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Wild reptiles throughout the world are in peril. In
addition to the ongoing threat of habitat destruction,
commercial exploitation for the pet and meat trade
rank among the most significant threats to reptiles as
entire populations are stripped from wild habitats. Few,
if any, species are safe.

While this introduction was being written, the 
World Wildlife Fund issued a media release entitled 
WWF Announces 10 Most Wanted Species.1 Two of the
species listed were reptiles. The release was part of an
effort to highlight wildlife trade issues in advance 
of the 2004 Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species (CITES) meeting.

The Pig-Nosed turtle, a large, unusual, freshwater turtle
from Papua New Guinea, Indonesia and Australia, was
the first reptile listed. Valued by collectors around the
world, this turtle is in high demand in the pet trade. All
10 species of Leaf-tailed geckos, small Madagascar
lizards, were the second listing. Threatened by pet
trade collectors and loss of habitat, this unique group
of lizards is in trouble and may not survive. 

Here in Canada, an astounding 62% of native reptile
species are listed as being at risk by COSEWIC
(Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in
Canada).2 While there are many factors, such as habitat
destruction and road kills, causing the decline of
Canadian reptile populations, a contributing factor is
the incidental and organized collection of reptiles for
the pet trade. 

In addition to the millions of reptiles that are removed
from wild habitats each year, millions more are bred in
captivity. Here in Canada, thousands of wild-caught
and captive reptiles are imported, exported, bought,
sold, traded and given away each year. All of these 
animals are part of a vast, poorly regulated, largely
unknown international trade that causes the suffering
and death of millions of individual reptiles each year.

To date, very little has been published about the reptile
pet trade in Canada and the animal welfare, conservation
and human health concerns associated with it. 
Scales and Tails: The Welfare and Trade of Reptiles Kept
As Pets In Canada is a small step toward filling that
void. It provides an overview of some of the major
issues associated with the trade and keeping of reptiles
as pets; a cursory look at the reptile pet industry; and a
review of Canadian reptile import/export trade data for
species listed under the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species (CITES).

The information contained in this report has been
compiled from hundreds of different sources. The
import and export statistics were compiled from
Environment Canada CITES permits obtained
through the federal Access to Information process. 

WSPA recognizes that reptile pet keeping is a relatively
widespread practice and that segments of the Canadian
reptile pet trade may be growing. We also recognize
that a small number of private reptile keepers are highly
qualified individuals who make every effort to husband
their reptiles as humanely as possible. Many of these
people are also ardent reptile conservationists. 

However, as this report indicates, the trade and 
keeping of reptiles as pets has caused significant animal
suffering, disrupted natural ecosystems and threatened
human health and safety. For these reasons, WSPA is
opposed to the commercial trade and keeping of live
reptiles as pets.

The main aims of this report are to:
• create interest in the largely unknown plight 

of reptiles kept as pets in Canada;
• generate support for restricting or prohibiting 

the trade, sale and keeping of live reptiles; 
• prompt improvements in the welfare of reptiles

already held in captivity. 

WSPA urges reptile pet keepers and sellers to 
carefully consider:
• the enormous numbers of individual reptiles 

in trade;
• the role the reptile pet trade plays in the 

decline of wild reptile populations; 
• the suffering inherent in the captivity of most 

reptiles; and 
• the human health costs associated with the 

keeping of reptiles as pets

WSPA strongly encourages reptile pet keepers to 
carefully consider the information in this report. We
hope that many will put aside their own self-interest in
the interest of reptile welfare, conservation and human
health. By choosing not to be a part of this largely
wasteful, destructive and unnecessary industry, both
reptiles and humans will benefit.

No doubt, many reptile enthusiasts will argue an 
alternative point of view and challenge the information,
opinions and analysis contained in this report. WSPA
welcomes constructive criticism and discussion that
raises the profile of reptile issues and that results in
improvements to the welfare of reptiles.

INTRODUCTION 

“Here in Canada, an astounding

62% of native reptile species are

listed as being at risk.”
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Reptiles are a Class of vertebrate animals comprised 
of more than 6,600 species worldwide. The other
Classes of vertebrate animals are fish, amphibians,
birds and mammals. 

The Class Reptilia is divided into four Orders of living
reptiles. They are the Chelonia (turtles, tortoises and
terrapins), Squamata (lizards and snakes), Crocodylia
(crocodiles, alligators and gavials) and Rhynchocephalia,
comprised of a single species, the Tuatara (Sphenodon
punctatus), a lizard-like reptile found only on several
small New Zealand islands. Only two Orders, Chelonia
and Squamata are native to Canada.

Reptiles have a number of unique characteristics that
make them different from other kinds of animals,
although in isolation, no single characteristic is unique
to reptiles alone. 

Most reptiles are ectothermic, meaning their body 
temperature is dictated by the ambient temperature of
their environment and particularly by solar radiation.
In the past, reptiles were labeled “cold blooded” but are
now more commonly referred to as ectothermic or
poikilothermic (having variable body temperatures). 
A few reptiles, such as the giant sea turtles, large 
monitor lizards and crocodilians are able to exert some
control over their internal body temperature, through
gigantothermy (maintaining a high temperature through
sheer size) and heat generation through muscular activity,
so they are not entirely ectothermic.

Reptiles produce amniotic eggs with leathery shells
that are laid on land. The eggs are fertilized internally.
However, some reptiles have evolved viviparity with
the development of placentation, while others are 
ovoviviparous, meaning they retain and hatch their
eggs internally. There are no larval forms as in amphibians.

Reptiles have dry skin with scales which are made of
keratin, the same material that fingernails are made of,
and none have feathers or hair. They have well developed
lungs and a three chambered heart (except crocodilians
which have a four chambered heart). Skeletal features
may include limbs, usually with five clawed fingers or toes.
Numerous other characteristics are shared by reptiles
but they are too numerous to mention in this publication.

“Reptiles have a 

number of unique 

characteristics that

make them different

from other kinds 

of animals,…”

WHAT ARE REPTILES? 
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Throughout Canada, thousands of private individuals
keep reptiles as pets. Everything from common corn
snakes to anacondas, anoles to monitor lizards, 
crocodilians to venomous reptiles and even very rare
species can be found in the homes of reptile hobbyists. 

Pet keepers are now able to purchase hundreds of 
different reptile species through internet suppliers, 
reptile shows and fairs, pet stores and by direct import. 

The reptile pet trade has experienced significant
growth during the past fifteen years, with many 
millions of individual reptiles now being bought, sold
and traded annually around the world. According to
the American Pet Products Manufacturers Association
2005-2006 National Pet Owner’s Survey the number of
reptiles and amphibians being kept as pets in the
United States, the world’s largest consumer of reptiles,
increased by 22% from 2002.3 The biggest consumer
markets for pet reptiles are North America (including
Canada), the European Community and Japan.

While a proportion of animals in the reptile pet trade
are captive-bred, a large number are still caught from
the wild with potentially devastating consequences to
wild reptile populations. Collection for the pet trade is
recognized as a major threat to wild reptiles in many
areas of the world. 

The reptile pet trade also has a negative impact on 
individual animal welfare. During the past several years,
the Humane Society of the United States, International
Fund for Animal Welfare and the UK-based Animal 
Aid and Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 
to Animals have published materials highlighting the 
suffering of reptiles during capture, holding, transit and
post-purchase, and the unacceptable levels of mortality
inherent during each step of the trade process.4

Many reptiles are held and shipped in unsanitary, 
inhumane conditions, without food, water or proper
environmental conditions.5 When they reach the pet
store, they are often poorly maintained, malnourished
and ill. Even when their most basic physical survival
needs are satisfied, their full range of biological and
behavioural needs are typically ignored.

Remarkably, a significant number of reptile exporters,
importers, retailers and hobbyists still seem to hold the
belief that reptiles are relatively simple creatures that
are highly adaptable to captive conditions. There often
seems to be only minimal recognition that reptiles have
evolved very specific, often complex biological and
ethological needs that must be satisfied in captive 
situations to keep their welfare at an acceptable level. 

A cursory review of popular pet industry reptile care
publications supports the notion that minimal attention
is paid to the biological and ethological needs of captive
reptiles. Many care guides promote the keeping of reptiles
in extremely restrictive environments, such as small

aquariums (that were originally designed for the 
display of fish), plastic containers and terrariums with
the most basic environmental conditions. 

Many of these containers provide reptiles with no real
opportunity for natural movement, especially for highly
active, fast moving reptiles. Other larger enclosures
permit limited locomotor activity, which in some cases
may include walking, climbing and/or swimming. 

Unfortunately, it seems many reptile breeders hold the
belief that as long as reptiles remain alive, free from
obvious disease and/or are breeding, then their health
and welfare must be satisfactory. Unfortunately, that
may not be the case. 

Many animals can survive and even reproduce in poor
conditions, so feeding and reproduction are not 
necessarily indicators of acceptable welfare.6 For example,
many breeders keep their reptiles in barren, clinical
conditions that bear no resemblance at all to the kinds
of wild environments those animals have evolved to
live in. Their normal movement patterns and behaviours
are suppressed, and in many cases, entirely eliminated.
Yet, these animals still feed (although some may have
to be force fed) and, if certain key conditions are met,
they may breed. Does that mean their welfare is high?
The short answer is no.

In the wild, reptiles live in complex environments
where they engage in a range of movements and 
behaviours. They run, jump, climb, burrow and swim.
They forage for food, track prey, establish territories,
find appropriate locations for thermoregulation, search
for mates, ward off or evade predators, dig burrows,
protect nests, socialize and engage in a broad range of
other movements and behaviours. Even many “sit-and-
wait” predators don’t just sit in one spot all the time,
but may move from one location to another over 
relatively expansive areas engaging a range of complex
behaviours as they do so. All of their activities are 
influenced by a broad range of natural factors, some
challenging, others rewarding, that cannot be duplicated,
except perhaps superficially, in captivity. 

The keeping of many kinds of reptiles in captivity is
even more concerning because their natural lifestyles in
the wild, particularly those species that are new to the
pet trade, may not have been well-studied. Important
aspects of their biology and behaviour may not be 
very well known, or known at all, making their captive

OVERVIEW OF ISSUES

“Even many “sit-and-wait” 

predators don’t just sit in one 

spot all the time, …”
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management needs difficult or impossible to determine.
Many of these reptiles are subject to trial and error
care. This is reminiscent of how 19th century zoos dealt
with new, foreign species they knew little about. These
poor animals were kept in highly artificial, prison-like
conditions in an attempt to keep them alive as long as
possible. Animal keepers wanted sterile, easy to 
clean environments to prevent a build-up of potentially
pathogenic organisms that might kill their animals. 
In most cases it didn’t work and their animals died anyway.

