
Guidelines to Creating a 
Backyard Habitat & Care for Adoption

Welcome to the Jan. 23 Zoom meeting.   Glad you are here!!!  

We will start promptly at 9AM.   Would appreciate everyone putting 
themselves on mute until the end of the presentation when we can take 
questions.    

FYI - this presentation should take approximately 45 minutes for us to 
cover.   



Creating a 
Backyard Habitat & Care



Overview

AGENDA

● Origin and characteristics

● Seasonal behavior

● Adoption & creating a safe habitat

● Review and next steps

Charles Born, Volunteer/Board Member



How Do I Adopt A Tortoise?
● Fill out our online Adoption Application!
Most important!

● One tortoise per household to avoid 
breeding/ fighting

● $75 adoption fee when tortoise is 
adopted!

http://www.tortoisegroup.org/


Email  / Important Links 
Thank you for your interest in adopting a desert tortoise! With recent events, we have scheduled online workshops through 
Zoom (instead of performing on-site yard consultations). https://tortoisegroup.org/events/ 

Step 1) Attend online adoption workshop

Step 2) Build your backyard habitat

Step 3) Send photos to Tortoise Group to confirm completion of habitat

IMPORTANT LINKS

Here are links to our care sheets about each feature of a safe tortoise habitat. The complete list of our care sheets can be 
found at: http://tortoisegroup.org/care/care-sheets/

● Plants to Grow for Tortoises
● Grassland Tortoise Food and Tortoise Diet
● Above Ground Burrow
● Underground Burrow
● Gate Barrier Construction

Chat (dirt) can be ordered from Vista Landscaping Centers or Star Nursery.

