Hatchling Care – Appropriate for Ibera Greek, Marginated, Russian and Hermann’s Tortoises

Indoor Housing:  All European tortoise hatchlings do best outdoors, but in the winter months they should be brought indoors and kept in large, open containers.  I prefer large, shallow boxes (you can make them out of wood or use large, shallow plastic keepers like the type you can get for storing wrapping paper, or even bigger, if possible.  Aquariums are completely unsuitable for housing European tortoises, since they hold too much heat, just like a greenhouse. Shredded newspaper can be crumpled and scattered around the edges of your enclosure to provide hiding places (tortoises don’t like bare pens, they need hiding places to feel comfortable).  A small house can be added for an additional sleeping area.  A shallow water dish should be provided, just make sure the animals can get into and out of it without tipping onto their backs.  The lids from margarine or cottage cheese containers make great water dishes for hatchlings.  Never keep your tortoises in any kind of container that has a cover that can hold in heat, as they will overheat and this can kill them.  

Indoor Substrate:  You should choose a substrate should be a material that affords them footholds, so they can walk around without their legs slipping out from under them.  I use indoor/outdoor carpeting (I buy the carpet that looks ribbed, like corduroy fabric).  I buy it at Home Depot, they sell it on big rolls and the name of the brand is “Perfection”.  The carpet can be washed either in the washing machine or in a big tub with bleach, as needed.  If the carpet should fray during washing, trim off the stray fibers with scissors or a lighter before placing it back in the tortoise pen.  Do not use the carpet that looks like grass or Astroturf, as your tortoises may try to eat this.  I don’t recommend soil or bark chips, as the hatchlings will ingest these materials.

Indoor Heat and Light:  Because these tortoises come from temperate regions, they can tolerate swings in temperature and generally thrive with warm days and cool nights.  These are basking tortoises and they use the sun’s rays to warm themselves to their proper functioning temperature. An incandescent bulb can serve as a substitute for the sun while the animals are indoors.  I use 75 or 100 watt incandescent reptile bulbs in clamp-on reflector fixtures for daytime light and heat.  You may also wish to add a fluorescent fixture with a “U/V producing” bulb.  This can help your hatchlings to assimilate calcium and grow smooth and strong.  My lights are on a timer and go on by themselves in the morning and off each night.  The hatchlings are at the ambient room temperature until the lights come on the next day.  No additional heating is required at night, they do beautifully with nighttime temperatures that are comfortable for you in your home.  Your incandescent fixture should be placed high enough above the floor of the pen to provide a nice toasty warm spot, but not a burning hot spot.  The main idea is not to overheat your tortoises.  They need a warm spot to bask and then they need to be able to get away from the heat to cool off.  They don’t need heated air, they need warm light rays on their shells  along cool air to breathe.  This allows them to control their temperatures without overheating and it’s for this reason that you should never keep them in a covered pen.

Outdoor housing:  A roomy pen, located in a sunny spot in your yard, and planted with grasses, clover and small shrubs is a good way to keep your tortoises outdoors.  For young hatchlings, a pen of at least 3X4 feet should be provided.  A wooden house can be used to provide a sleeping area.  Since your pen will be in a sunny spot, there should always be some permanent shade available for the hatchlings, to prevent them from overheating (the house and the shrubs are good for providing shade).  The plants should be watered as needed and no pesticides or chemical fertilizers should ever be used on them.  A shallow plant saucer, sunken into the pen and filled with large pebbles and water can serve as a water dish.  The pebbles prevent the animals drowning in the dish – they just walk right over the water and drink between the stones.  Wire or plastic mesh should be used to cover the pen so birds, dogs, cats and wildlife (raccoons, opossums and skunks) can’t eat your tortoises.

Diet:  European tortoises are vegetarians.  I feed a mix of heavy greens (Mustard greens, kale, turnip greens, dandelion greens, escarole, endive, watercress) with a small amount of fruit (tomato, strawberry, apple without seeds, grapes, figs, prickly pears, melon) and vegetables (broccoli, squashes, okra).  Never feed any kind of bean, the high protein seems to cause bumpy shells.  Also, never feed any kind of animal protein, as this will have the same result.  I slice the greens to about pencil-width, and the fruits and veggies are chopped into small pieces.  As the animals grow, you can increase the size of the food pieces, so you don’t have to spend so much time chopping.  The animals should be fed every day.  Outdoors, they will also eat the grass and clover in their pen.  

Vitamin and Calcium Supplements:  I provide a daily calcium supplement (Repcal with Vitamin D3) and a vitamin supplement (Reptivite).  I use about 3:1 or greater for Repcal to Reptivite.  When the animals are outdoors, I add plain powdered oyster shells (available from Peaceful Valley Farm Supply @groworganic.com or  1-888-784-1722 – they call it “Oystershell Lime” and it comes in 50 pound bags)to the mix.  Cuttlebones (used for birds and available in pet or feed stores) can be given as an additional supplement.  I add enough supplement to provide a light dusting over all the food.