Admittedly, there are some highly competent reptile
enthusiasts who leave no stone unturned in their
attempts to husband reptiles according to their specific
biological and behavioural requirements. Many of
these reptile keepers also have an active interest in 
conservation. Unfortunately they seem to be a relatively
small part of a very large and destructive industry. Most
reptile pet owners are not quite so diligent and 
many appear unable or unwilling to devote the time,
energy or resources necessary to keep their reptiles in a
humane manner.

No reptile is a low maintenance pet, despite what 
reptile sellers may say. While a few species may be less
troublesome than a dog or cat, and are able to survive,
or even breed, in extremely cramped conditions, that
doesn’t mean they are experiencing good welfare. 

Since there are millions of reptiles already captive in
private homes throughout the world, the least that
responsible reptile keepers can do is to make 
every attempt possible to husband their animals in as 

humane and natural a way as they can. They should
obtain as much information as possible about the 
natural lifestyle of the animals and seek expert, scientific
advice about their captive management. They should
not rely solely on information contained in the often
simplistic reptile care guides carried by most pet stores. 

Reptile pet owners should also understand just how
long particular animals may live and how large they
will grow. Many tortoises, turtles and crocodilians are
very long-lived animals, some surviving for decades in
captivity, while monitor lizards, giant snakes and 
crocodilians that look cute when they are young
become large, dangerous and expensive to house when
they get older.

For hobbyists intent on keeping reptiles, every effort
should be made to avoid purchasing wild-caught 
animals, although determining the source of reptiles in
trade is sometimes difficult. As well, native reptiles
should never be removed from wild habitats; some
long-lived species cannot tolerate even the occasional
removal of one or two individuals. Collecting native
reptiles may also be illegal.

Reptile owners should also be aware of the disease risks
associated with the keeping of reptiles as pets. Virtually
all reptiles carry potentially pathogenic organisms 
(e.g., salmonella) as part of their natural internal flora.
Touching reptiles or surfaces that reptiles have touched
may result in the transmission of these disease organisms
to humans. In fact, many public health agencies have
advised that certain people, such as young children or
immuno-compromised persons avoid all contact with
reptiles or surfaces reptiles have touched.7

Recently, a University of Michigan study published in
the September 2004 issue of Clinical Infectious Diseases
highlighted the risk posed by pet reptiles. The study
noted that in the Michigan Department of
Community Health records they examined, up to 11.8%
of the salmonella cases in children up to age 5 were
related to contact with reptiles.8 While the reptile pet
industry seems to downplay the risk of salmonella and
other diseases, it is real and should be taken seriously.

Wild reptiles may also be at risk from captive reptile
diseases. When pet owners release their animals into
the wild, as some inevitably do, they increase the risk
that previously unknown diseases will be introduced to
native reptile populations. Another risk is that foreign
reptile species will establish themselves and displace
indigenous reptiles. This has already happened with the
release of “pet” red-eared sliders who have established
themselves in many areas of Canada and in other 
countries around the world.

“Reptile owners should also be

aware of the disease risks associated

with the keeping of reptiles as pets. ”
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At any point in time hundreds of thousands of wild
animals are in transit from one location to another
throughout the world. Captured from the wild by 
collectors in Asia, Africa, Latin America, Europe and
North America, they are transported by air to customers
around the world. 

The global market for exotic pets has grown substantially
in recent years. The US experience illustrates the extent
of this trend. Between 1992 and 2002, the US trade in
wildlife and wildlife products jumped by 62%, while
the number of different species in trade increased by
75% to more than 352,000. In 2002, 38,000 live
mammals, 365,000 live birds, two million live reptiles,
49 million live amphibians and 216 million live fish
were imported into the United States.9

The craze for wild animals as pets has fuelled a legal
trade worth many billions of dollars annually.
According to the WWF/TRAFFIC report Switching
Channels, Wildlife Trade Routes into Europe and the UK,
the trade in live animals, plants, parts and derivatives is
estimated to be approximately US $15 billion annually.10

No one really knows the extent of the illegal trade in
live wildlife, since crime by its very nature tends to be
hidden, but it is thought to be substantial. 

The National Network to Fight Traffic in Wild Animals,
a Brazilian-based wildlife protection organization, 
estimates the value of live animal smuggling at nearly
$15 billion per year, with approximately 37% of animals
in the trade originating in Brazil. They believe the
number of individual animals, including insects, fish,
amphibians, reptiles, birds and mammals, exported
from Brazil each year is a mind-boggling 38 million.11

Interpol sets the value of the illegal animal trade at
more than $10 billion annually, second only to drug
trafficking.12 But the dollar figures do not truly reflect
the ecological, social and health costs of the trade.

The removal of animals from the wild for the pet trade
is now considered a major threat to wild animals 
populations, including many reptiles, driving species
toward extinction and disrupting ecosystems. For

example, overcollecting for the pet trade is posing 
a serious threat to the ocellated mountain viper in 
eastern Turkey, while here in North America numerous
box turtle populations in the United States have been
decimated.13 Rhinocerous iguanas in Haiti and the
Dominican Republic and plowshare tortoises in
Madagascar are also being depleted.14 But capture is
not the only threat to wildlife posed by the wild animal
pet trade. Ex-pets that are released to fend for themselves
in the wild will sometimes survive and prosper. If they
grow in number, they can out-compete native wildlife
species. They may also harbour pathogens that could
be transmitted to native wildlife species, livestock and
humans with potentially devastating consequences. 

The trade also causes untold suffering to many millions
of creatures each year with significant mortality occurring
during capture, transport and post purchase in the
homes of exotic animal hobbyists. 

In many jurisdictions throughout the world, legislation
prohibiting the removal of wildlife for commercial 
purposes is in place. But even when laws exist, they are
often ineffective because the resources required to
enforce them are not provided. One study of the wild
bird trade reported that the pet trade was affecting 50
endangered parrot species, only 32 of them traded
legally.15 Despite being protected by law, the numbers
of protected parrots in the wild fell. Lack of resources
to effectively enforce wildlife protection laws and the
sheer scale of the problem were factors in the decline. 

THE WILD ANIMAL
(EXOTIC) PET TRADE

“In 2002, 38,000 live mammals,

365,000 live birds, two million live

reptiles, 49 million live amphibians

and 216 million live fish were

imported into the United States.”
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THE REPTILE PET TRADE

Since the early 1990s, the reptile pet trade has grown
substantially.16 In fact, the trade has now reached a
point where reptiles (both wild caught and captive-bred)
are considered a mainstay of the pet industry. While
the demand for a few reptile species can at times be satisfied
through captive breeding, an estimated 90 - 95% of
non-farmed live reptiles in trade are still wild-caught.17

Because rarer species tend to command higher prices,
the pet trade poses a significant threat to rare reptiles.18

These unfortunate animals are often subjected to harsh
handling and marginal conditions during the capture
process. They may be trapped in nooses, nets and
buckets or they may be chased and grabbed by hand.
Many suffer from twisted tails and spines, broken
limbs, torn claws or from being crushed by others that
are stacked on top of them.19

Those that survive the capture process may be
crammed into crude containers and shipped in the cargo
holds of aircraft to destinations around the world.
Dehydrated and emaciated, many will die in transit.
Some species, such as Florida softshell turtles and map
turtles can suffer mortality rates as high as 30%.20

The International Air Transport Association (IATA)
requires that live animals be shipped according to their
guidelines. However, due to the high volume of animals
being shipped and the relatively small number of
enforcement personnel, the cruel and wasteful shipment
of reptiles continues. For example, the US Fish and
Wildlife Service inspects less than 25% of live animal
shipments coming into the country.21

Making this situation even worse is the fact that in
many countries shipping reptiles in poor conditions 
is not considered a serious matter. Even illegal smuggling
of reptiles and other wildlife may not be viewed 
as particularly serious.22 In their report titled 
The International Wildlife Trade and Organized Crime,
Cook, Roberts and Lowther say, “there is no simple
relationship between serious crimes and crimes which
are taken seriously: the illegal wildlife trade is clearly
the former but not always treated as such.”23 “Despite
the level of seriousness of these offenders, wildlife
crime offenses are often not taken seriously by those
who make and implement the law - whether in the
UK, European Union (EU) or global context.”24

According to TRAFFIC, a wildlife trade monitoring
organization, many of the existing laws in Southeast
Asia are adequate to protect the various turtle species in
the region, but enforcement of laws and regulations are
insufficient. They also point out, “In every country, 
the inability of customs officers, wildlife enforcement
agency staff and others to identify turtle species with
any accuracy is a serious obstruction to effective
enforcement. Without being able to identify animals 
in trade, it is nearly impossible to determine which
species are traded legally and which are illegal. This
problem is exploited by traders, who intentionally
misidentify and make false declarations of the contents
of shipments.”25

If reptiles don't die in transit, they may die later from
the long-term effects of capture and transport.
Additional numbers may expire from the effects 
of inappropriate housing, poor husbandry and/or 
an inadequate diet provided by well-meaning but 
naïve owners.

The explosion in popularity of reptiles as pets can be
attributed to a number of different factors, such as an
increase in the number and variety of imported reptiles;
an increased demand for reptiles caused by the pet
industry's erroneous promotion of them as affordable,
easy to keep animals; and an increase in the number of 
professional and amateur importers and reptile breeders.

An additional factor in this growth is the emergence of
restrictions on the trade in wild caught birds. Reduced
availability of wild birds, due to trade restrictions has
caused suppliers to shift to alternate, exploitable species
to fill the gap.26

For example, according to TRAFFIC, Tanzania's live bird
exports decreased by more than 75% since 1994 when
trade restrictions were imposed, while reptile exports
increased more than ten-fold between 1991 and 1998.27

Shifts even occur among similar species. The 2002
TRAFFIC report, Making A Killing Or Making A
Living? Wildlife trade, trade controls and rural livelihoods
explains that when Madagascar placed a moratorium
on the export of all but four species of chameleon,
exports of two of the four legally tradable species
increased dramatically, while the other two experienced
a noticeable increase.28 This trend of shifting from one
group of animals to another less protected group has
been well documented.

While the majority of wild-caught reptiles in the pet
trade are supplied by African, Asian and Latin American
nations, the primary markets for pet reptiles are 
in North America, Europe and Japan. Worldwide, the
number of individual reptiles in the trade is staggering. 

“Some

species, such

as Florida

softshell

turtles and

map turtles

can suffer

mortality

rates as high

as 30%.”



