Caring for Your Aquatic Turtles

by Tony Smith

Aquatic turtles can make very interesting pets. However, people seldom realize that they require a great deal of care and expense to keep healthy. To raise a healthy turtle, you need to provide:

· Proper housing
· Clean water
· Correct temperature and lighting
· Nutritious food
· Treatment for illnesses

Housing

Proper housing makes for cleaner water and less work.  The housing you supply depends on the age of your turtle.
	Age
	Housing

	Hatchlings or young turtle
	Plastic storage box with 2-3 in. water

	Adult turtle
	Galvanized cattle watering tank (available at farm equipment stores in different sizes), fitted with a garden hose with a screw cap at the end


If possible, keep the tank in a heated basement, away from carpet and furnishings and near a sink, to make cleaning easier. 
Do not put gravel, sand, or any other substrate in the tank. The turtles may be harmed by ingesting the gravel, and the substrate can trap feces and propagate bacteria. If you add rocks, make sure their surfaces are smooth to prevent abrasions on the turtle’s skin or plastron. The only necessary decoration in the turtles’ habitat is plastic greenery for hiding and sleeping. 
Make sure the tank allows your turtle to bask in warm light and get out of the water. Create a “basking area” by placing a 40-Watt incandescent light bulb over a gently sloping ramp at one end of the tank. (This will also prevent hatchlings from drowning.) Below the basking area, keep the water deep enough to prevent injuries when the turtles dive, and don’t place any objects in the water
. 
Here is a sample tank setup:
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Clean water

To remove bacteria from the water, use a submersible filter (such as the Fluval 4) and change the filter medium every 10 days, even if the water appears clean.  The filter should agitate the surface of the water to prevent an oily surface appearance. Fit the suction tube with a screen so that the turtles’ limbs aren’t sucked in.  
Each week, replace 1/2–3/4 of the water (the filter can remain running). Every 6-8 weeks, replace all the water and clean the entire tank. Make sure the temperature of the new water is the same as that of the water you’re replacing. Add a dechlorinator to the water to avoid irritating the turtles’ eyes.  To simplify the emptying and filling process, consider using a Python siphon system (available in pet stores) or screwing a garden hose onto the sink faucet. 
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Temperature and lighting

Different types of turtles require different water temperatures. Many  warm-water types need temperatures of 75-85°F. Research the correct temperature for your turtle. To keep the temperature constant, secure a submersible heater to the bottom of the tank. (The heater may break if exposed to air, electrocuting the inhabitants.) 
Ultraviolet fluorescent light 
is critical for turtles’ health, especially in winter. It enables them to absorb calcium and other nutrients from their food
 and helps heal skin ailments. Often a dusk-to-dawn photo period 
effect is necessary for turtles to breed. 
Don’t hibernate your turtles unless you are completely sure you can provide the correct conditions. Instead, try reducing the water temperature from November through February and 
decrease the amount of food by one half. If any problems arise, return the water to normal temperatures. 

Turtles can benefit from two hours of direct sunlight per day. The temperature must be at least 60°F and the weather sunny. Never place turtles in a glass aquarium outdoors or indoors near a window. The water will become extremely hot. Use a child’s wading pool with a screen cover on top or create a pond. Always provide shade when turtles are outdoors. 
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Nutritious diet

A varied diet stimulates your turtle to eat. Before creating a menu, learn more about your turtle to find out whether it is strictly carnivorous, herbivorous, or omnivorous.

· The best staple diet consists of pelleted food, such as Tetra Reptomin floating food sticks. It is sometimes difficult to get new turtles to eat these sticks. If your turtles refuse to eat the pellets, keep trying to get them to eat and provide vitamins and calcium supplements. 
· Hatchlings require small cut-up earthworms for their first meals; the movement stimulates their appetite. After a few weeks, the hatchlings will begin eating pelleted food.
· Cod liver oil and bone meal are beneficial supplements. Remember that cod liver oil is toxic when expired
! To administer, coat cut-up fish (preferably containing small bones) with Rep Cal and Rep Cal Herptivite multivitamins as a staple for the snake necks
. 
· Never feed your turtles ant eggs, mealworms, hamburger, or iceberg lettuce. These foods have no nutritional value, and your pet will starve to death.

· Turtles can also eat insects, canned tuna and salmon (watch for too much salt with canned food
), cooked chicken or turkey, IAMS cat food, Tender Vittles, Purina trout chow, catfish chow,  Purina One dog food, dark greens, fruits, and vegetables.
· 
Feed adult turtles three times per week and hatchlings once or twice daily. Allow the turtles to feed for twenty minutes. The warmer the water, the hungrier the turtles will be.

Always feed your turtles in a smaller, separate container to prevent uneaten food from polluting the main habitat. After they eat, rinse the turtles off, rubbing their shells with your finger or a toothbrush. Oil in the food will adhere to the turtles’ bodies and foul the water in their tank.

Feed less-agressive turtles separately to make sure they get enough to eat. You may need to leave the room before they will eat. Count the food items to make sure they are all eaten. Always keep aggressive species such as snappers, soft-shelled, and musk turtles in separate tanks. They may scratch or even behead other turtles. Only keep turtles of approximately the same size together
. 
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Illnesses
Improper diet and lack of natural sunlight cause most turtle illnesses. Here are the most common problems and their treatments. 
If necessary, call a veterinarian experienced in treating turtles
. Time is critical, because the affliction may be fatal by the time you observe symptoms.
	Illness
	Symptoms
	Treatment

	Fungus
	Flakes, lumps, gray spots
	Shell fungus: Dip turtle in either Betadine solution, 5% iodine, or 2% gentian violet. Allow shell to dry before placing turtle back in water. 

Skin fungus: Treat with gentian violet, salt, and water paste or Neosporin ointment. Do not use iodine. Sunlight and clean water is essential for proper healing. 

Prevention: Add non-iodized salt to tank water for brief periods (1/4 cup for 5 gal. water). 

	Lack of vitamin A
	Swollen eyes
	Place ophthalmic ointment, Panalog ointment, Terramycin, or A and D ointment under eyelids.

Prevention: Expose to two hours direct sun per day or provide ultraviolet light and vitamin D3 supplements.

	Respiratory illness
	Runny nose, bubbles foaming from nose, gasping
	Isolate turtle in quiet, warm (85°F) place. Add one tetracycline capsule (250 mg) to one gal. water. Change water twice a day for five days.

Prevention: Avoid abrupt temperature changes and drafts.

	Cuts, bites, and scratches
	
	Apply terramycin, Panalog, or Neosporin twice a day and keep animal dry for one hour after application. Bring all injured specimens indoors immediately to prevent flies laying eggs in the wounds. 


Isolate newly acquired and sick turtles for at least one month and watch for disease symptoms before placing them with your other turtles. 

Always wash your hands after handling your turtles. Children should not handle them unless under adult supervision.
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Related links
· An Overview of Common Semi-Aquatic Turtles – Description of the most common species

· Aquatic Turtle Care – Overview and links to other useful sites
· Turtle Information Pages – How-to articles on specific aspects of turtle care
· Starting Out with Semi-Aquatic Turtles – Instructions for creating the right environment
· Building a Pond –Detailed instructions for building an outdoor enclosure
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