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How To Care For A
Russian Tortoise

Introduction:
Welcoming a
Russian
Tortoise into
Your Home

Bringing a Russian
tortoise into your life
is a joyful experience
that comes with a
long-term

commitment. These
small, hardy reptiles,
also known as
Horsefield tortoises,
are native to the arid
regions of Central
Asia. Their
manageable size,

curious personalities,
and relatively
straightforward care
needs make them a
popular choice for
reptile enthusiasts.
However,

understanding how to
care for a Russian
tortoise properly is
essential to ensuring
a healthy, happy life
that can span 40
years or more. This
comprehensive guide
will walk you through
every aspect of their
care, from setting up
the ideal enclosure to
providing a balanced
diet and recognizing
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signs of good health.

Understandi
ng Your
Russian
Tortoise

Before diving into the
specifics of daily care,
it helps to appreciate
where your tortoise
comes from and what
that means for its
needs. In the wild,
Russian tortoises
inhabit rocky
hillsides, deserts, and
grasslands with
extreme temperature
swings. They are
natural burrowers,
spending long periods
underground to
escape heat and cold.
This background
directly informs how
to care for a Russian
tortoise in captivity:

they require a warm,
dry environment with
plenty of space to dig
and explore. Unlike
some tropical species,
they do not need high
humidity, but they do
need consistent
access to fresh water
and a diet that mimics
their natural foraging.

Setting Up
the Perfect
Enclosure

Indoor Housing

Your Russian
tortoise's home
should be spacious,
secure, and easy to
clean. For a single
adult, a minimum
enclosure size of 4
feet by 2 feet is
recommended, though
larger is always
better. Many keepers



wooden tortoise
tables because they
offer excellent
ventilation and high
walls to prevent
escape. Glass
aquariums are less
ideal because they
can trap heat and
stress the tortoise,
but they can work if
properly modified
with good airflow and
a solid substrate
barrier at the bottom.

The enclosure walls
should be at least 12
inches high, as
Russian tortoises are
surprisingly capable
climbers. Provide a
secure lid if you have
other pets or small
children. Your tortoise
needs room to roam,
bask, and exercise, so
avoid cramped cages.

If you live in a warm
climate (USDA zones
5 and above, with
daytime temperatures
consistently above
70°F), an outdoor pen

is wonderful for
enrichment and
natural sunlight. Build
a secure, predator-
proof enclosure with
walls buried at least
6-8 inches into the
ground to prevent
digging out. The pen
should include a mix
of sunny and shaded
areas, along with a
shallow water dish
and a sheltered hide
box. Always supervise
outdoor time if you
cannot guarantee a
protected
environment.
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Right
Substrate

Substrate is more
than just flooring—it
directly affects your
tortoise's comfort,
health, and natural
behavior. The best
substrate for a
Russian tortoise is a
loose, dry material
that allows digging
and maintains low
humidity. A common
and effective mix is
50% organic topsoil
(free of fertilizers or
perlite) and 50%
playsand. You can
also use cypress
mulch, aspen
bedding, or a
commercial reptile
substrate designed for
desert species. Avoid
cedar or pine
shavings, as their oils

ore L Clibusitig

Newspaper or pap
towels are acceptable
for quarantine or
medical care but not
for long-term housing
because they do not
support digging.

Spot <clean the
substrate daily by
removing waste and
uneaten food. Replace
the entire substrate
every few months to
prevent bacterial
buildup.

Essential
Lighting and
Heating

Proper lighting and
heat are non-
negotiable for a

healthy Russian
tortoise. These
reptiles are

ectothermic, meaning



sources to
regulate their body
temperature and
digest food. A basking
spot should reach
90-95°F, while the
cool end of the
enclosure should stay

around 70-75°F.
Nighttime
temperatures can

drop to 65-70°F, but
avoid going below
60°F unless you are
managing
hibernation.

Use a basking bulb
(incandescent or
halogen) to create the
hot spot. Place it on
one side of the
enclosure so your
tortoise can move
between warm and
cool areas. A ceramic
heat emitter or a deep
heat projector can
supplement ambient
heat without emitting

at night. Always use a
thermostat to
regulate
temperatures.

UVB lighting is just as
important. Russian
tortoises need UVB
rays to synthesize
vitamin D3, which
allows them to absorb
calcium and maintain
a strong shell. Provide
a quality UVB tube
(such as a T5 or T8
linear fluorescent)
spanning about two-
thirds of the
enclosure. Replace
the bulb every 6-12
months, even if it still
emits visible light,
because UVB output
diminishes over time.
A 10-12 hour
photoperiod mimics
natural day length.

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by
Hillary & Haley ¢ Explore the unseen. ¢ Page 5



Species-

Appropriat

Diet

Diet is where many
new keepers struggle,
but wunderstanding
how to care for a
Russian tortoise
nutritionally is
straightforward once
you know the basics.
In the wild, they feed
on a variety of tough,
fibrous plants and
weeds. Your goal is to
replicate this high-
fiber, low-protein diet.