Between 1989 and 1997, more than 18.3 million 
reptiles29, were imported into the US alone, including
more than 2.5 million in 1995. In 1997, the US exported
more than 9 million live reptiles, most of them 
red-eared slider turtles. 

According to the American Pet Product Manufacturers
Association, approximately 3.9 million households or
3% of the total number of US pet owners, keep one or
more reptiles and amphibians. In his book Survivors in
Armor, Turtles Tortoises and Terrapins, zoologist Ronald
Orenstein states that there are between 2.5 million and 15
million pet turtles in the US alone.30

The number of pet reptiles is also high in the European
Union. A study conducted by TRAFFIC Europe-
France found a 250% increase in the importation of
live reptiles into France between 1994 and 1999.
According to the study 91% of all geckos, 77% of all
chameleons and 64% of all imported varanid lizards
were wild-caught.31 Another study by the Belgian
Police Force found that import transactions of live 
reptiles increased 81% between 1995 and 1996.32

Recently, the UK-based Royal Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) called on the
European Union (EU) to ban the importation of 
reptiles requiring specialist care because so many of
them die at the hands of inexperienced, ill-equipped
owners. According to the RSPCA, the EU is one of the
largest markets for live, exotic reptiles, even for some of
the larger, more difficult to care for reptiles. For example,
between 1992 - 2002, the EU imported 28,000 live
crocodiles and more than 80,000 live monitor lizards.33

From 1994 to 1999, the exotic pet trade in Japan rose
in value nearly 30% to an estimated $7.8 billion annually.
Smaller animals, including a multitude of reptile species,
have become popular in many of Japan's relatively
cramped homes and apartments where traditional pets,
such as dogs and cats, have been deemed unsuitable.34

In 1996, the Japanese market for illegally imported 
tortoises comprised 55% of the global total.
Approximately 80,000 households are believed to keep
reptiles as pets.35

Unfortunately, the exact scale of the reptile pet trade
may remain a matter of guesswork. Customs authorities
in both exporting and importing nations typically
inspect only a tiny fraction of declared shipments to
verify their contents. And in some countries, hundreds
of reptile species are poorly tracked or not tracked 
at all, so there is little or no information about their
status in trade.

THE REPTILE PET TRADE IN CANADA

While the reptile pet trade in Canada has not been
comprehensively studied, there is some evidence to
suggest that, like other jurisdictions around the world,
it has experienced some growth in recent years. 

Reptiles are now routinely featured in high traffic 
locations in franchise/chain pet stores across the country,
while numerous privately-owned specialist reptile
stores have continued to operate. Reptile fairs, shows
and sales also take place throughout Canada on a 
periodic basis and pet industry consumer shows often
feature reptile displays and sellers.

While the Canadian reptile trade is not nearly as large
as its counterpart in the US, probably due to Canada's
proportionately smaller population, it is nevertheless 
a significant industry involving the trade of many
thousands of animals annually. While a substantial
number of reptiles are imported into Canada directly
from their countries of origin, other reptiles are 
re-exports from suppliers in the US. Imported reptiles
come in all shapes and sizes and include both common
and rare species.

The number of private reptile breeders serving the
Canadian marketplace also seems to be growing. At the
moment, most Canadian breeders appear to concentrate
primarily on smaller varieties of snakes and lizards,
although breeders of large constricting snakes and 
venomous reptiles can be found. 

The actual number of reptiles in the pet trade in
Canada is unknown. Reptile species listed on any one
of the three CITES' ANNEXES (identifying them as
threatened or potentially threatened by trade) require
an import permit before being brought into Canada.
Turtles and tortoises also require an import permit
prior to shipment into Canada. But all other reptiles
are unregulated and can be brought into Canada without
restriction for almost any purpose. According to Ted
Leighton, executive director of the Canadian
Cooperative Wildlife Health Center, “There are no 
statistics kept on how many exotic animals are brought
into Canada. The number could be in the thousands or
it could be in the millions.”36
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Most modern definitions of animal welfare accept that
welfare involves both the biology of animals and the
feelings they experience. 

For example, according to Donald Broom, Professor of
Animal Welfare at Cambridge University, “The welfare
of an animal is its state as regards its attempts to cope
with its environment. The origin of the concept is how
well the individual is faring or traveling through life. It
can be good or poor but, in either case, there will often
be feelings associated with the state which we should
try to measure, as well as using more direct measures.”37

Dr. John Webster, Professor of Animal Husbandry,
University of Bristol School of Veterinary Science and
author of Animal Welfare, A Cool Eye Towards Eden
provides a more succinct definition of animal welfare,
“The welfare of an animal is determined by its capacity
to avoid suffering and to sustain fitness.”38

Poor welfare can result in suffering, especially when
animals find themselves unable to cope with inadequate
environments or inappropriate situations. University of
Guelph animal welfare scientist Ian Duncan believes
suffering is, "a wide range of unpleasant physical and
emotional state.' (Duncan and Hawkins, 1983).These
states would include pain, frustration, fear, various states
of deprivation and, in some phylogenetically higher
species, boredom."39

Clearly, animal welfare and suffering are dependent on
both physical and psychological (emotional) factors
and most experts agree that welfare is highest when
animals are free from pain and suffering. The absence
of negative emotional states (suffering) and the 
presence of positive emotional states (pleasure) are the
primary measures of animal welfare. 

Some reptile sellers and keepers dismiss the notion that
reptiles may experience negative emotional states that
can lead to suffering. Instead they prefer to believe that
reptiles, for the most part, simply respond to stimuli
without complex thought. There is however, little 
evidence to suggest that reptiles do not experience
these negative emotional states or the suffering that
may result from them. In fact, there is growing 
evidence that reptiles are far more intellectually and
socially complex than previously thought. For example,
a recent study conducted at Quebec's Laval University
has convinced scientists that lizards experience pleasure.40

Another study involving the tracking of saltwater 
crocodiles by satellite revealed that these animals are
not solitary and sedentary as previously thought, but
are in fact quite active and sociable.41 New findings
about the rich intellectual, emotional and social lives of
reptiles surface every year.

Reptiles have evolved to inhabit a diverse range of
marine, freshwater aquatic, terrestrial, subterranean and
arboreal habitats. While a few reptile species are flexible
enough to survive in a diversity of habitat types, most

reptiles require very specific conditions to maintain
health and well-being. Unfortunately, most captive 
situations cannot replicate in any meaningful way the
space, complexity and environmental conditions 
experienced by reptiles in nature. Even in the best of
circumstances, only the most rudimentary aspects of
their living conditions can be provided.

Compared to the wild, captive reptiles live in spatially
limited, sterile, unchanging environments. Their social
environments are imposed and artificial; there is no
diversity of species; there are no predators or prey; and
they are required to eat a fixed diet that often bears no
resemblance to what they would eat in the wild.

While some reptile enthusiasts have focused attention
on the physical needs of some reptile species, the
behavioural needs of captive reptiles have remained an
often neglected aspect of their husbandry. Evidence of
this neglect can be found in even the most cursory
examination of conditions in pet stores, breeding facilities,
reptile shows and in the homes of many reptile keepers.
A significant percentage of captive reptiles are still kept
in grossly undersized, clinical conditions that provide
virtually no opportunity for normal movement or the
expression of natural behaviours.

A number of different factors have led to the current
state of poor reptile welfare. They include, but are not
limited to:

• the erroneous belief that reptiles are simple, highly
adaptable animals that do well in captivity;

• poor quality information supplied to purchasers 
of reptiles as pets;

• a lack of knowledge about the natural lifestyles of
many reptiles, including their intellectual, emotional
and social capabilities;

• difficulty recognizing distress and suffering in 
captive reptiles; and

• a reluctance to substantially change 
husbandry methods.

MOST REPTILES ARE NOT 

EASY TO KEEP

Reptiles are often promoted as easy to keep, 
alternative pets that are suitable for people who don't
have the time or resources to care for other more
labour intensive animals such as dogs. In fact, some 
of the claims of sellers make reptiles seem almost
maintenance-free. 

For example, The Aquatic Critter website states, 
“How about a pet that doesn't bark, scratch the 
furniture, dig up the yard or squawk and screech? How
about a quiet, low-maintenance pet you don't have to
take for walks, don't have to get a rabies shot for every
year and won't chew your shoes?”42
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Another reptile seller, featured in an Ontario newspaper
article entitled Demystifying Reptiles as Pets said the 
reptiles he sells are easy to manage, not needing to be
walked, only requiring to be fed once a week, and ideal
for someone looking for something a little more exotic.”43

While some reptiles are certainly easier to care for than
others, all reptiles require specific environmental 
conditions and diets. Many species are quite fragile and
will expire if conditions are inappropriate. Others are
hardier and may survive for long periods of time in less
than ideal conditions. Giant snakes, monitor lizards
and some of the larger tortoises pose their own, unique
housing and handling challenges to their keepers, who
often lack the space, interest, skill or finances to deal
with them appropriately. 

Impulse buyers who purchase low-cost reptiles, such as
red-eared sliders and green anoles, may do so because
they see them as expendable or they perceive them to
be highly adaptable to captivity, requiring little care.
These animals are often purchased as a child's first pet,
with many expiring quickly due to inappropriate
accommodation and care. 

Red-eared sliders have been a mainstay of the reptile
pet industry for many years. In fact, tens of millions of
them have been produced and distributed around the
world. Despite these huge numbers, large adult specimens
are relatively uncommon. The majority have probably
died because of inappropriate accommodation, poor
diet and other basic husbandry failures.

Even when keepers are provided with captive 
husbandry information, they may be reluctant to 
commit the resources, time and energy necessary for
the upkeep of their reptile, particularly if the animal
has been obtained for just a few dollars.

Acquiring a reptile is often only the first, and least
expensive, part of reptile keeping. Housing, equipment
and food have to be purchased and, if an animal
becomes ill or is injured, expensive veterinary care may
be required. These costs can easily accumulate into the
hundreds or thousands of dollars. 

Some pet owners may not be able or willing to commit
the appropriate level of funds to properly care for their
reptile, preferring instead to provide only inexpensive,
inappropriate housing and equipment, and to leave
injury and illness unaddressed.

POOR QUALITY INFORMATION FOR

REPTILE PURCHASERS

Poor quality information provided to reptile buyers
exacerbates the current problematic situation. While 
a few pet stores employ staff with a reasonably good
knowledge of reptilian biology and captive management,
many employ part-time, student personnel with relatively
little experience or expertise. 

