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INTRODUCTION: A CAPTIVATING
REPTILE COMPANION

When considering a reptile as a pet, few
species  offer  the  combination  of
persona l i ty ,  manageab le  care
requirements,  and  visual  charm  quite
like  the  blue  tongue  lizard.  Known
scientifically  as  members  of  the  Tiliqua
genus,  these  robust,  gentle-natured
skinks have earned a devoted following
among  reptile  enthusiasts  and  first-time
keepers  alike.  Keeping  a  blue  tongue
lizard  is  a  rewarding  experience  that
invites  you  into  a  world  of  prehistoric
beauty  and  surprisingly  interactive
behavior.  Unlike  many  reptiles  that
prefer  to  be  left  alone,  blue  tongue
lizards often display curious, almost dog-
l ike  personal it ies,  making  them
exceptional companions for those willing
to provide dedicated care. Whether you
are a seasoned herpetologist or a family
looking  for  a  unique,  low-mess  pet,
understanding the nuances of keeping a
blue  tongue  lizard  is  essential  for
ensuring a long, healthy, and happy life
for these remarkable creatures.

WHY CHOOSE A BLUE TONGUE
LIZARD?

Before  diving  into  the  specifics  of
enclosure  setup  and  diet,  it  is  worth
exploring  what  makes  this  lizard  so
appealing. Blue tongue lizards are native
to Australia, Indonesia, and Papua New
Guinea, and they have a reputation for

being hardy and adaptable. Their most
striking feature, of course, is their vivid
blue  tongue,  which  they  flash  as  a
startling  defense  mechanism  to  deter
predators.  In  captivity,  however,  this
behavior typically becomes less frequent
once  they  trust  their  keeper.  These
lizards  are  relatively  large,  often
reaching 18 to 24 inches in length, and
have  a  stocky,  muscular  build.  Their
lifespan  is  impressive,  with  many
individuals living 15 to 20 years or more
with proper care, making them a long-
te rm  commitment .  For  anyone
considering keeping a blue tongue lizard,
the promise of a calm, handleable pet
that  can  coexist  peacefully  in  a  well-
designed home terrarium is a powerful
draw.

UNDERSTANDING YOUR BLUE
TONGUE LIZARD'S ORIGINS

To successfully replicate the conditions
necessary  for  thriving,  it  helps  to
appreciate  where  these  lizards  come
from. Most blue tongue lizards available
in the pet trade are captive-bred, which
is  strongly  recommended  over  wild-
caught specimens. Wild-caught animals
often carry parasites,  suffer from stress,
and  struggle  to  adapt  to  captivity.
Captive-bred blue tongues are healthier,
more accustomed to human interaction,
and make the process of keeping a blue
tongue lizard  far  more  enjoyable  from
the  start.  The  most  common  species
kept as pets include the Northern blue
tongue skink,  the Eastern blue tongue
skink,  and the Indonesian blue tongue
skink. While their basic care is similar,
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subtle  differences  in  humidity  and
temperature  preferences  exist,  so
always  research  the  specific  subspecies
you intend to keep.

SETTING UP THE PERFECT
ENCLOSURE

Size Matters
One of the most frequent mistakes made
by  new  keepers  is  prov id ing  an
enclosure that is too small. Blue tongue
lizards  are  active,  ground-dwelling
animals  that  require  ample  space  to
explore,  burrow,  and  thermoregulate.
For an adult, a minimum enclosure size
o f  4  f e e t  b y  2  f e e t  b y  2  f e e t  i s
recommended. Larger is always better. A
120-gallon  tank  or  a  custom-built
wooden vivarium provides excellent floor
space.  When  keeping  a  blue  tongue
lizard,  prioritize  horizontal  space  over
vertical height, as these lizards are not
avid climbers.

Substrate
Selection
The substrate you choose plays a vital
role  in  maintaining  humidity  and
allowing  natural  burrowing  behaviors.
Excellent  options  include  a  mix  of
organic  topsoil,  coconut  coir,  and
cypress  mulch.  This  combination  holds
humidity well, is safe if ingested in small
amounts,  and allows the lizard to  dig.
Avoid substrates like sand, walnut shells,
or  pine  shavings,  which  can  cause
impaction  or  respiratory  irritation.  A
deep  layer  of  substrate,  at  least  four
inches, encourages your lizard to exhibit
natural behaviors, which is a cornerstone
of  ethical  husbandry  when  keeping  a

blue tongue lizard.

Hides and Decor
Blue tongue lizards need secure hiding
spots to feel safe. Provide at least two
hides:  one  on  the  warm  side  of  the
enclosure  and  one  on  the  cool  side.
These can be made from cork bark, half
logs,  or  commercially  available  reptile
caves. Additionally, include some sturdy
branches or low rocks for decoration and
minor  climbing  opportunities.  Live  or
artificial  plants  can  add  visual  appeal
and  increase  ambient  humidity.  Avoid
sharp decorations that could injure your
lizard's sensitive snout.

