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Care of Freshwater Turtles

All Creatures Animal Hospital

Water Quality

The inherent difficulty with keep-
ing water turtlesisin maintaining
healthy water quality. Even the
smallest pond that supports wild
turtle populationsis vastly larger
than the aquaria that are used for
captive housing of turtles. These
ponds have larger volumes to
dilute out the waste products of
the various inhabitants. In addi-
tion, there are well-developed
biological systemsto detoxify
wastes. In contrast, captive tur-
tleslivein their own toilets.

To maintain decent water quality
for captive turtles, a powerful
filtration system isimportant.
Because turtles produce alarge
amount of waste, undergravel
filters are too difficult to keep
clean. Power filters (box filters)
are recommended for water tur-
tles.

Even with a good fil-
ter, the water should
be changed on aregu-
lar basis. Water
changes can be partia
or complete, depend-
ing on the size of the
tank. New water
should be the same
temperature as the
tank water.

Water for turtles does

not necessarily have to be
dechlorinated like it does for fish,
or even amphibians. Since they
do not breath the water, or absorb
directly through the skin, the
chlorinein tap water does not
bother water turtles. In fact, the
chlorine can inhibit bacterial
growth.

A dlightly acidic pH (6.7-6.9)

Water Temperature

Water retains heat much more
effectively than air. In general the
larger the volume of water, the
longer it takes for the tempera-
ture to change.

Most aquatic animals tolerate
rapid changes in temperature
poorly. Generally, atemperature

similar to tropical fish aguaria
(76-78°F) is appropriate for fresh
water turtles.

If needed, an aquarium heater can
be used to get the water to the
correct temperature. Some aguar-
ium heaters have to be vertical,
and since the water level in turtle

Any aquariumis much smaller than any pond that a

turtle would livein.

may help prevent shell rot. The
pH can be lowered using prod-
ucts from a specialty aquarium
dedler.

Feeding turtlesin a smaller tub of
water, rather than the main tank
can reduce the organic load and
improve overal quality. Thistub
can be changed after each feed-
ing.

tanks is lower, these types should
not be used. Submersible heaters

are available for this purpose.

When the water is changed, the
new water should be close to the
same temperature as the dis-
carded water.
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Land Ho

Water is the sactuary for freshwater turtles.
However, the ability to get onto solid ground
iscritical. Turtles breath air and they need to
leave the water occasionally for rest. There are
afew species (snapping turtles, soft-shelled
turtles) that rarely leave the water. These tur-
tleswill not be harmed by having accessto
land in the habitat.

Most turtles bask to some extent. Basking
warms the body, allows for absorption of
UVB light, and dries the shell and skin, which
can reduce the bacterial population.

The amount of dry land needed for turtles

Diet

Most freshwater turtles are omnivorous, how-
ever, they vary greatly in the specific diets.
Most of the common pet turtles (red-eared
sliders, painted turtles) will do well on acom-
bination of commercia turtle pellets, fish pel-
lets, gut loaded insects, earthworms, small
fish (goldfish, guppies, and minnows), greens,
and water plants. Most water turtles will only
eat when in the water. Snapping turtles are
largely carnivorous, eating a variety of fish,
invertebrates, birds, and small mammals. Most
water turtleswill not eat when they are on dry
ground, so the food should be offered in the

Basking

Many freshwater turtles
bask in sunlight. There are
severa advantages for the
turtle when they do this.
First, basking allows the
turtle to absorb heat. Heat
allows the body to work at
maximum capacity. Gener-
ally abasking spot should
reach about 90-92 degrees
in the daytime. The second
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Basking serves many purposes for
freshwater turtles.
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varies considerably with the species, age,
size, and population density. There will be
competition for basking spots, so there
should be enough for al of the turtles.

It should be easy for the turtles to climb out
of the water on to the dry land. In very small
set-ups, the “haul-outs’ may just be stones or
afloating island. In others, the habitat can be
divided more evenly into land and water.