In opportunistic conversations with staff at several
Canadian pet stores, a number of different reptile
species were described by staff members as having very
basic, easy to meet environmental needs and all were
characterized as being behaviourally simplistic. One
pet store employee incorrectly stated that in the wild
most reptiles are fairly inactive and just sit around 
waiting for food, a dangerous assumption for someone
charged with selling reptiles and conveying information
about their care to purchasers. Another pet store
employee didn't know the lifespan of the snakes and
lizards he was selling. While these employees may 
represent one extreme in a fairly broad spectrum of
knowledge and experience, they are certainly not
unique. The fact that inexperienced, poorly informed
pet store employees may be providing care advice to
potential reptile purchasers is concerning to say the least.

A 2003 Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals report about UK pet stores found similar
problems, citing numerous shortfalls in the advice
given to customers interested in purchasing exotic 
animals, including reptiles.44

In an Arrowhead Reptile Rescue Opinion Editorial
entitled What's Wrong With the Reptile Industry? the
author laments about the state of the industry and the
fact that so many reptiles end up in the hands of 
ill-informed owners who are not provided with 
accurate information. 

“Alligators, crocodiles, giant snakes and many other large
and/or imposing species are readily available to anyone
with money in hand. Iguanas and hatchling turtles are
cranked out by the thousands and dumped on the market
into public venues, to be sold to anyone who comes along
who discovers a temporary interest in them. I have yet 
to see one pet store or retailer give complete, accurate 
information to the average naïve buyer before they 
purchase these animals.”45

While more conscientious pet store staff and hobbyists
do make an attempt to learn about the care and housing
of the species they sell and keep, only the most serious,
advanced hobbyists seem to research all aspects of 
reptilian natural history, biology, behaviour and captive
management. In fact, some reptile keepers feel that 
rigorous investigation into the natural lifestyles of reptiles
is unnecessary; this may be rooted in the belief that reptiles
are highly malleable creatures that do well in captivity. 
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Many pet store staff also appear to have little or no
knowledge about other issues, such as how reptiles are
acquired and transported, reptile conservation and
trade, and the health risks reptile pets pose to humans. 

Many reptile pet proponents claim there is sufficient
information about reptile care and management 
available to those keepers who want it. In an article
entitled Setting the Facts Straight for Reptile Owners,
Gail Watson, founder of the West Coast Society for 
the Protection and Conservation of Reptiles, said
“Information on their care is available from quality
books and magazines, the Internet, the monthly
newsletter and website of WSPCR and the free
caresheets the WSPCR distributes by the thousands. In
15 minutes at my local library I found over 100 books
on the subjects of reptiles and reptile care.”46 Certainly
there has been a considerable volume of information
produced about reptile care, much of it from the 
people who profit from their sale or the sale of reptile-
related products. Unfortunately, a great deal of it 
is simplistic and questionable. The more detailed 
scientific materials that some serious hobbyists acquire
are expensive and hard to find for casual consumers.

LACK OF INFORMATION 

ABOUT REPTILIAN BIOLOGY 

AND BEHAVIOUR

Providing incomplete, misleading or inaccurate 
information to consumers may be a contributing factor
in poor welfare. Unfortunately, the natural biology and
behaviour of many species is not known. This makes
determining their captive management needs difficult,
if not impossible.

There are now in excess of 500 reptile species 
represented in the pet trade47 with approximately 
25 - 35 species being relatively common. While the
biology of some of the more popular species (e.g.,
painted turtle, leopard gecko, green iguana, 
corn snake) has been investigated and their captive
management requirements established (at least to some
degree), for many species that is not the case.

In recent years, as international air transport has
become cheaper and more accessible, rare species of
reptiles have entered the trade with regularity.
Wholesalers and importers often market these animals
as new or first-time imports, a rather concerning
moniker considering that their husbandry requirements
are probably not known. New species may not have
not been studied extensively in the wild, if at all.
According to Mark K. Bayless and Ben Aller in their
article entitled Dumeril's Monitor Lizard, A look at an
Uncommon Monitor Lizard, “Virtually nothing is
known of V. dumerilii in the wild,”48 yet these 
monitors are found in the pet trade. The care and
housing needs of many reptiles new to trade are 
determined through a trial and error process. 

Even the natural lifestyles of species that have been in
the pet trade for quite some time may not be fully
known. For example, it had long been assumed that
most, if not all, snakes were largely asocial and did not
engage in complex, maternal behaviours.49 While some
snakes were known to coil around their eggs at night,
warming them through the radiation of body heat, it
was generally thought that once the eggs were hatched,
the female's parental duties were over. After hatching,
the young were thought to be pretty much on their
own. Not so.

In fact, rattlesnakes, pythons and other snakes exhibit
rather complex, maternal behaviours that may help to
increase the survival rate of their offspring. For example,
black-tailed rattlesnakes may remain with their 
offspring for up to two weeks after birth. They also
exhibit a range of social behaviours. Both rattlesnakes
and pythons have been observed staying near their 
burrows during daylight hours, protecting their 
offspring from predators. Female pythons and their
young have been observed reentering burrows at dusk
and sleeping together, with the young often nestling in
the coils of their mother's body. At the time these
behaviours were first observed, they were quite 
unexpected and shed new light on an important aspect
of snake behaviour.

Other aspects of behaviour and their importance 
to captive welfare are also not known. Some neotropical
tree boas suppress activity on nights with bright 
moonlight. Perhaps it's because activity on moonlit
nights increases predation on them, so they become less
active to avoid the attention of predators. Alternatively,
it could be that because rodent activity is depressed on
bright nights, it makes more sense to conserve energy
and hunt on nights when rodent activity is high and
there is an increased chance of success.50 No one can
say for sure why this occurs because this aspect of tree boa
behaviour has never been properly studied. So no one
can really say with certainty what role moon phase
and/or other natural cycles play in maintaining the
health and well being of tree boas and whether or not
their quality of life in captivity is diminished because
they do not experience them. 

As the intellectual capacities, emotional states and
social lives of reptiles are explored, it becomes increasingly
clear that their captive care is often rudimentary and
does not properly address their full range of needs.

The nutritional needs of many reptiles have also not
been studied in any real depth. According to reptile
veterinarian Elliot R. Jacobson, “Most [captive reptile]
diets have been contrived empirically. Often reptiles
are fed items in captivity that have no counterpart in
the wild.”51 If captive reptilian diets consist of unnatural
food items, typically provided in a container or at a
feeding station, then in all likelihood the natural feeding
strategies employed by reptiles are altered, hindered 
or of little use.10
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Many aspects of the natural lifestyles of reptiles,
including some relatively common species, are not
fully understood, so identifying and addressing their
full range of biological and ethological needs in captivity
may be difficult, if not impossible. Even in the best 
circumstances, it seems doubtful that the complete
range of a captive reptile needs are being satisfied. 

DIFFICULTY RECOGNIZING STRESS

AND SUFFERING

While major health problems, such as physical injury
(e.g., broken limbs, lacerations) or debilitating disease
may be easy to identify, many signs of poor welfare are
more subtle and may go unnoticed by reptile keepers,
especially when their animals are feeding and appear
“normal.” Unlike many other kinds of animals, reptiles
may exhibit very subtle signs of stress and suffering that
are only recognizable to expert observers. 

While stress52 is a natural part of every animal’s life, the
stressors that wild animals experience are very different
from those experienced by captive animals. Wild 
animals possess natural coping mechanisms that allow
them to mitigate the stresses they encounter on a daily
basis in the wild. Captive animals do not have coping
mechanisms that allow them to deal with chronic, 
captivity-associated problems, such as the stress caused
by confinement in a small, highly artificial environment.
There is little the animal can do to deal with it, so they
become frustrated, bored and prone to the development
of abnormal behaviours, such as stereotypies,53 as well
as other effects. 

The failure of reptiles to adapt to captive circumstances
is called Maladaption Syndrome.54

According to herpetologist Clifford Warwick, there 
are two voluntary ethological reactions to highly 
inadequate and stressful environments. They are 
“(1) mobile activities by which individuals use 
considerable motor energy” and“(2) hypoactivity55/
lethargy and anorexia.” 

Warwick believes that mobile activities are “related 
to searches for more appropriate environments” 
and that hypoactivity is a reptilian attempt to wait out
a problem until it goes away.56 

Warwick has developed an excellent list of signs of 
psychological quiescence and comfort, arousal and 
discomfort, and behaviour-related self injury57 that all
reptile keepers should learn to recognize (See ANNEX 2).

Behavioural reactions to stress may also have 
corresponding biochemical and physiological reactions,
such as the release of stress hormones or the suppression
of physiological functions.

Since some biochemical and physiological changes
(such as elevated levels of certain stress hormones) may
be caused or impacted by non-stress related factors,
they should be examined in association with behavioural
indicators of stress, and not on their own.

ACCOMMODATION AND CARE 

CONSIDERATIONS

Specific housing and environmental conditions are
required by all captive reptiles. While some reptiles are
admittedly easier to maintain than others, all 
reptiles should nonetheless be provided with complex 
environments that encourage natural movements and
behaviours, and that allow them to make choices and
exercise some measure of control over their own lives.
In other words, all captive reptiles, like other sentient
creatures in captivity, must be able to make a meaningful
contribution to the quality of their own lives.
Facilitating this state of affairs requires a careful 
examination of the natural lifestyle of each reptile. 

Needless to say, the captive management needs of 
reptiles can be varied and complex. Some of the housing
and environmental factors that must be addressed
include, but are not limited to, the amount of space
provided, the quality of that space, heat, light, hygiene
and nutrition.

Unfortunately, many reptile sellers and keepers seem to
ignore or be unaware of the natural lifestyles of the reptiles
they keep. They house them in relatively uniform, glass
or plastic containers that allow easy viewing and cleaning.
These containers are certainly convenient but do little
to address the needs of reptiles. Their widespread use is
probably due more to benefits that are perceived than
real. There is little evidence to suggest that these kinds
of clinical conditions provide any positive benefits to
the reptiles themselves.58
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SPACE

The need for adequate space cannot be overestimated.
But many reptile sellers and keepers seem to pay little
attention to the spatial needs of reptiles. Animals 
are routinely kept in spaces that do not allow 
natural movements and behaviours. The majority of
reptiles seem to be housed in small glass-sided boxes 
(e.g., aquaria, terraria) or plastic containers. A review of 
conditions in pet stores in most cities would reveal
snakes with little ability to move normally; active
lizards in aquariums hardly longer than they are; and
wide-ranging tortoises in accommodation just a square
meter or two in size.

In determining how much space a captive reptile
needs, there are three questions that must be answered. 

