydration is a silent
killer. Provide a shallow
w a t e r  d i s h  l a r g e
enough  for  them  to
soak in. Many tortoises
prefer  to  drink  during
or immediately after a
s o a k .  S o a k  y o u r
tortoise  in  lukewarm
water (up to the chin,
not the nose) for 15-20
minutes,  2-3  times  a
w e e k  f o r  y o u n g
tortoises,  and  once  a
week for adults. This is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
beneficial  routines  for
car ing  for  a  pet
tortoise .

UNDERSTANDING
HIBERNATION
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(BRUMATION)

M a n y  t e m p e r a t e
t o r t o i s e  s p e c i e s
naturally  hibernate
during the winter. This
is  not  a  requirement
for all species, and it is
a process that must be
managed  carefully.
F o r c i n g  a  s i c k  o r
underweight tortoise to
hibernate can be fatal.
A  healthy  tortoise
should  not  be  fed  for
2 -3  weeks  be fo re
hibernation  to  ensure
its  gut  is  empty.  It  is
t h e n  p l a c e d  i n  a
d e d i c a t e d ,  c o o l
(40-50°F / 4-10°C), and
stable environment like
a fridge or an insulated
box in a garage. This is
a  deep ly  complex
subject, and beginners
are  often  advised  to
skip  the  first  year  of
hibernation  and  keep
their  tortoise  awake
and active indoors until
t h e y  a r e  f u l l y

e s t a b l i s h e d  a n d
veterinary consultation
has been sought.

HEALTH, HYGIENE,
AND COMMON
AILMENTS

Vigilance is key. A sick
tortoise  often  shows
very  subt le  s igns.
Become  familiar  with
your  pet 's  normal
behavior.

Signs of a
Healthy
Tortoise

Clear, bright
eyes with no
discharge.
A smooth, hard
shell with no soft
spots or obvious
pyramiding.
Active and alert
during the day.
A healthy
appetite.
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Regular, firm,
brown droppings.

Common
Health
Issues

Respiratory
Infection:
Runny nose,
bubbles, open-
mouth breathing,
lethargy. Often
caused by
improper
temperatures or
drafts.
Metabolic Bone
Disease (MBD):
Soft shell,
swollen limbs,
inability to lift
body. Caused by
lack of UVB or
calcium. Often
irreversible.
Shell Rot: Soft,
smelly, or
discolored

patches on the
shell. Caused by
bacterial or
fungal infection
from a damp,
dirty enclosure.
Parasites:
Worms or
protozoa can
cause weight
loss and
diarrhea. A fecal
exam by a reptile
vet is a routine
essential.

Find a veterinarian who
specializes  in  reptiles
or  exotics  before  you
need  one.  This  is  a
non-negotiable  part  of
car ing  for  a  pet
tortoise .

HANDLING AND
TEMPERAMENT:
BUILDING TRUST

Tor to i ses  a re  no t
cuddly  pets.  They  are
observant  and  can
become tame, but they
do  not  enjoy  being
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handled  in  the  same
way  a  mammal  does.
Excessive handling can
cause  stress.  When
you must pick them up
(for weighing, soaking,
or  health  checks),  do
so  with  two  hands,
supporting  the  entire
body  firmly.  Avoid
startling them. A calm,
predictable  routine  is
the best way to build a
bond.  They  will  learn
your presence and may
even come to the front
of  their  enclosure
antic ipat ing  food.
Respect  their  slow
pace and their need for
security. The quiet joy
of  caring  for  a  pet
tortoise  comes  from
w a t c h i n g  t h e m

navigate  their  world,
not from forcing them
into yours.

CONCLUSION: A
LIFELONG
JOURNEY OF
LEARNING

Bringing a tortoise into
your  life  is  an  act  of
profound patience and
r e s p e c t .  I t  i s  a
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
providing a slice of the
wild in your own home,
a commitment that will
last  for  decades.  The
challenges are real: the
cost of proper lighting,
the  space  for  a  large
e n c l o s u r e ,  t h e
specialized  diet,  and
the  ongoing