There may be times when a water turtle
should be kept on dry land for a period of
time. In these cases, other hiding areas should
be provided.

water. This limits the use of foods that will
break up in water easily. As discussed in the
section on water quality, it is best to use a
separate feeding tank or bucket. Thiswill
minimize the waste food left in the primary
habitat.

Live food items can be purchased at pet stores,
bait shops, or can be collected from the envi-
ronment. When live foods are used, parasite
control is more important since some of these
prey items can serve as intermediate hosts for
some parasites.

benefit of basking, is the ultra-
violet light. Ultraviolet B light
(in the 290-310 nm) range a-
lows the turtle to synthesize its
own vitamin D3. Vitamin D3 is
critical for calcium absorption.
Therefore, captive turtles should
have accessto lights that have
about 5-10% of their output in
the UVB range. The light
should be within afoot of the
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Care of Freshwater Turtles

Water turtles need to leave the water at times.

“The diet may contain
commercial turtle pellets, fish
pellets, gut-loaded insects,
earthworms, small fish, greens,
and water plants.

Discuss the specific diet for your turtle with
our veterinarians.

basking spot, and should not have any glass or
plastic between the light and the turtle.

Finally, the ultraviolet light and the drying that
basking provides kills and inhibits some of the
bacteria and fungi that can grow on the shell.
This helps reduce the risks of shell rot, which
is one of the most common health issues with
freshwater turtles.

Both an incandescent lamp for heat and a
UVB tube should be provided to replicate sun
basking.
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Breeding

While breeding is afairly advanced topic for a
basic care brochure, afew things are important
for the average pet owner to know. Thefirstis
how to determine the sex of aturtle. This does
vary to agreat degree, but there are afew
basic guidelines that will usually work. First,
istolook at thetail. Thetail of amaeturtleis
generaly bigger than that of afemale. Thisis
due to the presence of the male phallus within
thetail. The opening of the cloacais also fur-
ther back on the tail. In the majority of spe-
cies, the cloacais before the end of the upper
shell in females and past the end of the upper
shell in males. In some species, such asthe
red-eared dlider, the front claws of the male
are elongated in an exaggerated way. These
claws are used in the courtship ritual with the
female. The knowledge of the gender may be
important for afew reasons. First, males of
many species are smaller than the females. If
two turtles kept together grow differently, it
may be due to the sex. If not, there may be
social stresses, health problems, or other
causes. Secondly, it isimportant to know that
female turtles may develop eggs within their
bodies, whether or not they have had access to
amaleturtle. The maleis needed only for
fertilization. Some species can lay fertile eggs

Salmonella

It has long been known that water turtles carry
Salmonella bacteria. This bacteria does not
generaly causeillnessin the turtle. However,
in humans, particularly very young people,

for an extended period following a single mat-
ing. Egg laying typically occursin the spring.
A gravid female will try to leave the water and
search for aplace to bury her eggs. Often, the
activity level increases while the appetite de-
creases. Adult female turtles
should be provided areas to dig
in order to prevent egg reten-
tion. If asuitable location is
not found, some turtles will
retain eggs for prolonged peri-
ods of time with serious health
conseguences. A plastic box
with moist sand, vermiculite or
potting soil makes a good spot
for aturtleto lay eggs.

Incubation of turtle eggsis

beyond the scope of this article. However,
there are some interesting things about turtle
incubation. First, turtle eggs are very metab-
olically active. They breathe air and absorb
water from the environment. Secondly, many
turtles exhibit temperature-dependent sex de-
termination. What this means, isthat theratio
of malesto females within a clutch is deter-
mined not by chromosomes, but by the incu-
bation temperature. At high temperatures, a
high proportion of the hatchlings will be one

can occur. Salmonellais expected to occur in
these turtles, and so testing the turtles has no
real benefit. If we do not find it, we still can-
not assume that it is not there, and if we do

very old people, and those with com- IEEESRET=s@@'@ - find it, we cannot eliminate it with
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promised immune systems, severe
illness can occur. Salmonellaistrans- P
mitted to humans by ingesting it. '
Generally a person will not contract
theillness simply by being around
the turtle. However, if they touch the
turtle directly, or indirectly by han-
dling things the turtle has been in
contact with, and put
their hands to the
mouth, severeillness