1) Is there enough space for natural locomotion and
the expression of a full range of natural behaviours?

2) Is there enough space for each reptile to feel secure 
(in other words, is the space sufficient to avoid 
violating the animal’s fight or flight response59)? 

3) What are the consequences of not providing 
enough space?

Reptiles use various methods to get from one place to
another. They may crawl, slither, burrow, run, swim,
climb or even glide through the air. They live in a
diversity of habitat types and engage in a wide range of
complex behaviours, such as establishing territories,
finding mates, evading predators and searching for
food, to name just a few. They have evolved specific
physical and behavioural traits that allow them to 
survive in particular conditions and environments. While
some reptiles are relatively sedentary, most are active.

Even the smallest reptiles live complex lives and inhabit
very large areas. During a September 2003 visit to the
Kuala Lumpur Bird Park, I observed a 10 cm lizard
(unidentified species) foraging through an uncultivated
garden. The lizard traveled throughout an area more
than 100 square meters in less than 1 hour, moving
horizontally across the ground, vertically on walls,
shrubs and trees, running, walking, climbing and
engaging in a wide variety of other movements and
behaviours. The author has observed other small lizard
species throughout Asia covering similar distances in
short periods of time. Most reptiles are quite active.

Unfortunately, space allocation for most captive 
reptiles has traditionally been rather minimal. While
some dedicated hobbyists may attempt to provide their
reptiles with expansive accommodation, it appears that
most reptiles are not provided with an opportunity to
move about normally or to express natural behaviours.
This can result in frustration (as the reptile is thwarted
in its attempts to move and behave normally), deprivation,
boredom, abnormal behaviours and physical problems,
such as lack of fitness and obesity. Many reptiles are kept
in spaces so small they are barely able to move at all.

All captive animals, including reptiles, need to feel
secure, yet this is an often overlooked aspect of captive
husbandry. The provision of sheltered, privacy areas is
one way of providing security. All captive reptiles
should be provided with opportunities to remove
themselves from the view of human observers and, if
necessary, their cage-mates. Many reptile sellers and
keepers seem to attach little importance to privacy
needs, so it is not uncommon to see very rudimentary
forms of shelter, or no shelter at all, and few visual 
barriers in the animal’s living space. This can result in
disturbance that triggers the fight or flight response60

or hypoactivity as the reptile attempts to wait out 
perceived threats. 

Some reptiles may also be stressed by the close proximity
of other reptiles, especially if their cage-mates are 
dominant and monopolize preferred perching/basking
locations and food items. Subordinate individuals must
be provided with sufficient space to remove themselves
from dominant animals and to feel secure. Stress levels
can be very high when the fight/flight distance is 
violated and when territorial reptiles are kept in 
overcrowded conditions. 

What are the consequences of not providing enough
space? For many reptiles, they can be quite severe.
Frustration from being thwarted in their attempts to
range and express natural behaviours can lead to excessive
interaction with transparent boundaries (ITB)61 , resulting
in rostral62 abrasions and other injuries caused by 
rubbing against enclosure walls, as well as a range of
other abnormal behaviours. When flight reactions are
triggered, reptiles may injure themselves against cage
walls or floors as they attempt to flee. 

When it comes to space, there is no upper limit. It is
far better for a reptile to have more space than it
requires, than to require more space and not have it.
Unfortunately, most reptile housing appears to based
on convenience, budget and, in some cases, ignorance
of the true spatial needs of reptiles. For example, many
reptile keepers house their animals in shoe-box or
sweater-box sized containers. Snakes are the reptiles
most commonly kept this way. In fact, “many of the 
enclosures at pet stores and breeders, and pictured in
many snake books, have barely a few inches of exposed
floor space, the rest of the enclosure being filled with
the snake and its bowl.”63

“Even the smallest reptiles live 

complex lives and inhabit very 

large areas. ”
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While mammal and bird keepers have acknowledged
that animals require far more space than they have 
traditionally been allocated, many reptile keepers still
appear to believe that confining reptiles in spaces that
are thousands or millions of times smaller than what
they would inhabit in nature is acceptable. 

Active, fast moving reptiles require spaces that allow
them to accelerate to full speed and decelerate without
hitting the walls of their enclosure. Ground dwelling
lizards require substantial floor space and should be
able to run freely, while arboreal lizards must have
ample vertical space, equipped with sufficient climbing
facilities to move about normally. Aquatic reptiles must
have ample space to submerge, swim and engage in
normal water-related activities. 

If a reptile does not have sufficient space to satisfy its
biological and ethological needs, then the captivity of
that reptile must be questioned. 

HEATING

Since most reptiles are ectotherms, appropriate heating
is an especially critical aspect of their husbandry. To a
large extent, the physiological functions and behaviour
of reptiles are dictated by temperature. For example,
low temperatures may decrease activity and hinder
digestion, whereas extremely high temperatures may
result in lethal overheating.

Most reptiles thrive within a specific temperature range
and employ any one of a number of behavioural 
and physiological thermoregulatory strategies to stay 
within that range, even in environments where the 
ambient temperature fluctuates widely. They may 
bask in the sun to increase body temperature or seek 
sheltered areas to prevent overheating. Some reptiles
change their periods of activity, their perching/resting 
locations or they may shift from one microclimate 
to another on the ground or in their own burrows.
Others will use physiological mechanisms to regulate
body temperature, such as increasing or decreasing

their heart rate. Regardless of what strategies they
employ, free ranging reptiles usually have a range of
microclimates and thermoregulatory opportunities
available to them. 

In captivity, most reptiles exist in artificial, relatively
uniform thermal environments. They typically do 
not have the range of conditions present in a natural 
situation. Often a single overhead lamp or heating
device (such as a pad or hot rock) is the only heat
source provided, dividing the animal's space into one
warm and one cool area. This is probably the most
common setup in pet stores. Yet some reptiles rely on a
variety of different heat sources for thermoregulation,
so simply providing a warm and a cool spot may be
unnatural and inadequate. The complex thermal 
environments that reptiles experience in nature are
rarely replicated in captivity. 

In addition to negative physiological impacts and 
distortions in thermoregulatory behaviour, inappropriate
temperatures and heating can cause other problems.
For example, the use of substrate pads, hot rocks 
and other heat generating devices may cause thermal
burns to reptiles. These burns can range from relatively
insignificant to life threatening. If the ambient 
temperature is too low, the reptile may move very 
close to or directly contact heat generating devices as 
they attempt to raise their body temperature, resulting
in thermal burns. 
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Some reptiles, especially species that inhabit very hot
climates, may not react to intense heat the way other
animals do and may appear oblivious to it, even while
they are being burned. Many factors may influence this
kind of behaviour, including the fact that reptiles do
not encounter these kinds of intense artificial heat
sources in nature, so they may not be able to recognize
whether or not they are beneficial or damaging.

When nothing else is available large reptiles may spend
long periods of time very close to or in direct contact
with small, intense heat sources that are insufficient to
raise their overall body temperature. As one part of
their body is warmed, heat is lost through other cooler
parts of the body that are not exposed to the heat
source, so they never reach their preferred temperature.
This can result in prolonged exposure and burning. 

Ideally, in captivity, reptiles should be housed in 
environments that already provide a natural temperature
range with artificial heating devices used as supplementary
heating and situated outside of the exhibit. 

Unfortunately, captive environments rarely provide a
good array of microclimates to facilitate a range of
thermoregulatory behaviours. Most reptile pets are
forced to exist in simplistic thermal environments that
bear no resemblance to those their wild counterparts
experience in nature.

LIGHTING

The quantity and quality of light received by captive
reptiles may impact their physiology and health.64

In fact, it was only recently that photoperiod and light
quality was recognized as important.65

Some reptiles require ultraviolet (UV) light for the 
synthesis of Vitamin D3 in their skin which has a role
in calcium and phosphorous metabolism. All diurnal
reptiles should receive direct, unfiltered sunlight 
or unfiltered, artificial, full spectrum light. Dietary 
supplementation of Vitamin D3 can also be beneficial
to some reptiles.

Commercially available full-spectrum lighting varies in
quality and intensity and should be used with caution.
While some open-range reptiles are equipped to deal
with strong sunlight (at least for limited periods of
time), nocturnal reptiles or those normally inhabiting
shady forest areas, undergrowth or burrows cannot. For
those reptiles, prolonged exposure to intense light may
be stressful and physically harmful. 

The efficiency of commercial UV bulbs and tubes
tends to diminish over time. Even though they continue
to produce light, the quality of that light may be 
very poor.66 Therefore, UV bulbs and tubes should be
changed on a regular basis. 

According to Joseph Franke and Teresa Telecky in
Reptiles As Pets, An Examination of the Trade in Live
Reptiles in the United States, full spectrum lights do a
very poor job of simulating natural sunlight. In fact, to
receive the same amount of UV-B as it would take in
five minutes at the equator, a reptile would have to
spend more than 44 hours under a Vita-Lite placed 30
inches away. If the light were only six inches away, it
would require more than 7 hours of basking time.67

Photoperiod may also be important. Ideally, the natural
seasonal variations experienced by each species in the
wild should be replicated in captive situations. Simply
turning the light on and off at the same time each day
may be convenient but it does little to maintain the
reptile's natural rhythms and cycles. It is important to
provide natural seasonal variations in photoperiod.68

HYGIENE

Hygiene is another important factor in reptile husbandry.
While the mere presence of excreta, sloughed skin,
uneaten/discarded food and other materials can at times
pose risks to captive reptiles, it is the extent of these
risks rather than their existence that give cause for 
concern. While excessive build-up of materials that
could potentially harbour pathogenic bacteria, viruses,
fungi or parasites should be avoided, a balance must be
struck between the need for good hygiene and the 
biological and ethological needs of reptiles. While
some reptile keepers prefer to house their animals in
clinical conditions for reasons of hygiene, they often do
so at the expense of reptile welfare. Regardless, it is not
possible to achieve a completely sterile state when 
animals are kept.

As well, naturalistic environments may mitigate 
against some of the effects of a marginally more 
contaminated environment by providing reptiles with
significantly higher comfort levels, less stress and
improved disease resistance.

