
 
AQUATIC TURTLE CARE 
Average Adult Length: 5-12 inches    Average Lifespan: 30-50 years 
General Information  
Aquatic turtles vary in size by species, but most of the turtles available in stores will average about 
5-7 inches for smaller males and up to 10-12 inches for larger females. These turtles are usually shy 
and not fond of being handled, but they are fun to care for, watch, and feed.  
Enclosure  
Reaching up to 12 inches in length as an adult, a turtle will always enjoy biggest enclosure you can 
give them. A 75 gallon tank is the minimum for a single small adult, but they will do better in an 
even larger enclosure. Larger specimens will need 125 gallons. Aquariums, stock tanks, and custom 
built ponds are all great options. Turtles should be kept indoors to prevent escape and to avoid low 
temperatures that will lead to hibernation. 
Filtration 
Healthy water is incredibly important for all aquatic species! Your turtle tank will need a good filter 
to catch solids and build up good bacteria, frequent water changes to replace 25% of the tank water 
with new water, and water additives. All of this will help to keep the water clean, clear, and healthy! 
Substrate 
Substrate is not necessary in the water; it can be left bare or for a decorative look you can add a 
gravel that is too large to be accidentally eaten. Turtles do need somewhere to get out of the water 
to bask, dry off, and rest. This can be as simple as a floating dock, or it can be a whole platform with 
a land substrate like reptile soil. 
Décor 
Décor can be pretty much anything reptile-safe that you like! Live or artificial plants, rocks, 
driftwood, and other decorative items make for a fun tank. Always research live plants to make sure 
they are safe if your turtle decides to eat them. Make sure decorative items are arranged in a way 
that a curious turtle can’t become stuck in them. 
Lighting 
Turtles need UVB exposure to absorb vitamins and minerals properly. Without enough UVB, the 
turtle’s shell and bones can become weak and deformed and, if left untreated, it can be fatal. A 5.0 
UVB tube bulb, turned on for 10-12 hours a day and turned off at night, will ensure the good health 
of your turtle. This light should sit about 10 inches above your pet’s land basking area. UVB bulbs 
need replaced regularly; even if they are still providing visible light, the UVB wears off, check the 
packaging for information on how often your bulb needs replaced. 
Heating 
As a cold-blooded species, turtles enjoy and require high temperatures to keep their body 
temperature up and their organs functioning smoothly. Prolonged exposure to cool temperatures 
can cause health issues, or lead to hibernation behavior. A turtle-proof water heater should be used 
to keep the water warm and comfortable between 75-80 degrees. During daylight hours, a white 
reptile heat bulb should be used on one side of the basking area to create a temperature gradient. 
Daytime temperatures should range from 75°F on the cool side, up to 90°F on the warm side where 
the turtle can bask. At night, when the UVB light has been turned off, there should be little to no 
light and a little less heat. Nighttime air temperatures should be at least 70°F. If nighttime heat is 



needed, heat projectors are best as they produce no light. If you would like some light to observe 
your pet at night a black or red bulb can be used for a short period of the night.  
When choosing a bulb or heater, the higher the watts, the hotter it gets. Always check your 
temperatures with a digital or infrared thermometer when setting up a new enclosure or changing 
heat sources. 
Diet  
Aquatic turtles are omnivores, and young turtles lean more toward the carnivore side while an 
adult’s diet should be at least half vegetation. Most turtles available are already at or near the adult 
stage since they must be 4 inches to be sold. A variety of worms, insects, or fish should be offered 
3-5 times a week and plenty of fresh greens and vegetables should be offered daily.  

There are dozens of healthy foods you can feed your turtle, including collard greens, mustard 
greens, dandelions, duckweed, hornwort and more. However, there are also some foods that are 
not safe, such as cabbage, parsnip, and rhubarb. Always research new foods before offering them 
to your turtle. Turtle pellets and canned foods are also available and make a good supplement, but 
variety is key. Once or twice a week, dust your turtle’s food with a vitamin supplement to ensure 
they get all the nutrients they need. 

Keeping more than one:  
While it is possible to keep more than one turtle in an enclosure there are some things to consider 
first, the biggest one being that more turtles will need more space, or they will dirty the water twice 
as fast. They can also injure each other, compete for food and basking spots, and pass diseases and 
parasites to each other. Turtles aren’t particularly social and do very well when kept individually. 

Zamzoo care sheets are intended to cover the basics of animal care, for more information we 
encourage you to talk to our experts and do further research! 