https://tortoisegroup.org/events/
http://tortoisegroup.org/care/care-sheets/
http://u3592799.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=QOLwFgH58lLItm99T-2BxWIUj77KaKiGDZ3697wpCcYywgIZMSAVa2IUBEYJ1M5vKaweMwTR82FLKsk1aLH5CUyNhyzxwLcO1iwVoNjIZq2OztENwH0S90FFf52AXDO-2BzN_WcP_v9uEwv3tZaH3pMaMqfUzD4gxzcD46mDCccw830ZmzfUwRPpBDnouj-2FxUjzQxDslWojHNlSqa7Sqd62VTiXQiNKTbd8NGJwF5-2BQ-2FmSovQY9r0N1hgWZQ63hZiTeC1sS9M98CCeQo04uX4-2FI9TKLbaPo8NSjvf8TXzRvKuui5M5LbZoWaANcSUibrNyDLlnsZdNm9zYtUPktIqN5T3UXGmfGVuVKocyxgm7T8Y8sJW7KyUIORBgROte5fFceU0rNfW
http://u3592799.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=QOLwFgH58lLItm99T-2BxWIUj77KaKiGDZ3697wpCcYywgIZMSAVa2IUBEYJ1M5vKaINes0bjiEIXvafAQz5XfQ2PLUME2szwNBOujbqTPfig-3DHM7Y_v9uEwv3tZaH3pMaMqfUzD4gxzcD46mDCccw830ZmzfUwRPpBDnouj-2FxUjzQxDslWAva-2FlDImDrkkL3bRIC5ZkjxIAxN3z7nlNU5gQE5UtQsU2TmH-2F3SJWdIVh8dHa-2B-2B8zq-2FE9vNc-2BeYyzh-2Flpsw-2BMB6z9jb1ELigHPrJtVlI5zxQia-2F-2FJzNq20QjnLXtLFI3SUz2XFBvYgGmz7H75i-2BY2wMoPZc1J7KP6nb1lZ-2Bap9-2B4ZiGVVey7v3Y0MctDfaez
http://u3592799.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=QOLwFgH58lLItm99T-2BxWIUj77KaKiGDZ3697wpCcYywgIZMSAVa2IUBEYJ1M5vKaA3XYtCxLOH4Lloo-2FpXR5eRDpNmD5s0Fl3yGK0ohP047HuEIhAGbU-2FK-2FKTZvMC4Dq3mWH_v9uEwv3tZaH3pMaMqfUzD4gxzcD46mDCccw830ZmzfUwRPpBDnouj-2FxUjzQxDslWWifoaRzuOqjnSqC6Vf8EC-2BWNP03RnkjgZKV128Qg7uMfVrpT9yjgSbE4TJWwX07IBMwsu9j1wnAG0qh-2F0iNhvwNbJx5TldBTJEeMGFkR17L1i-2B9CGvLp4uMLCWyVKScoWSGBPLu-2BM76s-2FIMv5DXjElMjOhlcXE-2FlXwcBig-2BfN4f-2BH5d8GdbUjncWBoL-2BnzMT
http://u3592799.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=3x41PSdAIZeM38BvXP8EZXg-2BEqDZuOfKwmFc-2BU8SwaXa9vOwH2FAHmWzbEBSMsFH6yk9juZeivn8ZtfcE-2BgPp-2FPNpOsEId7VCW7bcfY3lxjJSNdKiJAaklVOxVva1PxDz2V9_v9uEwv3tZaH3pMaMqfUzD4gxzcD46mDCccw830ZmzfUwRPpBDnouj-2FxUjzQxDslWUiUFZqcNxBp8RPL-2BPXggNWgiM0s9zT3B3gkP4RuBhRnRs2e67r7WSX4y9Bxc081Zcg0dafGR2bAvMa72RHvdgGsrER7zND0EZkr2b5lIQyZp-2FVsItiLY-2BJxOqBcJEblfMjsVkUlTJMl-2FgH3w8DJ8YquiixAo7Yl559kWXfnb-2FYGAHlBeSnHNtUeoRW5R-2FpXC
http://u3592799.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=3x41PSdAIZeM38BvXP8EZXg-2BEqDZuOfKwmFc-2BU8SwaXa9vOwH2FAHmWzbEBSMsFHmA5fmYRxeyT1Zq0ogUbzjfDAoeW-2Fy6aVKvym3EMiXgAu4SxIBpMElDdoq3Cu72Ahq1HN_v9uEwv3tZaH3pMaMqfUzD4gxzcD46mDCccw830ZmzfUwRPpBDnouj-2FxUjzQxDslWLE93ZQXWQ8OoICrup5Bh4UOPd5fHuQRyr3KFEAVXhm4x6OtRibuJF7NO4uUoJ7xx5JWS2qwMqA6HSdrBnd5T9ESIdCtxxx4jtmTPzbGs5WxLWDwELcWrGexrvah9LVnO6A9lI-2Fq7JKt5abWrIdk15H-2FS36vd1ZeOSWM10pVG-2Ffs49mQDgCMjQQln8EQp7b7S


Range of Gopherus agassizii and Gopherus morafkai

Populations separated into Mojave and Sonoran deserts by the Colorado River. 

Mojave Desert Tortoise 
Go-pher-us  Ag-a-ssi-zi-i.

Sonoran Desert Tortoise
Gopherus Mor-af-kai 

F
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● Spring & fall – high 
activity, eating, exploring

● Hot summer - stay in 
burrow to escape heat, 
active early 
morning/evenings

● Winter - brumate from 
about mid-late October to 
mid-late March

Seasonal Activity is Temperature Dependent



Creating a Safe Habitat
● Tortoise must live outside!
● Area of 600 square feet preferred
● Yard must be escape proof
● Burrow -must be dry
● Shaded water dish
● Plants for browsing
● Safety

● Gate barrier
● No other tortoise hazards
● Fence that tortoise cannot see 

through



Typical burrow of a wild tortoise

Shelter



Shelter – The Burrow
● Tortoise spends a lot of time in the burrow
● Needs to be snug with little air circulation
● No plastic on top! Any type of plastic layer 

creates a greenhouse effect

● Insulated (1 ft of dirt)
● No flooding
● Tortoise CANNOT 

continue to dig 
(completely enclosed)