Soaking:  This is an old “turtle keepers trick” for keeping tortoises healthy.  I soak my adult animals and hatchlings weekly.  Your animals should be soaked in shallow, tepid water each week.  The water should be just up to the tortoise’s chin, and just warm to the touch, not hot.  You don’t want to drown or cook them!  Soaking generally prompts the tortoises to urinate and defecate, so you can be sure their digestive and urinary systems are in good order.  Tortoise urine is composed of two parts, a clear liquid and a white creamy or chalky substance called urates.  It’s normal to see the urates in the pen and in the soaking water.  Soaking also gives your tortoises a good opportunity to drink.  The weekly soaks are also good times to make sure your animals’ shells are clean (important so they can absorb sunlight properly) and to check the animals’ general condition.  Just rub them with a towel to clean them, don’t ever use soaps or oils to clean or shine their shells.

Weighing:  I weigh my animals weekly once they have reached about 50 grams of weight.  I use a gram/pound scale that I bought at a cooking supply store.   It weighs objects up to 10 pounds so it should last the lifetime of my tortoises.   Hatchlings kept indoors should show a slow, steady increase in weight as they grow.  Animals kept outdoors will generally show an increase until September, after which they will usually show small weekly declines in weight until they are either brought indoors or put into hibernation.  A steady weight loss indoors or during the warm summer months generally indicates some kind of problem that needs correcting.  Bullying, illness, lack of sunshine, and excessively cool temperatures can all be contributing factors to weight loss. 

Hibernation:  European tortoises come from habitats where the winter temperatures get down below freezing for long periods of time.  To survive these temperatures, they hibernate underground.  I hibernate my European tortoises in a refrigerator set to 40 –42 degrees, to keep them at a safe and stable, yet cold temperature all winter.  It is important that the temperature be around 40 degrees, as the tortoises can still be quite active at higher temperatures and this can lead to bad hibernations and sick tortoises.  I keep hatchlings awake for their first winter, but hibernate them in all following winters.  Animals that are ill, underweight or which have had major health problems or serious injuries during the summer should not be hibernated. 

In the Fall, as the days shorten, the temperatures cool and the sun gets lower on the horizon, tortoises kept outdoors will naturally start to slow down in preparation for hibernation.  They generally will stop eating on their own, and I will stop putting food out a week or two before I feel they’re ready to hibernate.  Obviously, if they’re hungry, they can still graze on the grass in their pen, but I don’t offer any additional greens or veggies.  I give them a long last soak on the day they start hibernation, to make sure they can eliminate wastes. Then, at night when they’re sleeping, I pack them into the hibernation boxes and put them in the fridge. 

 I hibernate the tortoises in the refrigerator in cardboard boxes filled with shredded newspaper.  To provide a bit of air circulation, I create a small break in the door seal with a small piece of wooden dowel taped to the fridge.   I use a good quality high/low thermometer so I can monitor the temperatures on daily or weekly basis.  I also keep several open cups of water in the refrigerator to help provide some ambient humidity.  The tortoises are usually in the refrigerator from Thanksgiving until late March or early April, depending on the outside temperatures.  I check the temperatures frequently and I will generally open the boxes midway through hibernation to check that everything’s going well.  Refrigerated tortoises will be cold and somewhat stiff, but they’ll still move if you touch a leg.  Small tortoises can be hibernated for shorter periods of time than adults.  

I don’t believe you should take a tortoise that has been kept warm indoors and put it directly into hibernation in a refrigerator.  I think the animals have to prepare themselves naturally and gradually for hibernation.  Refrigerator hibernation should only be done with European tortoises.  

When it’s time to wake them up in the Spring, I take the tortoises out of the refrigerator, place them in large tubs that have a basking lamp at one end.  I put them on the opposite side of the tub from the lamp and cover them with shredded newspaper.  When they’ve warmed up enough, they’ll move under the lamp to bask.  At that point, I will check them for illness (they will sometimes emerge from hibernation with bubbly noses or with mouth rot), soak them, and if they’re healthy, they go right outside into their outdoor pen.     Some tortoises will begin eating the same day they wake up, but some take a couple days to start eating.  Males will often be ready to mate within hours of being pulled from the refrigerator.

Overwintering:  Tortoises that are not hibernated should be kept awake indoors in spacious pens that provide summer-like conditions, as described above.

Recommended Books for more information:  The Practical Encyclopedia of Keeping and Breeding Freshwater Turtles and Tortoises, by A. C. Highfield, and. Mediterranean Tortoises, by B. Pursall are excellent references for Testudo species tortoises.  Both should be available from the online booksellers.
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