CARING FOR YOUR REPTILE

This is a guide for caring for reptiles in general. Each species of reptile has different requirements that must be met to insure a healthy life. Please refer to specific referrence material for your reptile's optimal environmental and dietary needs.
Cages: Your reptile cage should be large enough to accomodate for growth. Provide a cage as large as possible and try to mimic their natural environment with things such as rocks and branches.  Glass and plexiglas are easy to clean but poorly ventilated. Wood and screens are more difficult to clean. Terrestrial species such as a bearded dragon need more floor space and arboreal species such as a chameleon need more height in their cage.

Substrate: Substrate is the flooring or bedding in the cage.  Certain sand substrates can lead to gastrointestinal impactions.  Safe sand products labeled for use in reptiles are good at preventing reptiles from swallowing the substrate when eating.  Other substrates include paper products such as Care Fresh and newspaper, indoor/outdoor carpet, rabbit pellets, cypress mulch, crushed pecans, walnuts, or coconut.  Be sure to avoid cedar or pine as the oils they release can be harmful.

UV Light: Reptiles require an adequate amount of UV light for proper health and bone development. Natural light is the best. Taking your reptile outside in direct sunlight for 30 minutes one or two times a week allows for good UV exposure. Make sure your reptile is safe and does not burn or overheat while outside.  We recommend placing in their cage a year round UV light containing both UVA and UVB especially for young growing reptiles. Most reptiles require a day/night (light/dark) cycle with the day length and temperature decreasing in the winter.

Temperature: Reptiles are cold blooded animals meaning they are subject to the environmental tempurature. Each reptile species has a different perferred optimal temperature zone in which they are most comfortable and healthy. We recommend using a heat source such as an incandescent light bulb, ceramic heating lamps, or heating pads under the cage.  The cage should have a range of temperatures from room temperature to a basking temperature around 90° so the reptile can choose a temperature where they feel comfortable.  Avoid heat rocks and lamps where the reptile can touch them and burn themselves.

Humidity: Reptiles need varying amounts of humidity throughout the year. A humidity box can be used for many species and allows for the rest of the cage to stay dry. Ventilation is critical with increased humidity. Soaking reptiles in water will help them shed their skin and help with GI motility as well.

Feeding: Calcium supplementation is necessary for herbivores and insectivores. Vegetables should be dusted and insects should be gut-loaded with calcium supplements. It is important to feed rodents good quality food.  Freezing rodents for longer than 6 months can decrease their nutritional value.
Herbivores (tortoises, green iguanas) - dark green vegetables, squash, carrots, fruits.
Insectivores (chameleons) - insects such as crickets and mealworms.
Carnivores (snakes, monitors) - rodents, rabbits, fish, worms.
Omnivores (turtles, bearded dragons) - vegetables, insects, rodents, fish, worms.

Cleaning: You should clean your reptile's cage once a week.  Be sure to remove all debris and dried feces from the cage floor, perches, hide boxes, etc.  Be sure to wash hands between cages and to use individual for cleaning different cages to prevent the spread of disease.

SPECIAL PROBLEMS OF REPTILES
Parasites: It is important to quarantine new reptiles in a completely different room for one to two months to prevent the spread of internal and external parasites such as mites.  You should also be sure to thoroughly wash hands and utensils between handling reptiles.  You may include reptiles in the same room once they have completed their quarantine period and proven to be free of parasites.
Dysecdysis (shedding disorder): Reptiles develop shedding disorders often as a result of low humidity, low temperature, underlying skin problems, underlying systemic disease, dehydration, or malnutrition. Signs include difficulty shedding the entire skin layer, dry and rough skin, skin lesions or bite wounds, mites or ticks present, or a strong odor in the presence of secondary bacterial or fungal infections. Prevention requires optimal humidity, temperature, diet, and the opportunity for a daily bath.  Treatment requires an increase in humidity and tempurature, daily soakings, and treatment of underlying diseases.  Be careful, too much heat/humidity may lead to other problems as well.

Stomatitis (mouth rot): Mouth rot usually develops because of poor husbandry and nutrition but may occur with trauma such as bite wounds and burns. Clinical signs include an oral mucosa of a reddish-yellow color, infections, abscesses, swelling of tissues, and may lead to bone loss. Prevention requires optimal environment and diet. Treatment may include systemic and local antibiotics as well as local flushing and cleaning of the wounds daily.

Metabolic Bone Disease: Metabolic bone disease most commonly results from poor diet and inadequate exposure to UV light in young growing reptiles. Signs include muscle tremors, spontaneous bone fractures, skeletal deformities, bony swellings, and "rubber jaw". For prevention, reptiles should be feed a diet with adequate vitamin D and calcium in a proper ratio with phosphorus. They should also receive an adequate amount of UV light. Treatment consists of Vitamin D and Calcium supplementation.
