
 

Red eared slider, Trachemys scripta elegans 

 
Life span: 15-50 years, average life span 25 years 

 
Native: US from IL to Gulf of Mexico, East Coast to western Texas 

 
Behavior: Diurnal (daytime), shy, can bit if threatened 

 
Housing: Housing: Aquatic, 30-50 gallons with a warm, dry basking area large enough for turtle 

to fully haul out, dry off and warm up. Basking spot should be positioned under the warmest 

basking light and the UVB light. Water depth 1.5 or more times the turtle’s length. 

Recommended water volume for small turtles is at least 10 gallons for every inch of shell length 

(e.g. 3” long shell = 30 gallons, 5” long shell = 50 gallons, etc.).  

 

Avoid particulate substrate (sand or gravel) or stones that are smaller than their heads as these 

turtles will ingest gravel which can lead to serious health problems such as GI blockage or 

impaction. Larger stones, river rock or slate can be used safely as substrate. 

 

Water quality needs to be good for proper shell and overall health. Filtration is recommended for 

the water with a filter rated for at least 3x the water volume (filters have a gallons per hour or 

GPH rating, the filter GPH should be three times or more the volume of the water in your tank). 

Weekly partial water changes (30%) with replacement water treated with a water conditioner to 

remove chlorine and chloramines. If no filter, then partial water changes at least twice weekly, 

more frequent if water quality is suboptimal. Siphoning of the gravel at least monthly. Filter 

media changed monthly, sponge filters washed at least weekly.  

 

Best way to check if water quality is clean is by checking ammonia, nitrite and nitrate levels with 

an aquarium testing kit (or many pet stores will do this testing for free). The best time to test is 

prior to your routine water change. If ammonia and nitrite are measurable (normal values should 

be 0 ppm) or nitrates are above 20-40ppm, then you need to increase your frequency of cleaning 

and water changes. 

 
Light: UVA and UVB. UVB 12 hours per day. Lights should be off at night. If tank temperature 

is too cold with lights off at night, then consider adding a ceramic heat emitter which produces 

radiant heat without light. Note the most UVB lights need to be routinely changed every 6 

months, even if still producing visible light, the UVB output decreases over time. 

 

Temperature: Air temperature 75-80F with warmer basking spot on rock or log out of the water 

at 85-95F where they can fully haul out, dry off and warm up. Water 75-85F. Water requires a 

heater. 

 
Diet: Omnivorous but as adults primarily plant-based. Young turtles will eat more protein based 

food than adults but should still be offered vegetables. Feeding a commercial turtle pellet plus 

fresh vegetables is a good way to feed them appropriately. 



Feed hatchlings and juveniles 2x per day, adults (over age 2) once daily. Commercial turtle chow 

or pellets are ideal to make a base of the diet (25%), supplemented with a variety of fresh 

produce (dark, leafy greens, occasional fruit (berries, apple, etc.) (50% of diet) and protein such 

as insect or piece of fish (25%). Some good commercial foods include Mazuri Aquatic Turtle 

Diet, Tetra ReptoMin Floating Food Sticks or Wardley Reptile Sticks.  

 

These commercial diets are a good source of calcium but you should also provide a source of 

calcium such as cuttlebone, calcium block or eggshells to supplement dietary calcium at least 

twice weekly, if not more often. 

 
Vegetables should be a variety of primarily dark leafy greens (dandelion greens, parsley, 

cilantro, watercress, escarole, endive, chicory, etc.) since these are rich in fiber and beta 

carotene, which the turtles need. A small amount of other vegetables (carrots, beans, peas, 

squash, green beans, bell peppers, etc.) and be added; variety is the key!  

Some greens have high amounts of goiterogens which can impact thyroid function so while they 

can be fed and are nutritious, feed them in moderation and in rotation with other vegetables. 

Examples include, bok choy, broccoli, cabbage, kale, mustard/collard/turnip greens, arugula, 

cauliflower, and brussel sprouts. Lettuce, such as romaine, iceberg, green/red leaf, Boston, etc. 

are not very nutrient rich so should be avoided. Also avoid feeding oxalate rich greens like swiss 

chard, spinach or beet greens as these can interfere with calcium absorption.  

 

Supplements: Provide a source of calcium such as cuttlebone, calcium block or eggshells to 

supplement dietary calcium at least two times weekly, if not more often. Dust salad with calcium 

only powder three times per week and with reptile multivitamin (calcium, vitamin A and D3) 

twice weekly. Feeding a good quality pelleted turtle diet can also help provide calcium and other 

required nutrients. 

 
 

 