Keeping your burrow snug
● Reduces air 

circulation

● Keeps burrow cool 
in the summer and 
warm in the winter

● In winter conserves 
valuable moisture



Aboveground burrow design – Care Sheet

Flooding is near impossible  = More chat (dirt) is required for insulation

https://tortoisegroup.org/wp-content/uploads/PDFs/easy_aboveground_woodframe.pdf


Underground burrow design – Care Sheet
     Requires less chat (dirt) to be bought  More physical labor (digging)

https://tortoisegroup.org/wp-content/uploads/PDFs/easy_underground_woodframe.pdf


 
 

Northern Nevada Design



Vegetarians- Graze like a cow on the small flowers and grasses in the desert.  There is 
no fruit in the desert.  Remember that.

Fact- Wild tortoise may only eat 6 weeks out of the year!!-

Food



Food – Healthy tortoise diet
● Promote browsing on a 

variety of plants

● Feed Grassland brand 
supplemental tortoise food with 
high fiber, low protein- (1-3 
times/week or a little amount 
every day)

● NO Lettuce
● NO fruits or vegetables



Plants & more plants
Globe mallow Mexican evening primrose



Food- Browsing & Plants
Dandelion Petunia



Food - Browsing
Hollyhock Spineless cactus



Browsing - The Wonderful Grape



Using Smile.Amazon.Com
You can purchase Grassland Tortoise Food on 
smile.amazon.com.  Amazon will donate a portion of 
your purchase to Tortoise Group if you select us as 
recipient.   

● Plants to Grow for 
Tortoises

● Grassland Tortoise Food 
and Tortoise Diet

http://u3592799.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=QOLwFgH58lLItm99T-2BxWIUj77KaKiGDZ3697wpCcYywgIZMSAVa2IUBEYJ1M5vKaweMwTR82FLKsk1aLH5CUyNhyzxwLcO1iwVoNjIZq2OztENwH0S90FFf52AXDO-2BzN_WcP_v9uEwv3tZaH3pMaMqfUzD4gxzcD46mDCccw830ZmzfUwRPpBDnouj-2FxUjzQxDslWojHNlSqa7Sqd62VTiXQiNKTbd8NGJwF5-2BQ-2FmSovQY9r0N1hgWZQ63hZiTeC1sS9M98CCeQo04uX4-2FI9TKLbaPo8NSjvf8TXzRvKuui5M5LbZoWaANcSUibrNyDLlnsZdNm9zYtUPktIqN5T3UXGmfGVuVKocyxgm7T8Y8sJW7KyUIORBgROte5fFceU0rNfW
http://u3592799.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=QOLwFgH58lLItm99T-2BxWIUj77KaKiGDZ3697wpCcYywgIZMSAVa2IUBEYJ1M5vKaweMwTR82FLKsk1aLH5CUyNhyzxwLcO1iwVoNjIZq2OztENwH0S90FFf52AXDO-2BzN_WcP_v9uEwv3tZaH3pMaMqfUzD4gxzcD46mDCccw830ZmzfUwRPpBDnouj-2FxUjzQxDslWojHNlSqa7Sqd62VTiXQiNKTbd8NGJwF5-2BQ-2FmSovQY9r0N1hgWZQ63hZiTeC1sS9M98CCeQo04uX4-2FI9TKLbaPo8NSjvf8TXzRvKuui5M5LbZoWaANcSUibrNyDLlnsZdNm9zYtUPktIqN5T3UXGmfGVuVKocyxgm7T8Y8sJW7KyUIORBgROte5fFceU0rNfW
http://u3592799.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=QOLwFgH58lLItm99T-2BxWIUj77KaKiGDZ3697wpCcYywgIZMSAVa2IUBEYJ1M5vKaINes0bjiEIXvafAQz5XfQ2PLUME2szwNBOujbqTPfig-3DHM7Y_v9uEwv3tZaH3pMaMqfUzD4gxzcD46mDCccw830ZmzfUwRPpBDnouj-2FxUjzQxDslWAva-2FlDImDrkkL3bRIC5ZkjxIAxN3z7nlNU5gQE5UtQsU2TmH-2F3SJWdIVh8dHa-2B-2B8zq-2FE9vNc-2BeYyzh-2Flpsw-2BMB6z9jb1ELigHPrJtVlI5zxQia-2F-2FJzNq20QjnLXtLFI3SUz2XFBvYgGmz7H75i-2BY2wMoPZc1J7KP6nb1lZ-2Bap9-2B4ZiGVVey7v3Y0MctDfaez
http://u3592799.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=QOLwFgH58lLItm99T-2BxWIUj77KaKiGDZ3697wpCcYywgIZMSAVa2IUBEYJ1M5vKaINes0bjiEIXvafAQz5XfQ2PLUME2szwNBOujbqTPfig-3DHM7Y_v9uEwv3tZaH3pMaMqfUzD4gxzcD46mDCccw830ZmzfUwRPpBDnouj-2FxUjzQxDslWAva-2FlDImDrkkL3bRIC5ZkjxIAxN3z7nlNU5gQE5UtQsU2TmH-2F3SJWdIVh8dHa-2B-2B8zq-2FE9vNc-2BeYyzh-2Flpsw-2BMB6z9jb1ELigHPrJtVlI5zxQia-2F-2FJzNq20QjnLXtLFI3SUz2XFBvYgGmz7H75i-2BY2wMoPZc1J7KP6nb1lZ-2Bap9-2B4ZiGVVey7v3Y0MctDfaez