Appropriate hygiene is particularly important when
wild-caught animals are brought into captivity. 
The majority of wild caught animals harbour parasites,
though most of them are not overly harmful to their 
host in its wild state. The stress of captivity however,
combined with sub-optimal captive conditions, including
poor hygiene, may cause imbalances resulting in the
outbreak of disease and infection of other animals.
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NUTRITION

Nutrition is a very important aspect of reptile husbandry.
Lack of an appropriate diet can result in a range of
problems and diseases, one of the most prevalent, and
often preventable, being Metabolic Bone Disease
(MBD), often described simply as calcium deficiency.
Common in herbivorous or omnivorous species, such
as green iguanas, that are fed a low quality diet of
greens or insectivorous species that are fed entirely on
crickets or mealworms, MBD can result in back, limb
and jaw deformities. 

Other reptiles can suffer from obesity due to unbalanced
diets and lack of activity. This is occasionally seen in larger
lizards and snakes. Vitamin deficiencies or overdoses can
result in a range of other problematic conditions.

While the nutritional needs of some species are easier
to meet than others, careful attention must always be
paid to food quantity, quality, food intake/exercise
ratio, inter-individual competition and species-specific
feeding behaviours.

From a behavioural perspective, feeding is extremely
important. It can be a critical enrichment vehicle that
promotes natural movements and behaviours. Some
reptiles seek out food on a daily basis, while others are
intermittent, opportunistic feeders that require feeding
far less frequently. Many reptiles, including some
ambush predators, seek out food over relatively 
expansive areas. They may move from a poor hunting
location to a better one or they may track prey that
they have injured or debilitated. 

Understanding when, how and what wild reptiles 
consume greatly improves the chances of providing
them with an appropriate diet in captivity.
Unfortunately, the natural feeding habits of many 
reptiles have not been comprehensively studied and,
for some reptiles, the foods they consume in the wild
may be difficult or impossible to obtain. 

Finding and consuming food of the right type and
quantity is an important facet of every animal's life.
Many animals spend a considerable portion of their
active hours searching for food and eating. Captive 
reptiles should be able to engage in natural food-related
activities that will help maintain fitness and well-being.

A range of factors determine the level of welfare 
experienced by captive reptiles. Unfortunately, many 
of those that can be addressed are often overlooked 
or ignored. Others, such as the provision of complex
environments replete with a range of microclimates,
are difficult or impossible to replicate in pet 
keeping situations. 
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WILD CAPTURE

While reptile pet proponents often claim that the
majority of reptiles in trade are now bred by expert
hobbyists and commercial breeders, trade records 
indicate a very different state of affairs. A significant
percentage of reptiles sold and kept as pets in North
America were caught in the wild, with many of them
originating in African, Asian and Latin American
countries. A significant number of reptiles are also
legally (and illegally) caught in the United States and a
much smaller but still significant number in Canada.

Reptile collectors are a diverse group, comprising both
amateur and commercial collectors, as well as individuals
who only occasionally remove reptiles from the wild
for sale or personal use.

Opportunistic or incidental collectors remove reptiles
when they encounter them in the field. They may be
hikers, boaters or fishermen who collect reptiles for
their own use or to sell locally. Children also pick up
small snakes and turtles from time to time to take
home as pets. 

Amateur collectors typically hunt for reptiles to add to
their own collections or to trade with fellow collectors.
Occasionally, their reptiles will be advertised for sale. 

Commercial collectors may operate on a part-time or a
full-time basis collecting a large number of individual
animals from the wild. Some focus on particular
species, while others collect whatever reptiles they can
find. Full-time commercial collectors sometimes work
over a vast territory and may subcontract some of their
work out to local collectors, while part-time collectors
focus their activities in a smaller area. 

CAPTURE TECHNIQUES

A variety of techniques are used for catching wild 
reptiles. They include, but are not limited to, simply
picking animals up when they are found, chasing and
grabbing, trapping, forcing them out of their burrows
and hiding spots with noxious materials and occasionally
by line and hook, although animals captured in this
way are more often than not destined for the food
trade, being damaged and unsuitable for sale as pets.

Reptile collectors may be familiar with reptile habits
and use that information to hunt them. For instance,
turtle collectors may know that at certain times of the
year, often in specific weather conditions, significant
numbers of turtles will bask in particular locations and
are vulnerable to collection. Turtle crossings at roads
may also be targeted. More often than not though, 
collectors simply patrol marshes, ponds, streams and
riverbanks looking for turtles to collect.

In some areas, traps are used. These are usually simple
wire traps, often in a funnel shape, that prevent the 
turtles from escaping once they've entered. To prevent
theft by other collectors, the traps may be kept low in
the water to reduce their visibility. If not properly 
set, the possibility of the trapped turtles drowning
increases substantially.

Occasionally, turtles, such as snapping and softshell
turtles, are caught using a line and baited hook, which
can cause considerable damage to the turtle as it 
struggles to get free. Most of these animals are destined
for human consumption but some do find their way
into the pet trade. 

Tortoises, being relatively bulky, slow moving animals,
are just picked up as they go about their business.
Burrowing tortoises may be forced out of their burrows
by noxious fumes that are produced when gasoline is
poured inside. 

A variety of methods are used to catch lizards.
Collectors familiar with the habits and habitat of a 
target lizard species know where to find and catch them
by hand. The simplest way to catch a lizard is by 
overturning rocks and logs and grabbing them when
they try to escape. Pry bars and other tools can be used
to reach lizards that refuse to come out from under
large rocks or crevices. Some collectors use poles and
nooses, to snare lizards from a distance. In the
American southwest, they frequent roadsides during
times when lizards are known to be basking in the sun.

In countries where chameleons are collected, they are
often knocked out of trees with a pole and then simply
picked up and placed into a bag. Many are injured
from being struck and falling to the ground. Green and
brown anoles in the United States are caught at night;
shining a spotlight on them causes a short period of
immobility, possibly a defensive strategy, allowing
enough time for them to be captured by hand.
Monitor lizards in Indonesia and other Asian countries
are chased and caught by hand or noose.

Another lizard collection method is an old-style pit
trap. This involves the strategic positioning of a 
container, such as a bucket, with a wooden board 
rising up over the lip of the container. Lizards will bask
at the end of the board and a percentage of them will
fall into the bucket, ready to be collected later.

In some areas, snakes seek out warm surfaces at night,
such as roads that absorb heat during the daytime and
radiate it at night. Snake collectors use this knowledge
to patrol select roads at appropriate times picking up
snakes as they go. 
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Other collectors raid snake hibernacula, sites where
hundreds or thousands of snakes congregate while
hibernating. Probably the most famous example is the
garter snake hibernacula of Manitoba. Thankfully 
collection was outlawed in the late 1980s because of
concerns that it was not sustainable.

Many snakes, such as some of the larger boas, pythons
and some venomous snakes are simply caught by hand
by collectors who have developed their own capture
and handling techniques.

All of the capture techniques described above can be
stressful and physically damaging to the animals
involved. Most wild reptiles have never been restrained
or handled, so it is likely, when they are chased, caught,
picked up, stuffed into containers, poked, prodded,
knocked off branches or pried out of crevices or 
burrows, they perceive those actions as a predatory
attack and suffer as a result.

CONDITIONS PRIOR TO AND 

DURING TRANSPORT

The conditions that many wild-caught reptiles 
experience prior to export can be poor. They may be
kept in filthy, overcrowded cages and enclosures, 
without access to food, water or proper shelter. This
can result in overheating, dehydration and excessive
levels of stress.

In preparation for and during transport, reptiles may
be packed closely together, sometimes even piled on
top of each other. Close confinement may result in
abrasions and lacerations, loss of claws and digits, 
broken tails, crushing and other injuries. 

According to the Box Turtle Partnership of Texas,
“Once collected for the pet trade, box turtles are often
kept in filthy conditions, stacked on top of one another
and often without access to food or water. It is estimated
that up to half the box turtles die before being sold, and
box turtles sold from pet stores and flea markets often 
suffer from malnutrition, dehydration and infection. It is
probably safe to say that being collected for the pet
trade is a death sentence for most box turtles.”69

But injury is not the only problem experienced by
wild-caught reptiles in transit. Being closely confined
may also result in other kinds of stress. For example,
some reptiles are territorial, so placing them together in
small containers or enclosures causes hyper-aggressiveness
as individuals make failed attempts to drive off their
counterparts, who, of course, have nowhere to go.

Another problem associated with overcrowding and
poor conditions is the spread of disease. Bacteria, viruses,
ticks, mites and a variety of other organisms can spread
rapidly from one animal to another when they are kept
in overcrowded conditions. Importers and hobbyists

generally know that wild-caught reptiles are far 
more likely to be carrying parasites or disease than
domestically-raised, captive-bred reptiles, so they are
typically quarantined upon arrival.

REPTILE FARMS (RANCHES)

Throughout Latin America, parts of the United States
and other regions of the world, reptile farms 
(sometimes called reptile ranches) have sprung up to
satisfy the demand of the reptile pet, food and skins
trade. Most of these facilities mass produce relatively
common, high-demand reptile species. For example,
hundreds of thousands of green iguanas have been
exported from Latin American farms to North America,
Europe and Japan, while millions of red-eared sliders
have been exported from US turtle farms (primarily in
Louisiana) to countries around the world.

Reptile farms in many regions have been touted as a
practical way to supply reptiles for trade, while at the
same time protecting wild reptile populations and
increasing local employment. But reptile farms have
been known to recruit wild adult breeding stock on a
regular basis to replenish their existing breeders or to
collect eggs produced by wild reptiles for hatching in
captivity, so their impact on wild populations can still
be substantial. 

In their book, The Savannah Monitor Lizard, The truth
about Varanus exanthematicus, authors Daniel
Bennett and Ravi Thakoordyal discuss the issue of
breeding farms. They write, 

In recent years a large proportion of savannah monitors
have been sold as captive hatched, captive born, ranched
or farmed. This means that instead of capturing large
numbers of juvenile lizards for export, only gravid females
are collected. They are kept in captivity until they produce
eggs, which are incubated artificially. This gives the
impression of being more sustainable and ecologically
friendly than dealing in wild caught animals, but in fact
the opposite is true for the following reasons.70

They explain that during the breeding season, female
savannah monitors are very active so they are easy to
collect. Their capture and confinement (often in
unsanitary conditions), combined with egg laying leave
them physically depleted and stressed. Some farms
claim they release the females back into the wild, but
there is no incentive for them to do so. Even if they did,
most probably wouldn’t survive in their compromised
state. According to Bennett and Thakoordyal, most of
them are “recycled into the pet trade, sold for meat and
skin or just dumped at a roadside.” Targeting adult
females has a detrimental effect on wild populations as
entire clutches and egg producing females are removed.71

17



The potential negative consequences for wild reptile
populations increase even more if farms are used to
launder wild caught reptiles, especially for species 
populating regions in which farms are located. Wild
reptiles can be very easily assimilated into existing farm
populations and then labeled captive-bred. 

