Bearded Dragon Care Sheet

Biology:

Bearded dragons are small desert-living lizards from the central Australia region.  Their name is derived from their defensive posture of extending the flap of skin under the jaw (the “beard”) when threatened.  They may reach lengths of up to 2 feet including the tail, and generally respond well to gentle handling and rarely bite.  At about 12-16 inches they are sexually mature, and they may live for 10+ years.  Males tend to be larger than females when fully grown, and will have larger heads, with a more developed black “beard” during breeding season.  There are many color variations due to successful breeding in captivity, including tan, gold, red, or “Sandfire”. 

Nutrition: 

Being omnivorous, it is important to offer the dragon a balanced diet of prey, salads, and vegetables from an early age.  Bearded dragons are more active during the day, and should be fed in the morning.  Prey items should include a variety of appropriately sized crickets, mealworms, grasshoppers, superworms, wax worms, and pinkie mice for older dragons.  A good rule of thumb for selecting appropriately sized crickets is that the length of the cricket should be no longer than the distance between the dragon’s eyes.  For example, baby bearded dragons should be eating 2-week-old crickets, with older dragons eating full-grown crickets.  Remember that the smaller crickets are more nutritionally rich and have less non-digestible exoskeleton for your dragon to pass through its gastrointestinal tract.

The vegetable and salad part of the dragon’s diet should not be overlooked.  Frequently dragons that are fed prey items exclusively will be very difficult to convert to a balanced diet.  Therefore starting early and with appropriately chopped greens and vegetables is key.  Salads should be made up of romaine, dandelion, turnip greens, mustard greens, kale, collards, Swiss chard, spinach and cilantro.  Variety is nice and will prevent a dragon from becoming finicky.  Vegetables can include, broccoli, sweet potato, zucchini, beans, peas, okra, and grated carrot.  Typically about half of the diet should be salad, and the rest split between vegetables and prey.  An occasional treat of fruit such as apple, banana, peach, or melon can be given in small amounts for variety.

Younger dragons and egg-laying females will need additional mineral supplementation, and calcium/vitamin powders are available for coating prey and top-dressing the salad/vegetables.  Young and egg-laying/bearing females can be supplemented every 1-2 days, while adult male and non-egg producing females can be supplemented twice a week.

To summarize:

50%- greens

20-25%- vegetables

25-30%- appropriately sized and dusted prey items

Occasional fruit as treat if desired.

Variety and appropriate size to diet is important for proper nutrition.
Housing, Temperature, and Lighting:
The cage should be large enough to provide thermal gradients in which the animal can find it’s own comfort zone.  Bearded dragons are basking animals that regulate their body temperature by moving from warmer to cooler environments.  A typical problem seen in bearded dragons is them being housed in too small of an aquarium with inadequate ventilation.  This can result in overheating.  A young dragon may be housed in a 10-gallon aquarium, but it will rapidly outgrow it.  Adult dragons usually require a 4-foot x 2-foot or 50-60 gallon aquarium for an appropriate enclosure.  Since bearded dragons are not climbing reptiles, length and floor space in their enclosure is more important than height.

One of the most hotly debated subjects is what substrate to use in a bearded dragon’s enclosure.  Most veterinarians and hobbyists can agree that you should avoid using crushed walnut shells or bark.  Both of these materials are common causes of obstructions and are not safe to use.  The safest and easiest to clean substrates are newspaper and Astroturf/indoor-outdoor carpet.  These are inexpensive and easy to clean or replace regularly.  Some hobbyists will advocate use of sand or calcium sands for a substrate, but ingestion of these can alter stomach pH, and are also commonly seen causes of intestinal impaction and other problems.  Finally, dragons appreciate one or more hide spots to get away when necessary.

In captivity a basking spot of 95-105 F is ideal with the cooler end of the enclosure at 80-85 F during the day.  Nighttime temperature should not fall below 70-75 F.  Appropriate temperature and thermoregulating is very important for normal digestion, immune system function, and growth.  Monitoring temperature in a habitat is easy to accomplish and thermometers for reptile enclosures are relatively inexpensive.  Some dragons will appreciate a piece of slate to act as a heat sink for basking.  A reptile kept at substandard temperatures can develop a variety of illnesses slowly over time, or in more severe cases in the matter of hours to days.

Lighting for reptiles is one of the most overlooked areas of husbandry by new owners.  If warm enough (greater than 70 F), direct natural sunlight is best.  For appropriate calcium/vitamin D function ultraviolet (UV) light is needed in the form of a full spectrum or UV-B bulb that is changed out every 6 months.  When purchasing a light source, remember that the UV-B part of the spectrum is most important and should be checked for regardless of the brand bulb.  Placement of the lamp is critical as if it is more than 2 feet away from the lizard drastically decreases the effectiveness of the lamp and the amount of ultraviolet radiation reaching the iguana.  Don’t forget that UV light doesn’t travel through glass or plastic, so when setting up the lamp(s) a screened or wire mesh top to the enclosure works well for UV penetration.  

Water and hydration:

Bearded dragons are from a very arid environment and thrive best in a low humidity environment in captivity.  A small shallow bowl of water should be provided for drinking, and soaking.  Many lizards will defecate in the water.  Daily water changes are important to ensure sanitary and proper hydration.

Handling:  

Bearded dragons are typically very docile, and seem to enjoy gentle and regular handling.

They can do well with children, and are very interactive.

It is very important to remember to wash your hands after handling and reptiles, and refrain from kissing reptiles due to the risk of transmitting Salmonella.  Educating and monitoring children to insure they are not at risk is important.