TEMPERATURE, LIGHTING, AND
HUMIDITY

Creating a
Thermal
Gradient
Like all reptiles, blue tongue lizards are
ectothermic  and rely  on  external  heat
sources  to  regu late  the i r  body
temperature. A proper thermal gradient
is non-negotiable. The warm side of the
enclosure  should  have  a  basking  spot
reaching 95 to 100 degrees Fahrenheit
(35 to 38 degrees Celsius). The cool side
should  remain  between  75  and  80
degrees  Fahrenheit  (24  to  27  degrees
Celsius).  Nighttime  temperatures  can
drop slightly but should not fall below 65
degrees Fahrenheit (18 degrees Celsius).
Achieving this  gradient  is  essential  for
proper digestion and metabolism when
keeping a blue tongue lizard.
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Heating
Equipment
Use a combination of a basking bulb or
ceramic heat emitter for overhead heat.
U n d e r - t a n k  h e a t e r s  a r e  n o t
recommended as primary heat sources
because  they  may  not  warm  the  air
sufficiently  and  can  cause  burns  if  not
regulated.  Always  connect  all  heating
devices  to  a  thermostat  to  maintain
stable  temperatures  and  prevent
overheating. Use a digital thermometer
with a probe to measure temperatures
accurately at both the basking spot and
the cool end.

UVB Lighting Is
Crucial
While  some  keepers  argue  that  blue
tongue lizards can survive without UVB
lighting  if  provided  with  supplemented
vitamin  D3,  providing  a  proper  UVB
source  is  strongly  recommended  for
optimal  health.  UVB  light  enables  the
lizard to synthesize vitamin D3 naturally,
which is essential for calcium absorption
and  bone  health.  A  linear  fluorescent
UVB bulb spanning about two-thirds of
the  enclosure  works  well.  Replace  the
bulb  every  six  to  twelve  months,  as
output  degrades  even  if  the  light  still
appears to work. A 12-hour on, 12-hour
off  photoperiod  mimics  natural  day  and
night cycles, which is vital for keeping a
blue tongue lizard in good health.

Humidity

Management
Humidity requirements vary by species.
Northern blue tongue skinks prefer drier
conditions with humidity around 40 to 50
percent, while Indonesian species need
higher  humidity,  around  60  to  80
percent.  Monitor  humidity  with  a
hygrometer.  You  can  adjust  levels  by
misting the enclosure, providing a humid
hide, or adjusting the ventilation. Proper
humidity is critical for facilitating healthy
shedding.  If  your  lizard  experiences
stuck shed, particularly around the toes
and  tail  tip,  reevaluate  your  humidity
levels immediately.

FEEDING YOUR BLUE TONGUE
LIZARD

A Balanced Diet
Is Key
Blue  tongue  lizards  are  omnivores,
meaning they require  a  varied  diet  of
both animal protein and plant matter. In
the wild,  they consume insects,  snails,
flowers,  fruits,  and  carrion.  In  captivity,
feeding  a  balanced diet  is  one  of  the
most  important  aspects  of  keeping  a
blue tongue lizard healthy. A good rule
of thumb is to offer a diet that is roughly
50  percent  prote in ,  40  percent
vegetables and greens, and 10 percent
fruit.  This  ratio  ensures  they  receive
adequate  nutrition  without  becoming
obese.

Protein Sources
High-quality protein sources include gut-
loaded  insects  such  as  crickets,  dubia
roaches, and black soldier fly larvae. You



4

4 Keeping A Blue Tongue Lizard 2024-09-06

can  also  offer  pinky  mice  occasionally,
but these are high in fat and should be
given sparingly. Many keepers use high-
quality, low-fat canned dog food (grain-
free) as a convenient protein base mixed
with vegetables.  Avoid cat food, which
contains too much protein and taurine
for  long-term use.  Always dust  insects
with  a  calcium  supplement  containing
vitamin D3 at every feeding for juveniles
and every other feeding for adults.

Vegetables and
Fruits
Offer  a  wide  variety  of  chopped
vegetables.  Excellent  choices  include
collard  greens,  mustard  greens,
dandelion greens, squash, zucchini, bell
peppers,  and  shredded  carrots.  Avoid
spinach and kale in large amounts due
to oxalates that can bind calcium. Fruits
like blueberries, raspberries, mango, and
papaya  can  be  offered  as  treats.
Remember that fruit  should only make
up a small portion of the diet due to its
sugar  content.  A shallow dish of  fresh
water  should  always  be  available,
though many blue tongues will also drink
from misting droplets.

