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Abstract 
Husbandry guidelines for tortoises are rather thin on the ground. 
TorTool represent a new way of developing and distributing guidance on 
tortoise husbandry to zoo and other relevant communities. It focuses on 
providing basic but accurate information on all aspects of husbandry for 
all 44 tortoise species. 
Its format is flexible and user-friendly and in comparison to traditional 
husbandry guideline documents expected of TAG’s and Working Groups, 
was quick and easy to produce. 
A similar approach may hold great potential for generating husbandry 
advice for other taxa with a similar paucity of traditional husbandry 
guideline documents. 
 

 
Adult female leopard tortoise Geochelone pardalis, in South Africa       R.Gibson 



Species  
All forty-four described species of tortoise, family Testudinidae. 
 
Aims of the project  
Reptile husbandry is often significantly below ideal standards in many 
zoos. This is likely a result of  a number of factors including the lack of 
dedicated Curators and specialist staff, insufficient resources directed to 
this oft over-looked animal group, and a simple lack of knowledge (and 
motivation to acquire this knowledge) among both specialised and non-
specialised keepers. 
During 2007 and 2008 both BIAZA and EAZA head offices received 
serious complaints about the standard of tortoise husbandry in at least 
three UK zoos. Several species were concerned and complaints covered 
inappropriate diet, inadequate accommodation, and mixing of species 
from different continents with entirely different environmental 
requirements. Similar husbandry errors are commonly made in other zoo 
collections which avoided detection by the organisation making the 
complaints. 
The BIAZA Director approached the BIAZA Reptile and Amphibian Working 
Group (RAWG) for help. With no resources available to travel around UK 
zoos and conduct tortoise husbandry seminars and insufficient time or 
person-power to write dedicated guidelines for all tortoises, the (then) 
Chair of the RAWG designed a one-day tortoise husbandry workshop and 
the resulting TorTool as a means to provide comprehensive husbandry 
guidance for all tortoise species in a simple, accessible and flexible 
format. 
 
Description of ‘technique’  
Participants in the 2008 RAWG meeting at ZSL London Zoo, took part in a 
one-day tortoise husbandry workshop. Five broad aspects of husbandry 
were identified (accommodation, climate, seasonality, diet and group 
composition) by the Chair and assigned to each of five work groups.  
Each group then subdivided their topic with four or five categories and 
drafted an explanation/guideline for each. This resulted in a total of 21 
annotated husbandry components. 
This raw data was then augmented and manipulated by the then and 
current, RAWG chairs to produce the attached: 
TorTool: BIAZA Reptile and Amphibian Working Group Tortoise 
Husbandry Guidelines ver1. July 2009 
 
Outcome 
The guidelines have been produced in Excel. This provides a user-friendly 
and easy to update format with multiple pages and functions. 
Page 1. Intro.  
This is simply a title page and gives a name and authors to the product. 
Rage 2. Basics 
This page lists all 44 tortoise species down the left hand column and then 
as you scroll across identifies which of the 21 husbandry components 
apply to each species. The final two columns give an indication of adult 
size and a link to web-based climate data in the wild (where available). 



Page 3. Key 
This page gives the brief, but detailed, explanation of each of the 21 
husbandry components – allowing a user to cut and paste those relevant 
to their chosen species into a single species guide for themselves, their 
staff or their institution (see below). 
Pages 4 and 5. Edible and Poisonous Plant Lists 
Do exactly what they say on the tin! 
Page 6. Hibernation notes 
A step by step guide to preparing and hibernating those tortoise species 
which require it. 
Page 7. Resources 
Details and links to useful products and websites. 
 
Below is the set of husbandry components that would be compiled for the 
Egyptian tortoise Testudo kleinmanni: 

 
Accommodation - desert 

Hogging / sand / gravel substrate. 
<10% planting w/ succulents + cacti. 

Retreats - e.g. clay tiles. 
Visual barriers (rocks + logs). 
Bright, full spectrum lighting. 

