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As with all animals, turtles have specific dietary and environmental needs that have to be fulfilled.  Without these requirements, your pet will 
have health problems that ultimately lead to disease and death.  Turtle husbandry is not widely appreciated, and there are books, magazines, 
and even some pet stores that can give turtle owners insufficient or even incorrect information regarding their care.  Listed below is a summary 
of guidelines that all turtle owners should know and include in their pet’s care regimen.  Note:  there are numerous species of aquatic turtle that 
are kept in captivity, and each may have its own special requirements and “normal” values.  This writing focuses on generalized principles.

Lighting:  Turtles, like other reptiles, need specific wavelengths of ultraviolet light (290-320nm, the UV-B spectrum) in order to properly 
utilize vitamin D and calcium in their bodies. Without UV-B, even if the turtle is ingesting the proper amount of calcium, the body is forced to 
withdraw it from bones, causing a variety of problems for that individual.  Sunlight is the optimal source of ultraviolet light, especially for these 
wavelengths.  Owners that keep their turtle indoors should utilize commercial reptile lights that include at least 5% UV-B in their spectrum. 
Therefore, when selecting a light, make sure that the label with the light states this information explicitly.  UV lights often have a life-span of 
6-9 months, so the effectiveness of the light may be gone even though the light is apparently working.  Changing your UV light regularly is 
therefore important.  Another important point is that glass and plastic both filter out the UV portions of the light spectrum.  During the warmer 
months, setting up an enclosure such that your turtle can be outside in natural sunlight would be most beneficial. Of course, this enclosure 
should be both escape-proof and predator-proof. 

Temperature:  The optimal temperature range for temperate climate aquatic turtles is 75-82 F (water and air).  When arranging a set-up, either 
outdoors or indoors, make sure that there are areas of both heat/basking light and shade so that your pet can regulate their own temperature by 
moving to different areas within the enclosure.  The basking area’s temperature should be higher, in the range of 85-90 F.  Monitoring these 
temperatures is very important, and should not be “guestimated”.

Take into consideration that some turtles hibernate in the winter; information on this phenomenon should be sought in other literature.

Housing:  Although a detailed discussion of this topic is beyond the scope of this manuscript, turtle enclosures should mimic their natural 
environments.  Aquatic turtles should have access to water for swimming as well as a “dry land” area to dry off and bask on.    This being said, 
simple is often best.  Elaborate terrariums or ponds can be difficult to maintain, so consultation with a wide variety of sources for husbandry 
information is suggested before attempting to construct such an enclosure.  Moist environments in soil and bedding can in some cases promote 
fungal growth, and affect your pet's health.  As a general guideline, the minimum cage size should be calculated so that the combined size of all 
residents’ carapaces should not exceed 25% of the cage’s floor surface area.  The aquarium should not contain gravel or small rocks, as these 
may be ingested and cause GI obstruction.

Diet:  Aquatic turtles are for the most part omnivores, but generally eat more animals than plants.  A majority of their diets should be comprised 
of whole animals and require nutrients provided in both animals and plant materials.  About 75 to 90% of their diets should come from protein 
sources such as whole fish, worms, insects, fish “parts and pieces”, worms, etc.  Commercial turtle food, fish food, dog food, and lean raw beef 
or chicken is sometimes used as a protein supplement, but the use of this type of food should be limited.  Hamburger is discouraged.  Diversity 
is the key to a good diet diet.  Insects should not comprise the whole diet because they contain relatively low levels of calcium. 

The other 10 to 25% of their diet should come from vegetables with a high calcium to phosphorus ratio.  Dark leafy greens (kale, collards, 
dandelions leaves, mustard greens, and romaine lettuce), broccoli, and green peppers are excellent in this regard.  Other vegetables may be 
suitable in very small amounts.  Turtles can be territorial.  Be aware that if you house multiple turtles together, one may disallow another from 
feeding.  Aquatic turtles will usually only eat food items in the water.  Turtles can be fed once a day to once a week depending on the type of 
species.

Water:  Clean water is a necessity for aquatic turtles.  Water should be changed at least twice a week, depending on several factors.  Unclean 
water sources are commonly indicated in many types of disease, and the nitrogenous compounds that come from fecal matter can be harmful, 
even if the water is not visibly dirty.   The water should also be as deep as the width of the widest part of the turtle’s shell so that it can right 
itself if it turns upside down, avoiding drowning.  Dechlorination is not necessary for their water; however, quick changes in water temperature 
can be dangerous.

Diseases:  Aquatic turtles are susceptible to many diseases.  Parasites, infections (bacterial, viral, fungal), and neoplasia/tumor growth are all 
possible.  Vitamin A deficiency (swollen eyes), ear infections (swelling on the side of the head), and vitamin D, calcium, or UVB radiation 
deficiency (soft shell, stunting) are usually linked to improper husbandry.  Decreased appetite or anorexia is a very common problem in captive 
turtles.  Reasonably, any type of disease or disturbance can lead to anorexia.  The important thing to remember is that anorexia is a symptom of 
clinical disease, not the cause.  Thus, owners and veterinarians must work together to look for the underlying problem(s).



Preventive Care:  Aquatic turtles should receive a complete physical examination every 6-12 months.  A fecal examination for parasites 
is recommended annually.  Blood tests are recommended every 1-3 years.  At the office visit, discuss your pet’s diet and routine with you 
veterinarian, and ask him or her to answer any questions you may have.