While it is possible that some farms operate in an open,
aboveboard manner, the system itself is difficult to 
regulate and open to abuse. Captive-bred specimens
command higher prices, but wild-caught animals are
cheaper to produce, so there may be a strong incentive
to launder wild-caught reptiles.

Some agencies are concerned about the possibility of
laundering. For example, in a paper presented at the
2nd Symposium Journal of Sustainable Use, about the
Madagascar chameleon and gecko trade, Robert
Jenkins, Chair of the CITES Animals Committee said, 

…the majority of officers of the Management Authority do
not presently possess the technical skills necessary to audit
operations and verify captive-breeding activities. Under
the circumstances, a real risk exists that captive-breeding
operations will simply serve as mechanisms to disguise
wild-caught lizards as captive-bred progeny and export
these specimens outside the established quotas. 72

Red-eared sliders, the dime store turtles widely available
in the past, have been a pet industry staple for decades.
Over the years, tens of millions of red-eared sliders
have been produced on farms in the United States for
buyers in the US, Canada and around the world. 
In 1975, US authorities prohibited the sale of turtles
with a shell length of 4 inches or less, due to the large
number of salmonella cases attributed to the handling
of pet turtles. It was thought that turtles with a shell
length greater than 4 inches would be less likely to be
handled by children.73 Shortly after the US move,
Canada banned turtle imports.74 Even though the 
turtle trade was restricted by these new measures, 
red-eared slider exports from the US to countries
around the world have continued, although in recent
years, many farms have expanded their operations to
include additional turtle species.

Just like their counterparts in other regions of the
world, US farms have recruited significant numbers of
wild-caught turtles, sometimes hundreds of thousands
of individual animals annually, to replenish their
breeding stock. Despite this, many claim the bulk of
their breeding stock now comes from captive-bred 
animals. Certainly, most breeding stock for newly
farmed species has come from the wild. 

Regardless of where reptiles are farmed, they may 
experience a variety of welfare problems with the most
significant being overcrowding, high stress levels and
disease. The farmed turtles sold and shipped out to
retailers around the world often suffer even more in
transit and post-purchase. 18
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CONDITIONS IN TRANSPORT

Reptiles are transported in a variety of ways with 
minimal consideration given to their health and well
being. This lack of attention may be due to the fact
that reptiles are sometimes low value commodities. 
For example, individual anoles, geckos and certain 
turtles may wholesale for as little as a few dollars, or
even less, so it makes sense for exporters to ship them
in the cheapest way possible.

Reptiles may be shipped in boxes, bags, buckets, 
plastic containers and wooden crates in cars, trucks 
or aircraft. In some cases, live reptiles are sent by mail
or private courier. Packed tightly together or on top of
each other, they may leave the exporting facility having
received no food or water. This kind of deficient care 
is often done out of ignorance, but at times it can also
be purposeful. Denying food to reduce the overall
weight of a reptile shipment, by reducing the weight of
each individual animal, may result in lower shipping
costs, as well as preventing excessive container soiling
by the animals.

Reptiles shipped by air are supposed to be “packaged”
according to International Air Transport Association
(IATA) guidelines. The guidelines, established in 1969
and updated periodically, are voluntary and apply only
to CITES-listed species. There are no penalties for
non-compliance and enforcement of the guidelines by
individual airlines is often poor or lacking altogether.75

While transport mortality has been reduced somewhat
over the years, it remains a hidden cost of the trade.

The often poor condition of imported wild-caught
reptiles has led many hobbyist organizations to 
recommend the purchase of captive-bred animals
whenever possible. Despite this, a significant portion
of reptiles in the pet trade are still wild-caught animals.

In a Tortuga Gazette article entitled Exploitation of
Turtles for the Pet Trade (June 1993), herpetologist
James Harding describes the horrendous conditions
turtles endure after capture: 

Turtles collected in the wild are typically piled into boxes,
burlap sacks or wooden crates, and transported in car
trunks or vans to holding areas. There they may be held in
crowded pens or livestock tanks, often without access to
clean water. Shipment to wholesalers and retailers often
involves another trip packed into boxes and crates…

When a normally solitary, sun-loving creature is suddenly
removed from the habitat it has perhaps occupied for
decades, is crammed into a box with other turtles, exposed
to extremes of heat or cold, and kept under generally
unsanitary conditions for days or weeks, it is obviously
under extreme stress. Disease is often the result. A former
reptile dealer told me that he believed the mortality rate
was, at times, as high as 50% between their collection and
arrival at the retailer, and was rarely less than 20%. 
Of those that arrived alive, many were dehydrated and
suffering from pneumonia, eye infections and nutritional
deficiencies.76

During the entire process of capture, transport and
relocation into the consumer’s home, reptiles may 
suffer and die. This can be due to capture trauma, poor
transport conditions, inappropriate post-purchase 
husbandry, long-term captivity-associated stress, etc.
The actual mortality level at each step is difficult to
determine, but it may be high. 

According to veterinarian Lianne McLeod, “The stress
of capture and transport and adjustment to captive
conditions is extremely stressful and leaves reptiles 
susceptible to illness. Wild caught reptiles also tend to
carry very heavy parasite loads…For every wild caught
reptile that makes it to a pet store and into a home,
many more die from stress, injury, and/or illness 
related to capture, transport, overcrowding, etc.”77

On the Uromastyx Home Page website, Matthew
Moyle and Nancy Kingston (1995) say, “Virtually all
of the U. ornatus that are sold in pet stores are 
wild-caught. Therefore they are subject to potentially
life-threatening parasitic infection and are generally
not acclimated to captivity. Many of the specimens
imported in the past three years have fared poorly in
captivity, likely due to the above reasons.”78
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Throughout North America and around the world,
hundreds of small scale commercial breeders produce
thousands of individual reptiles for the pet trade 
annually. Some breeders are single individuals who
produce a small number of surplus animals each year
from their own personal collections, while others are
more significant commercial operations. Collectively,
they produce a variety of species, including geckos,
chameleons, bearded dragons, corn snakes and
Burmese pythons. They are quite different from and
should not be confused with the many mass production
reptile farms (sometimes called ranches) that can be
found in the United States, Latin America and other
parts of the world.

Many reptile breeders extol the virtues of captive-bred
animals, claiming they are healthier, more tractable and
a better choice for the reptile consumer. They also
assert that captive-bred animals are almost always free
of parasites and disease. Because a significant percentage
of captive-bred reptiles are produced in relatively 
controlled, clinical conditions with little or no direct
exposure to the same types and number of parasites
and diseases that wild reptiles are, they may indeed be
free of some of the parasites and diseases carried by
their wild counterparts. 

Most wild reptiles carry a natural load of parasitic
organisms, just as most wild birds and mammals do.
When reptiles are captured and confined, the natural
mechanisms that allow them to cope with parasites and
disease may be compromised. As well, the negative
effects of capture trauma and chronic captivity-related
stress may hinder the ability of wild-caught reptiles to
cope with parasites and disease.

Reptile breeders occasionally claim captive-bred 
animals are hardier and in better overall condition than
their wild-caught counterparts. While it is true that
captive-bred animals are not subject to the same kinds
of capture trauma and stress that many wild-caught
reptiles are, and may therefore be free from capture-
associated injury, the sedentary lifestyles imposed upon
captive-bred specimens may make them less fit in some
respects than their wild counterparts. 

Another claim made by breeders is that captive-bred
reptiles are less likely to be behaviorally problematic.
For example, wild-caught pythons that have always
sought and killed their own prey may not recognize or
readily accept unnatural food items such as pre-killed,
frozen and thawed mice, whereas captive bred specimens
will. Wild-caught reptiles may be severely stressed by
even modest handling, perceiving it as a threat, while
captive-bred animals may be somewhat more habituated
to physical handling and be less threatened. 

Many breeders acknowledge that captive-bred animals
are more expensive than wild-caught individuals but
feel the benefits to the consumer outweigh the higher
cost. Many of them however tend to overlook the fact
that captive-bred animals are still non-domesticated,
wild animals. Even though they may be raised in 
artificial conditions, they still retain the natural, 
hard-wired behaviours and instincts of their wild 
counterparts. They still experience many of the same
kinds of trauma and stress as their wild cousins when
they are transported, confined and handled. And the
majority, once purchased and taken home, don’t live
that much longer than wild-caught animals.

DOES CAPTIVE BREEDING REDUCE

WILD CAPTURES?

Another claim by reptile hobbyists is that captive
breeding decreases the number of reptiles taken from
the wild. They claim that by producing animals in 
captivity, there will be no need to remove them from
the wild. In certain cases, there may be some validity to
this argument, but overall, the effect of captive breeding
in this regard has been rather minimal. 

Despite the purported advantages of captive-bred 
reptiles, breeders may find it difficult to compete with
imported wild-caught animals that can be procured at
a much lower cost by wholesalers and retailers. As well,
the growth in the reptile pet market has far outpaced
the ability of breeders to satisfy the demand. While the
number of reptile breeders has increased, so have the
number of wild-caught animals. Certainly some of the
demand for particular kinds of reptiles (e.g., red-eared
sliders, leopard geckos, corn snakes) may at times be
satisfied through captive breeding, but overall this does
not seem to have resulted in a decrease in removals
from the wild.
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The increasing popularity of reptiles as pets has
brought with it a corresponding increase in the number
of unwanted, abandoned pet reptiles. Just like the dogs,
cats and pot-bellied pigs before them, reptiles are being
discarded after they’ve lost their novelty appeal or they
have become too big, difficult, expensive or problematic
for their owners. Many humane society shelters, zoos
and volunteer reptile rescue organizations receive calls
from pet owners wanting to place their animals.

Unfortunately, many reptile owners assume that if they
lose interest in their pet or if for some reason they find
they are no longer able to keep their animal, they can
just drop it off at their local zoo, which of course will
be happy to accept it. Unfortunately, nothing could be
further from the truth. While some zoos consider offers
of unwanted pet reptiles and other exotic animals on a
case by case basis, many are so overburdened with 
ex-pets they simply refuse them altogether. 

Humane societies, wildlife rehabilitation centers,
wildlife educators and others who deal with wild 
animals are not an option either. Most are already filled
to capacity with unwanted animals and are unable to
take in any more.

REPTILE RESCUE GROUPS

Because zoos, humane society shelters, wildlife educators
and others are only able to accept a fraction of the
unwanted reptiles offered to them, dozens of reptile
rescue organizations, most of them run by volunteers
out of their own homes, have formed in Canada and
throughout the United States. Some herpetological
societies have also started their own adoption programs
for unwanted pet reptiles. 