Feeding
Schedule
Juvenile  blue  tongue lizards  should  be
fed daily, while adults can be fed every
two to three days. Monitor your lizard's
body  condition  closely;  these  animals
are prone to obesity if overfed. A healthy
blue  tongue  l izard  should  have  a
rounded  but  not  bulging  physique.
Adjust  portion  sizes  and  feeding
frequency  based  on  your  individual

lizard's  metabolism  and  activity  level.
Keeping  a  blue  tongue  lizard  on  a
consistent  feeding  schedule  helps
establish  a  routine  and  makes  health
monitoring easier.

HANDLING AND TEMPERAMENT

One of  the greatest  joys of  keeping a
blue tongue lizard is its generally docile
nature.  With  regular,  gentle  handling,
most  blue  tongues  become  incredibly
tame  and  will  even  approach  their
keeper for attention. However, patience
is  key.  When  you  first  bring  your  lizard
home, give it at least a week to settle in
without handling. Then, start with short,
daily  handling  sessions  of  five  to  ten
minutes. Always support the lizard's full
body, allowing it to rest on your palm or
forearm.  Never  grab  or  restrain  your
lizard roughly, as this will damage trust.
When  a  blue  tongue  l izard  feels
threatened, it may hiss loudly, puff up its
body,  and  flash  its  vivid  blue  tongue.
This is a defensive display, not an act of
aggression. Do not punish or startle the
lizard  during  these  moments.  Instead,
remain calm, move slowly, and allow the
lizard  to  realize  you are  not  a  threat.
Over time, these displays will diminish as
your lizard learns to associate you with
safety  and  food.  Handling  your  lizard
regularly is a core component of keeping
a blue tongue lizard engaged and well-
socialized.

COMMON HEALTH CONCERNS

Even with the best care,  health issues
can  arise.  Being  aware  of  common
problems helps  you  catch  them early.
One  of  the  most  prevalent  issues  is
metabolic  bone  disease,  caused  by
insufficient  UVB  lighting  or  calcium
deficiency.  Symptoms  include  lethargy,
soft jaw, tremors, and limb deformities.
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Prevention through proper lighting and
supplementation  is  far  easier  than
treatment.
Respiratory  infections  are  another
concern,  often  linked  to  temperatures
that are too cool or humidity that is too
high.  Signs  include  wheezing,  bubbles
from  the  nose,  and  open-mouth
breathing. A vet visit is necessary if you
suspect  a  respiratory  infection.
Parasites, both internal and external, can
also affect blue tongue lizards, especially
wi ld-caught  individuals.  A  fecal
examination  by  a  reptile  veterinarian
should  be  part  of  your  annual  health
check.  Keeping  a  blue  tongue  lizard
m e a n s  c o m m i t t i n g  t o  r e g u l a r
observation. Changes in appetite,  stool
consistency,  skin  condition,  or  activity
level are all clues that something may be
amiss. Establishing a relationship with a
qualified  reptile  veterinarian  before
problems arise is a mark of responsible
ownership.

BREEDING BLUE TONGUE
LIZARDS

For those who become deeply invested
in keeping a blue tongue lizard, breeding
may  become  an  interesting  pursuit.
Breeding  these  lizards  requires  careful
planning. A brumation period (a reptile
version of hibernation) for several weeks
during the winter is often necessary to
stimulate  reproductive  behavior.  Males
can  be  aggressive  toward  females,  so
supervised  introductions  are  essential.
Gravid  females  require  additional
calcium and a nesting box where they
can lay their eggs. Blue tongue lizards
are viviparous, meaning they give birth

to live young rather than laying eggs. A
litter  can range from six  to  twenty or
more offspring. Baby blue tongue lizards
are independent from birth and require
similar  care  to  adults,  though  with
smaller  prey  items and more frequent
feedings.  Breeding  is  not  a  simple
endeavor and should not be entered into
without  thorough  research  and
preparation.

COSTS AND COMMITMENT OF
OWNERSHIP

Prospective  owners  should  understand
that  keeping  a  blue  tongue  lizard
involves  a  significant  financial  and  time
commitment.  Initial  setup  costs  for  a
proper enclosure, lighting, heating, and
decor can easily exceed $500 to $1000.
Ongoing expenses include electricity for
heating and lighting, fresh produce, live
insects,  supplements,  and  periodic  vet
visits. The long lifespan of these lizards
means you are committing to care for an
animal  that  may  outlive  many  other
pets.  Ensure you have a plan for your
lizard's  care  if  your  living  situation
changes or if  you travel. A responsible
keeper always has a backup caregiver
who  understands  the  basics  of  reptile
husbandry.

CONCLUSION

Keeping  a  blue  tongue  l izard  is  a
uniquely  fulfilling  experience  that
rewards dedicated keepers with years of
companionship from a truly fascinating
animal.  Their  gentle  temperament,
manageab le  s i ze ,  and  s t r ik ing
appearance make them standout pets in
the reptile


