Green Iguana Care Sheet

Biology: 

Iguanas are large arboreal folivore tropical lizards from Central and South America.  Although they have been successfully bred and raised in captivity, their popularity has varied over the years.  They can grow to lengths of 5-6 ft, with a maximum body weight of 15-18lbs.  Sexual maturity is at 2-4 years of age and with proper care many can live into their late teens and early twenties.  However, average lifespan in captivity is between 7 and 10 years.  Seasonal changes in behavior may be noticed when iguanas reach sexual maturity in both sexes, and increased aggression (biting, tail-lashing, and scratching) may occur.  Mature males are territorial and best if not housed together.  In the wild elevation in the tree denotes social status, and should be considered in design of exhibits.

Male iguanas tend to be larger and have brighter overall coloration than females.  They have larger heads and the set of prefemoral pores is more developed when sexually mature.  Mating occurs most commonly in January and February.  Pregnancy lasts for about 2 months, and then the female will dig a nest in moist sand or soil.  Mature females can produce eggs even without access to the male, and may result in egg binding if nutrition or environment is not ideal.

Nutrition: 

Being herbivorous, in the wild the diet consists of eating flowers, jungle leaves, and fruits.  In captivity they thrive well on a combination of pesticide-free high protein greens including: turnip greens, collards, mustard greens, kale, bok choy, Swiss chard, dandelions, parsley, romaine, escarole, spinach, and beet greens.  The greens should make up about 70-80% of the diet with the remainder being made up from vegetables like grated carrots, squash, corn, zucchini, peas, beans, sprouts, sweet potato, bell peppers, and broccoli.  As an occasional treat, a small part of their diet (no more than 10%) may be fruits like banana, papaya, melon, apple, figs, berries, grapes, tomatoes, strawberries, plums, kiwi and the occasional hibiscus flowers/leaves, rose petals and dandelion blossoms. A combination of these is preferred with variety being a key.  All of the parts of the diets should be washed, chopped into small appropriate sized pieces, mixed (to prevent picky eating), and fed twice daily for smaller lizards, and daily for larger iguanas.

Younger iguanas need mineral supplementation more frequently, and there are a variety of powder calcium/vitamin mixtures that can be used for top-dressing their food each day.  As they become larger, their requirements are less, and supplementation can be done every other day to twice a week.

To summarize:

70-80%- greens

10-20%- vegetables

less than 10%- fruits and other treats

Variety, washing, and chopping diets 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.  Iguanas are basking animals that regulate their body temperature by moving from warmer to cooler environments.  Being climbing arboreal animals, the ideal enclosure is taller rather than long.  It should be large enough for the lizard to be able to stretch out horizontally or vertically in the cage.

In captivity a basking spot of 95-100 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.  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 iguanas is one of the most overlooked areas of husbandry by new owners.  If warm enough, 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:

Being from subtropical forest areas, iguanas are used to an environment with access to water and high humidity.  Water can be made available to iguanas in a variety of ways.  A standing water dish (ceramic or metal) should be included in the enclosure for drinking and bathing.  Some iguanas will lap water off of vegetation if they are misted.  Iguanas are used to 95-100 % humidity in the wild.  In captivity these needs can be met with a humidifier outside of the cage or misting them twice a day with a hand sprayer.

In addition to drinking water, soaking and swimming are great ways for lizards to maintain their hydration and health.  The shallowest point in the bath should cover no more than 2/3 the height of the animal.  It makes for a great holding spot for your iguana during cage cleanings, but they should not be left unattended or in the bath for extended periods of time.  Water temperature should be warm and comfortable to the touch.  If the bathtub is used for this exercise, make sure to thoroughly clean it before a person uses it, to prevent spread of Salmonella.

Handling:  

Iguanas can whip their tails and cause injury to those in range.  Their claws can also become sharp and may be trimmed for easier handling.  With their strong muscles for climbing trees, they can give significant scratches.  To comfortably hold you iguana, place one hand around the pectoral girdle and neck and use the other hand to support the pelvic girdle and tail base.  Most iguanas will panic when their feet aren’t touching a surface.  Holding them against your body or wrapping in a towel will help them to feel calmer when being carried.

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.

Handling iguanas frequently when they are younger has long-term benefits.  Iguanas will run or attempt to escape if scared.  By desensitizing them, as they become larger you should have a much friendly and mellow lizard, rather than an aggressive dragon on your hands.
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