 
Climate - tropical dry 

26-32°C ambient. 
>30°C basking spot (with UV). 
8-22°C night-time temperature. 
30-50% humidity dry season. 
>70% humidity wet season 

12:12 Photoperiod 
Seasonal variation. 

 
Seasonal - cold/wet 

Winter cooling of 5-10°C daytime and 10-12°C night time. 
Expect reduced activity (and therefore feeding). 

Provide increased rainfall in cool season. 
May require cool hibernation period. 

 
Aestivate 

Aestivation (dormancy) during driest months 
(may be hottest or coolest time of year). 

Expect complete in activity. 
 



 
Diet - arid 

100% 'weeds', browse, grasses - commercial greens 
(when former not available). 

Occasional alfalfa pellets ground and sprinkled on to other 
food. 

Seasonal flowers (dandelion, Nasturtium, clover, pansy, 
roses, Hibiscus). 

Summer feed 3-5x per week (dried for two days). 
Winter feed 3-5x per week (fresh). 

 
Group composition - single sex 

Separation of genders recommended except for 
short periods for mating. 

Some species may require individual housing. 
 

The out-put is not highly species-specific but provides a good starting 
point for successful management of the species. Egyptian tortoises kept 
according to the husbandry outlined by the TorTool will be in far better 
hands than many of the Egyptian tortoises seen languishing in mixed 
Testudo spp. herds, eating soft fruits and being hibernated! 
 
Another popular species, the red-footed tortoise Chelonoidis carbonaria, 
is often given the wrong diet, housed inappropriately and with animals 
from different habitats. Following the TorTool guidelines provides a much 
more accurate approach to their care:  

 
Forest 

Bark chip / compost / coir / leaf litter substrate. 
Dense planting (shade). 

Cork bark hides or similar. 
Full spectrum lighting. 

 
Tropical wet 

24-28°C ambient temperature. 
>30°C basking spot (with UV). 

18-24°C night time temperature. 
70-100% humidity. 
12:12 photoperiod. 

Little seasonal variation. 
 

Stable 
Cool hibernation and dry aestivation not required. 

A drop of 4-6°C (day time average) 
in the winter months acceptable 

and will stimulate breeding activity. 
Animals will remain active during this period. 

 



 
Tropical wet 

75% 'weeds', browse and flowers - commercial greens 
(when former not available). 

10% mixed fungi. 
Animal protein 1x / month. 

15% fruit + veg (kiwi, mango, figs, papaya, avocado, 
peppers, 

cooked root veg - NO bananas). 
Feed small quantities 3-5x per week 

 
Multi 

Multi male and multi female groups usually 
compatable provided enough space is provided. 

 
 
Conclusion 
Husbandry guidelines, though a priority for TAGs and Working Groups, 
tend to be in rather short supply. Species-specific guideline templates are 
often quite extensive and perhaps would-be authors are ‘put off’. 
Whatever the reason, there are very few EAZA or BIAZA guidelines for 
tortoises. 
Though there is an abundance of information on tortoise husbandry 
available through books and journals and the internet, sadly many zoos 
and their staff are either unaware of this, unable to access it or perhaps 
simply don’t realise that their tortoise husbandry is at fault. 
 
TorTool provides a basic but accurate and effective guideline to keeping 
all tortoises. Its format is colourful, simple and use-friendly. It can be 
edited and updated with ease and, in an electronic age is straightforward 
to circulate to the relevant community through emails, listservers and 
websites. It has received positive feedback from those groups to which it 
has been aired to date (notably EAZA Reptile TAG members and UK 
Zoological Veterinary Association) and we hope that it will become a 
widely known and used in zoo, veterinary and private communities. 
Furthermore, there is great potential for developing similar husbandry 
guideline generators for other taxonomic groups. It is easy to envisage 
CallitrichiTool, PheasantTool, or Dart-frogTool… 
 
 
Supplementary information 
 
Tortool Jul09 RG.xls file attached. 


