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The Care of the Horsefield Tortoise

The Horsefield Tortoise is a hardy species native to Central Asia. They are excellent climbers and like to burrow. The horsefield tortoise can be easily distinguished due to having only four claws on each foot rather than the five claws that other Mediterranean tortoises have.

Tortoises do not like to be confined so the largest possible enclosure should be provided. A minimum of a 3ft vivarium will house one adult tortoise. Ceramic heating systems are the best form of heating. These emit no light and will provide the 31C temperature required. Remember to install the heater at one end of the enclosure to provide a hot and cool end. Ceramic heaters should not be used without a thermostat and a guard should be fitted around the heater.  The heat must be left on 24 hours a day. Heat mats must not be used for tortoises. Amongst other problems, they are prone to gastric and plastron health problems when heated in that manner.

At least 5% UVB lighting must be used. This should be mounted no more than 6” away from the tortoise. If the light is to be mounted higher in the vivarium then you should change the bulb to a 10%. UVB is required for the use of calcium which is essential to allow normal formation and growth of the shell. All lights must be switched off at night. 12 hours of light and 12 hours of dark is appropriate. UVB lights must be changed every six to nine months.

Horsefield tortoises prefer a lower humidity of 30%, we therefore recommend  beech chip or Tortoise Life be used as a floor covering. This can be deeper at one end to allow for digging. Hides should be provided at both ends of the enclosure and a shallow water bowl with a ramp is ideal. 

The best diet by far is a selection of green leafy material. A mix of spring greens, romaine lettuce, kale, water cress, savoy cabbage and Chinese leaf can all be offered along with a natural mix of meadow plant leaves such as dandelion and chickweed.  Iceberg lettuce must not be offered. Make sure they are free from pesticides and washed before use. The rest of the diet can be small amounts of fruits such as apples, strawberries, pears etc and small amounts of salad items such as tomatoes, cucumber and grated root vegetables. All food should be chopped to an appropriate size and placed on a shallow feeding plate. Lightly dust all food with a calcium and vitamin powder. Dust youngsters food four to five times a week and adults food three times a week. A cuttlebone should also be offered to help grind down the beak and also as an extra form of calcium.

The tortoise should be bathed in luke warm water twice per week. They will usually defecate in this and it ensures they remain in good condition.

Daily spot clean the vivarium removing all faecal matter and old food. Change water daily. Complete a full strip down every four weeks, replacing all substrates and thoroughly cleaning all the vivarium and bowls etc. Always use a reptile disinfectant.

Tortoises can enjoy the freedom of being outdoors on hot summer days. Only allow this when supervised or in a correctly built and escape proof enclosure. Without a heated and artificially lit area they cannot be housed outdoors permanently. Our northerly location is too chilly for successful tortoise maintenance.

Before purchasing your tortoise, it is vitally important you have considered the following points:

· Tortoises have a lifespan in excess of 60-80 years

· Security is a big problem. Thefts can and do occur

· They are escape artists, especially in outdoor enclosures, be cautious in construction methods

· You will need to provide a good mixture of dietary requirements


