
 
RUSSIAN TORTOISE CARE 
Average Adult Length: 5-9 inches    Average Lifespan: 40-50 years  
General Information  
Russian tortoises are a small species of tortoise that makes a great pet! Tortoises must be at least 4 
inches in size to be sold, so your tortoise may already be a few years old, but these tortoises live 
long lives, 50 years is very common. They are truly a lifetime commitment and a lifelong 
companion. Set them up right and they are easy to care for and entertaining too. Hand feeding your 
tortoise their favorite foods is a good way for them to associate you with food and soon they will 
follow you around when they see you, looking for snacks!  
Enclosure  
Reaching up to 9 inches in length as an adult, a Russian Tortoise will enjoy biggest enclosure you 
can give them. A minimum of a 40-gallon terrarium, which measures 36”x18”x16” is a good 
minimum especially for a young tortoise, but bigger is better. Also, tortoises often don’t understand 
glass and will sometimes spend hours trying to dig through it. This can be solved by covering the 
bottom 6-8 inches of the tank with something solid or painting the outside with non-toxic paint. 
Custom built enclosures are a great option, they can be larger and made with solid walls. For extra 
exercise and stimulation, you can also get your tortoise out of the enclosure and let them explore 
indoors or outdoors if the temperatures are warm. Just be sure to keep a close eye on them, 
tortoises can get into mischief and wander off! 
Substrate 
Russian tortoises are burrowers and will appreciate a few inches of substrate they can dig in. A 
mixture of mostly made up of reptile-safe soil, with some reptile bark and sand will make your 
tortoise very happy. There is a slight chance of your tortoise attempting to eat loose substrate, 
though it is uncommon. If you notice your tortoise doing this, a reptile carpet or tile substrate may 
be a better option for that individual. 
Décor 
Tortoises are surprisingly good climbers but if they fall over on their backs it can be dangerous, so 
keep décor low to the ground. Provide a couple of hides large enough for your turtle to fit inside to 
help them feel safe. Live or artificial plants will most likely be uprooted or trampled but, if they can 
be secured, make a lovely addition and some plants make great tortoise food! 
Lighting 
Russian tortoises need UVB exposure to absorb vitamins and minerals properly. Over time, without 
enough UVB, the tortoise’s shell and bones can become weak and deformed and, if left untreated, 
it can be fatal. A 10.0 UVB bulb along the length of the enclosure, turned on for 10-12 hours a day 
and turned off at night, will ensure the good health of your tortoise. This light should sit about 12 
inches above your tortoise. UVB bulbs need replaced regularly, even if they are still providing light 
the UVB wears off, check the packaging for information on how often your bulb needs replaced. 
Heating 
As a cold-blooded species, Russian tortoises enjoy and require high temperatures to keep their 
body temperature up and their organs functioning smoothly. Prolonged exposure to cool 
temperatures can cause a Russian tortoise to hibernate. During daylight hours, a white reptile heat 
bulb should be used on one side of the enclosure to create a temperature gradient. Daytime 



temperatures should range from 70°F on the cool side up to 100 °F on the warm side for basking. At 
night, when the UVB light has been turned off, there should be little to no light and a little less heat. 
Nighttime temperatures should range 65-70 °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. 
Humidity  
Russian tortoises come from relatively dry environments, humidity between 30-50% is ideal. Lightly 
misting the enclosure, a couple times a week will keep your tortoise happy. Russian tortoises get a 
lot of their moisture from their food and they will often soak in their water dish for extra water. 
Provide a dish that is easy for your tortoise to get in and out of with an inch or two of clean water, 
tortoises will often relieve themselves in the water after soaking for a few minutes so it will need 
cleaned often. 
Diet  
As an herbivore, your tortoise’s diet should be made up entirely of plant matter. Dark leafy greens 
make up the bulk of their diet, along with some weeds, flowers, and a few vegetables. Fruit should 
be a rare treat if offered at all, the sugar content can cause digestive issues. Offer your tortoise a 
shallow dish of chopped greens daily or every other day depending on their appetite. There are 
dozens of healthy foods you can feed your tortoise, including collard greens, mustard greens, 
dandelions, hibiscus, prickly pear cactus, hay, and much more. However, there are also some foods 
that are not safe for tortoises, such as cabbage, parsnip, potato, and rhubarb. Always research new 
foods before offering them to your tortoise. Tortoise pellets are also available and make a good 
supplement, but variety is key. Once a week, dust your tortoise’s salad 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 Russian tortoise in an enclosure there are no known 
benefits and several drawbacks to doing so. They can injure each other, compete for food and 
basking spots, and pass diseases and parasites to each other. Tortoises 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! 