Tortoises take in water through their mouth, nose, skin, and 
cloaca!  And hold 1 Liter for over a year.

Seem to sense coming summer rains; move to low areas to 
secure drinking water. (Averill-Murray 2002)

Water



A shallow, shaded, covered water dish 
large enough to sit in for a good soak 
and/or drink!  They will often drink for 
20-30 minutes

Water dish



Urine is made up of fluid and urate salts.

Water



Gate barrier

Great precaution to ensure you do not lose your tortoise! If 
they can see out, they try to get out! (Digging and climbing)

Tortoises are 

great escape 

artists!

https://tortoisegroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/gate-barrier-infosheet22.pdf


Marking Your Tortoise (tortoisegroup.org)

For ninja tortoises that escape - consider tagging.  

Enclosure/barrier

- 18” Solid Barrier

- Tortoise cannot see 
through

https://tortoisegroup.org/marking-your-tortoise/


Hazards
● Areas they may get stuck, 

flip over, or try to climb
● Large drop-offs, steps
● Unfenced pool, pond
● Open gate
● Two male tortoises usually 

fight, opposite sexes mate 
Separate tortoises!

● Debris: balloons, colorful 
plastic bits, plastic bags

X



Ninja Tortoise Hazards

Places to get stuck
Climbing out



The bright colors of litter can be mistaken as food 
and attracts predators.  Swallowed litter can kill.

Hazards



Supervise with other pets!

https://tortoisegroup.org/wp-conten
t/uploads/PDFs/sheet2-sexing-copy
.pdf

https://tortoisegroup.org/wp-content/uploads/PDFs/sheet2-sexing-copy.pdf
https://tortoisegroup.org/wp-content/uploads/PDFs/sheet2-sexing-copy.pdf
https://tortoisegroup.org/wp-content/uploads/PDFs/sheet2-sexing-copy.pdf


Burrow Plants

Water Dish

Barrier



Thank you!  charlesborn@tortoisegroup.org
-Send me an email after this session and let 
me know if N or S Nevada

- Keep in touch and send me photos of your 4 
aspects of habitat we covered - burrow, plants, 
water and barriers
 - Once approved - pay adoption fee and 
transfer arranged

FYI - Vets: Dr. Francher, 
Creature Comforts
FYI Contractor for hire:
Victor, Aloha Norma Landscaping
702-502-1040


