Box Turtle Care Sheet

Biology:

Box turtles are small, land-dwelling reptiles with a unique hinged shell.  This shell is designed to enable them to completely withdraw their head and limbs into their shell and close up.  The box turtles commonly seen as pets are collected or bred with in the United States and are the Eastern or Common Box Turtle.  Their natural environment is grasslands to woodlands to swampy habitats, and some subspecies are even adapted to the desert climate of the southwest.

The oldest box turtle on record was over 130 years old, so with proper care these can be very long-lived.  Mating season occurs after turtles emerge from hibernation.  Females may lay eggs in June to July, and typically consist of 2-7 eggs.  Even without recent exposure to a male, females may lay eggs.

Hibernation:

Hibernation is a prolonged period of inactivity, accompanied by a substantial decrease in metabolic activity.  These two things enable the turtle to survive periods during which environmental conditions may be unfavorable.  Hibernation is not necessary for the health of a box turtle.  In fact, if a turtle is ill, or its health status is in question, hibernation is to be avoided.  This is due to a decrease in immune function associated with hibernation.  If increased (5-10 degrees) temperatures prevent hibernation during winter, the turtle may become sluggish and refuse to eat.

If hibernation is desired, they can be placed in a box with clean and slightly damp dirt or potting soil.  A shallow dish of water should be provided, and the dirt covered with a layer of leaves or shredded newspaper.  Placing the box in a cooler area such as the corner of the garage or outdoor shelter will is ideal.  Typical wild hibernation is from late October to March depending on the climate in the area.  If a warm spell occurs, the turtle will come out of hibernation and food should be offered at that time.  

Nutrition: 

Box turtles are omnivorous.  In the wild they consume a wide variety of prey items such as mealworms, snails, slugs, earthworms, and other invertebrates.  They also consume fruits, berries, and plant material.  In captivity diets vary greatly from a strictly pelleted diet, to a half prey (crickets, mealworms, and beetles) half-salad/vegetable diet.  Variety is the most important guide.  Many turtles will eat just live animals if given the opportunity, but offering vegetables (chopped, thawed, frozen mixed vegetables, squash, and yams) and fruit (berries, bananas, pears, peaches, papayas, and guava) helps balance their nutrition.  As occasional treat, cottage cheese, hard-boiled or scrambled egg, grated cheese, and yogurt can be give.  The pellets are nutritionally balanced and can be substituted for the vegetables and fruit if desired.

Vitamin and mineral supplementation is important in younger turtles, and in egg-producing mature females.  A variety of mineral/vitamin powders are available for dusting prey items before feeding and top-dressing salads.  This should be done every other day in young turtles, and then twice a week in older turtles.

To summarize:

50%- appropriately sized and dusted prey items

20-25%- vegetables

25-30%- fruits

Occasional high-protein treats.

Variety and appropriate size to diet is important for proper nutrition.
Housing, Temperature, and Lighting:
The most suitable environment to satisfy the roaming habits of box turtles is a large, fence enclosure or yard.  Box turtles are escape artist and good climber, so fences should be intact and secure.  Outdoor enclosures are ideal and should contain low-lying bushes for privacy and shade.  A shallow source of water is very important.  Providing dried leaves can be added because some turtles enjoy burrowing.

If an outdoor enclosure is not feasible, an indoor enclosure can be done.  Making the enclosure as large horizontally is important.  Small aquariums and terrariums are generally not large enough for turtles once they grow to more than 6-8 inches.  These enclosures may also be used for overnight enclosures for turtles normally housed outdoors or while cleaning their larger exhibit.  Indoor enclosures for box turtles should have an easily cleaned bottom, such as indoor-outdoor carpet or Astroturf, high sides to prevent escape, and a hiding place to get away when needed.

In captivity a basking spot of 85-95 F is ideal with the cooler end of the enclosure at 70-80 F during the day.  Nighttime temperature can fall to 60 F.  One special component of turtle design is that their boney shell acts as a heat sink overnight and slowly cools over time.  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.  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 reptile drastically decreases the effectiveness of the lamp and the amount of ultraviolet radiation reaching the turtle.  Don’t forget that UV light doesn’t travel through glass or plastic, so when setting up the lamp(s) make sure that they have a clear exposure to the turtle, while preventing direct access and possible burning of the turtle.  Also, when choosing a light source, sunbulbs should be used with caution and for short periods of time.  Although they provide a high level of UV-B, extended exposure can result in cataracts and eye damage.  

Water and hydration:

Box turtles are terrestrial, but like many reptiles, will take advantage of available water for soaking.  Most of the hydration and water intake in box turtles come from the succulent components of their diet.  Soaking in a shallow tray (1/4 inch to 1 inch depending on the size of your turtle) of water can help with fluid absorption via the cloaca, and help ensure that your turtle has regular bowel movements.  Make sure the dish is low enough so the turtle can get in and out on its own.  Because it is common for reptiles to defecate in their water source/dish, regular changes are very important to ensure fresh water.

Handling:  

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.
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