What to Feed

Offer a diverse mix of
dark leafy greens and
safe weeds daily.
Excellent choices
include dandelion
greens and flowers,
collard greens,

mustapiroyiding a

turnip greens, endivé,
escarole, romaine
@ttuce (in
moderation), kale,
and spring mix. Also
include a variety of
grasses and hay, such
as timothy hay or
orchard grass, which
provide essential
fiber. Edible flowers

like hibiscus, rose
petals, and
nasturtiums add

enrichment. You can
also offer small
amounts of grated
squash, carrot, or bell
pepper as occasional
treats.

What to Avoid

Never feed your
Russian tortoise
spinach, Swiss chard,
or beet greens in
large amounts
because they contain
oxalates that can bind
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fruits—Russian
tortoises cannot
digest sugars well,
and fruit can cause
diarrhea and long-
term health issues.
Also avoid iceberg
lettuce (no nutritional
value), cat or dog
food, high-protein
vegetables like peas,
and any processed
human food.
Pesticide-free is key,
so always wash
produce thoroughly.

Calcium and
Supplements

Dust food with a
calcium powder
(without vitamin D3 if
you have proper UVB
lighting) at every
feeding for growing
tortoises, and a few
times per week for
adults. A multivitamin

tw1ce a month is also
beneficial. Provide a

cuttlebone in the
enclosure for your
tortoise to nibble on
as needed.

Hydration
and
Humidity

Despite coming from
arid climates, Russian
tortoises need regular
access to fresh water.
Provide a shallow,
sturdy water dish that
is large enough for
your tortoise to soak
in but shallow enough
to prevent
drowning—the water
should only come up
to mid-thigh level.
Change the water
daily and clean the
dish thoroughly.
Soaking your tortoise

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by
Hillary & Haley ¢ Explore the unseen. ¢ Page 7



in warm, shallow
water for 15-20
minutes two to three
times a week helps
maintain hydration
and supports bowel
movements. Many
tortoises also enjoy a
gentle misting on
their shell and skin,
which encourages
drinking and humidity
for respiratory health.
Keep overall humidity
low, around 30-50%,
but provide a humid
hide if your tortoise is
having trouble
shedding.

Handling and
Enrichment

Russian tortoises are
generally not fond of
being handled, but
they can become
accustomed to gentle
interaction over time.

When you do handle
your tortoise, always
support its entire
body with both hands
and keep movements
slow and predictable.
Never pick a tortoise
up by its legs or tail,
as this can cause
serious injury. Limit
handling sessions to
10-15 minutes to
reduce stress.

Enrichment is vital for
mental and physical
health. Provide items
to climb over, such as
smooth rocks or cork
bark, and tunnels or
hides to explore.
Rearrange the
enclosure furniture
occasionally to create
novelty. Bury food
items for foraging, or
use puzzle feeders
that challenge your
tortoise to work for its
meal. Time outdoors
in a secure pen is the



offering natural
sunlight, varied
terrain, and fresh air.

Common
Health
Issues and
How to
Prevent
Them

Knowing how to care
for a Russian tortoise
includes recognizing
signs of trouble early.
The most common
health problems in
captive Russian
tortoises are related
to diet, environment,
and hygiene.

Metabolic Bone
Disease (MBD)

MBD is caused by
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lighting or calcium
imbalance. Symptoms
include a soft or
deformed shell,
lethargy, swollen
limbs, and a weak
jaw. Prevention is
simple: provide
proper UVB lighting,
calcium
supplementation, and
a low-protein diet.

Respiratory
Infections

Signs include nasal
discharge, wheezing,
open-mouth

breathing, and
lethargy. Typically
caused by cold
temperatures or high
humidity. Keep the
enclosure warm and
dry, and ensure good
ventilation. If you
suspect an infection,
consult a reptile
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veterinarian
immediately.

Shell Rot

Shell rot appears as
soft, discolored, or
pitted areas on the
shell, often with an
unpleasant odor. It is
usually caused by
overly damp substrate
or poor hygiene. Keep
the enclosure clean
and dry, and check
your tortoise’s shell
regularly.

Parasites

Both internal and
external parasites can
affect Russian
tortoises. Routine
fecal exams by a vet
are recommended,
especially if your
tortoise is from the
wild or has been with
other reptiles. Signs
include weight loss,

diarrhea, or unusual
behavior.

Brumation
(Hibernation

)

In the wild, Russian
tortoises brumate (a
form of hibernation)
during cold months.
In captivity,
brumation is not
required for health,
and many keepers
choose to avoid it
because

mismanagement can
be dangerous. If you
do decide to allow
brumation, it must be
carefully planned with
a vet's guidance.
Otherwise, keep your
tortoise warm and
active year-round
with a consistent
photoperiod and
temperatures. Forcing




without proper
preparation can lead
to illness or death.

Conclusion:
The Long,
Rewarding
Journey

Learning how to care
for a Russian tortoise
is a journey that
deepens your
understanding of a
remarkable species.
By providing a
spacious enclosure,
proper lighting and
heat, a balanced diet,
and regular health
checks, you set the
stage for decades of

demanding, but they
are particular—they
thrive when their
environment mimics
the wild places they
come from. Pay
attention to your
tortoise’s behavior,
adapt its care as
needed, and never
hesitate to consult a
reptile vet. With the
right care, your
Russian tortoise will
be a quiet,
fascinating, and
enduring part of your
family. Enjoy the
slow, steady joy of
sharing your life with
one of nature’s most
resilient creatures.
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