Water turtles commonly carry Salmonella bacteria
which can cause seriousillnessin humans.

| antibiotic therapy. In fact, antibiotic
fﬁ therapy isonly likely to make the
gl Salmonella antibiotic resistant. The
best course of action is to assume that
all turtles (and other reptiles for that
matter) are carriers of this bacteria.

B The best way to avoid contracting

y this disease s by fol-
lowing strict hygiene
practices.

Egg laying can occur with or
without the presence of a male
turtle.

Page 3

gender, while at low temperatures, they will be
the other gender. Thiswill vary with species.
Anyone contemplating the breeding of turtles
should research the individual requirements of
the speciesin question. In addition, itisim-
portant to determine what will
be done with the hatchlings.
Turtles are not legal to sell until
they reach four inches wide.
Thisisto assure that children do
not put them into their mouth,
risking Salmonellainfections. It
takes considerable time for tur-
tlesto attain four inchesin
width, so it may be necessary to
house and feed the offspring for
along time. With successive
years of breeding, it would be easy to over-
popul ate.

Male turtles have a few health problems of
their own. Occasionally the phallus will
prolapse out of the cloaca and may be unable
to retract. This can compromise the blood
supply and medical attention for this condition
isrequired.

e Alwayswash hands following handling
turtles, their equipment, or their wastes.

e Wash and disinfect sinks and counters
after cleaning turtle supplies.

e  Sanitize the habitat frequently.

e Do not alow turtles on the kitchen count-
ers, sinks, or other food preparation.

e Do not eat, drink, or smoke while han-
dling or caring for the turtle.

e  Never kissor nuzzle turtles.
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Quality medicinein a caring
environment

All Creatures Animal Hospital is dedicated
to providing progressive medicinein a car-
ing environment for pets of all species.
Through preventative medicine, client edu-
cation, professional development of our
staff, and advanced medical and surgical
techniques, we hope to foster a strong and
lasting bond with clients and their pets.

We’re on the web: www.allcreaturesAH.com
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Hibernation

Many of the most commonly kept species of
freshwater turtles are from temperate zones. In
the wild, these turtles, by necessity hibernate
during the winter months. This putsthemin a
dormant state, where they can conserve energy
during atime when they will not eat, reduces
their oxygen intake, and keeps them from
freezing. LA

During the waning A
weeks of summer, the
turtle eats voraciously to
store adequate energy for
the winter months. When
the temperatures start to
drop at night, the turtle
will stop eating to alow
for the digestive tract to
empty. If food is present
during hibernation it will

To hibernate or not to hibernate, that is the
guestion.

not digest and may causeillness.

In thefall, the turtle will go below the frost
line and become dormant for the winter
months. They may awaken and move a bit at
times when the temperatures are warmer, but
thisisminimal.

In captivity, many of
these turtles retain the
instinct to hibernate.
Cooler nights and later
cooler days, along with
shortened day length
cluesthem that winter is
coming.

Hibernation is difficult to
accomplish. Turtles must
be in excellent condition

to survive hibernation. In

addition, it can be difficult to find an areathat
maintains the proper temperature.

The necessity of hibernation is controversial.
Some maintain that since it is the most natural
method, it isrequired. It does seem very im-
portant for breeding. If done improperly how-
ever, it can result in the death of the turtle.

If hibernation is to be attempted, the turtle
should be examined for fitness. Once thisis
done, the food should be withheld for about 2
weeks. After thisthe turtle can be brought to
the hibernation temperature of 45-55 degrees.
This may be done gradually or suddenly. Itis
important that the temperatures do not drop to
freezing.