In Canada, organizations such as the Rainforest Reptile
Refuge in British Columbia, Saskatchewan Reptile Rescue
and Reptile Rescue in Ontario take in, and in some
cases adopt out, unwanted pet reptiles. In the United
States, dozens of primarily volunteer organizations, such
as Arrowhead Reptile Rescue, Broken Reptile Rescue
and Education and North Texas Giant Snake Rescue
take in a diversity of reptiles in the hope that they can be
re-homed to appropriate accommodation elsewhere. 

Unfortunately, even the combined resources of the
many organizations involved in reptile rescue can make
only the tiniest dent in the problem, caused by the easy
availability and low price of reptiles.

Reptile rescue organizations are often overwhelmed by
requests for help. For example, since it opened its doors
in 1992, the Rainforest Reptile Refuge in British Columbia
has been flooded with requests to take in iguanas and
other reptiles. During their first six months of operation,
they took in 43 unwanted animals. Between January 1993
and December 1995, they took in 597 more. Despite
limited space and resources, the calls from owners
wanting to “dump” their reptiles keep coming.79

Other rescue operations echo the same story, particularly
for common species. The website of North Texas Giant
Snake Rescue makes their situation quite clear, “Due to
the enormous number of requests for rescue and the
limited number of people willing to take them in, we
will no longer be accepting iguanas in house.”80

While there are many reasons reptile owners give 
to explain why they are trying to place their pets 
elsewhere, they typically fall into four categories: 1) size
and temperament; 2) time and financial commitment; 
3) ill health; and 4) loss of interest.

For many years, green iguanas have been one of the
reptile species most commonly offered to rescue 
organizations and zoos. During the 1990s, tens of
thousands of wild-caught and farmed iguanas were
imported into the United States and Canada annually,
so they were widely available at very low prices. In fact,
they were sometimes even given away. Several years ago,
the Canadian National Exhibition, an annual summer
fair in Toronto, featured a midway booth that was
offering young green iguanas as prizes for game winners.

The practice of giving away reptiles also occurs in the
United States. On their website, the Marion County
Herpetological Society describes iguanas and red-eared
sliders being offered as prizes at the Interstate
Amusements of America carnival. The reptiles were
kept in totally inadequate enclosures and were sent
home with game winners in plastic cups.81

While popular and widely available, green iguanas
grow quite large (up to 2 meters in length) with males
becoming territorial and aggressive as they reach 
sexual maturity. Some iguana owners even employ
shields to fend off attacks when they are near their pets.

Young, Burmese pythons, which grow into large, robust,
potentially dangerous adult snakes, and other giant snake
species, are also offered to rescue operations, humane
societies and zoos on a regular basis. Purchased when
they were young they become far more than their 
owners bargained for when they reach maturity.
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The same holds true for many of the monitor lizards
which grow into large, difficult to house adults that 
frequently test the limits of their owners.

Unknowing consumers may also purchase reptiles with
the mistaken impression that they are easy to care for.
In fact, the pet industry often promotes many reptile
species as easy, “alternative” pets that require far less
labour and resources than do dogs or cats. 

While a few hardy species may be managed by novice
hobbyists at a relatively modest expense, a great many
reptiles require expansive enclosures and specialized
care. Purchasing enclosures and all of the assorted 
paraphernalia necessary to keep reptiles alive and
healthy can be expensive and time consuming. For
many owners, it soon becomes more trouble than they
anticipated, so they look for a convenient way to 
dispose of their animal. The lucky few are taken in by
rescue operations, humane societies or zoos, but many
end up languishing in grossly substandard conditions
in bedrooms and basements, eventually expiring
because of poor accommodation and care.

Another reason for the disposal of reptiles is illness or
injury. Lack of proper care and/or inappropriate 
handling can result in a multitude of diseases and
injuries. Unfortunately, treatment can be expensive as
veterinarians specializing in reptiles are few and far
between. For many reptile owners, spending hundreds
or thousands of dollars on veterinary care for an animal
that may have cost just a few dollars is out of the 
question. Some owners may not even recognize the
signs of illness, disease or injury. So they either let their
animal succumb to its illness or injury or look for a
convenient way to dispose of it.82 If they ever decide they
want another reptile, they are cheap and easy to find.

Like many other animals, including cats and dogs, 
reptiles are purchased for a variety of reasons.
Sometimes they are purchased on impulse after a 
customer is attracted to an animal’s color, shape, size or
just because they think it would be an interesting 
animal to own. Others are purchased because of a more
serious, but often passing, interest in reptiles or exotic
pets, or they are purchased for a child who eventually
loses interest. Sadly, a significant number of reptiles are
abandoned simply because their owners lose interest
and don’t want them anymore.
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THE RELEASE OF PET REPTILES

INTO THE WILD

In many cases, pet reptile owners unable to place their
animals elsewhere release them into the wild. Reptile
pets should never be released into wild areas. Most of
them lack the physical and behavioural attributes 
necessary for survival in foreign habitats that are 
outside of their natural, geographic range, so they nearly
always suffer as a result. Some will die of starvation or
predation, while others will die because of cold weather.

Newspapers regularly report reptiles turning up in the
most unlikely places. The July 29, 1999 edition of 
The Toronto Sun featured a short article entitled 
“Icy river no party for ‘gator’.” It described a young,
half-meter long alligator that was captured in the
Oldman River near Lethbridge, Alberta. Local officials
suspect the alligator was dumped into the river by a pet
owner who grew tired of the rapidly growing animal.83

Green iguanas, giant snakes and many other reptiles are
found from time to time throughout Canada. These
animals are almost certainly pets that have been
dumped by irresponsible owners.

Occasionally, reptile pets that are abandoned into 
foreign environments with climatic conditions similar
to their countries of origin survive. In some cases 
they prosper with potentially devastating effects 
to native wildlife.

In Florida, Nile monitor lizards, believed to be ex-pets,
are proliferating and may pose a threat to native
wildlife. They have a varied diet and will eat almost
anything they can catch, including crustaceans, snakes,
other lizards, young alligators, birds, eggs and small
mammals. The lizards could even be a danger to one 
of the state’s largest populations of the protected 
burrowing owl living in Cape Coral.84

In Marathon, Florida, introduced green iguanas are
increasingly being viewed as nuisance animals, generating
complaints from residents.85 What actual effect these
iguanas and other populations in the state now have 
on native wildlife, or will have as they spread further, 
is unknown.

In Kanapolis State Park, Kansas, non-native, western
diamondback rattlesnakes are turning up with some
regularity. While the source of the snakes has not been
determined, Park Manager Rick Martin believes it’s
possible they are released pets.86

While most foreign reptiles could not survive the 
cold winters experienced in most areas of Canada,
some introduced species have nevertheless been able 
to establish themselves. For example, in the City of
Toronto, red-eared slider turtles now populate part of
Grenadier Pond and Riverdale Farm, where they have
displaced most other turtles87 and the Leslie Street Spit.

Introduced populations of red-eared sliders are now
also found in many other locations throughout the
Great Lakes region and British Columbia.

Red-eared sliders have also established themselves in
other parts of the world, including South Korea, where
their importation is now prohibited. The Ministry of
Environment announced the ban in response to 
complaints that the turtles were killing off native fish.
A study by the Environmental Planning Center of
Seoul National University found that red-eared sliders
also eat aquatic insects, frogs and young snakes.88

The Nature Conservation Society of Japan conducted
a survey of 802 turtle sites in July and August 2003.
Most of the turtles they found were non-native 
red-eared sliders. They conclude that 60% of all turtles
in Japan are species that were imported as pets.89

Other introduced reptile species include eastern box
turtles in southern Ontario and Western pond turtles
and European wall lizards in British Columbia.90 
No one in Canada has yet studied the impact these 
introduced reptiles have on resident, native species in
the areas in which they have become established.

European wall lizards were introduced to Victoria,
British Columbia in the late 1970s. They survived in
the moderate climate and have since spread throughout
the Saanich peninsula. No one yet knows if they are
having a negative impact on native Alligator lizards.
University of Victoria biology professor Pat Gregory
thinks all foreign species should be taken seriously,
“Just because we haven’t observed a depressing effect on
the population of the Alligator Lizard doesn’t mean it
isn’t happening. There’s nothing really obvious in terms
of their negative effects, but here might be some less
obvious effects.”91 

Releasing pets into the wild also has the potential of
introducing potentially damaging disease organisms to
existing wildlife populations. 

In many areas the release of reptiles or any captive wild
animals for that matter, may also be illegal. 
Many jurisdictions prohibit the release of wild 
animals into natural environments, except by special 
government permit. 
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Both wild caught and captive bred reptiles can be
found in the pet trade in Canada. Many wild caught
specimens are exported from their countries of origin
directly into Canada, while others are exported to
another country and then re-exported to Canada. 

THE IMPORT OF REPTILES 

INTO CANADA 

Canada does not comprehensively document the trade
in live reptiles. Species listed on the ANNEXES of 
the Convention on International Trade in Endangered
Species (CITES) require a CITES import permit before
entering Canada, but non-CITES-listed species do not.

All turtles and tortoises however do require an import
permit from the Canadian Food Inspection Agency
(CFIA), largely because of disease concerns. Other 
reptiles are no longer regulated under the Health of
Animals Regulations, so no CFIA import permit or
health certificate is required before entry into Canada
and no inspection will normally be done at the border. 

The majority of the statistics contained in this section
have been compiled from a review of CITES import
and export permits acquired through the federal Access
to Information process. CFIA turtle and tortoise
import permits were not examined.

From 1995 until 2000, 117,657 CITES-listed live 
reptiles (excluding personal pets imported by private
individuals) were imported into Canada. There are no
statistics regarding the number of non-CITES-listed
reptiles imported into Canada, but it is thought to be
greater than the number of listed specimens. 

For example, according to the Humane Society of the
United States (HSUS) report Reptiles As Pets, An
Examination of the Trade in Live Reptiles in the United
States (2001) 21,574 Green anoles (Anolis carolinensis)
were exported into Canada from the United States in
1997 alone. The number of that one non-CITES-listed
species is 2,069, greater than the number of all CITES-
listed reptile species for that same year. Clearly a great
many unrecorded reptiles enter Canada each year.

The HSUS report also indicates that several years 
earlier in 1993, the United States exported 224,768
reptiles (both CITES and non-CITES-listed species) to
Canada. Clearly, Canada’s CITES import records do
not accurately reflect the actual numbers of reptiles
entering Canada.

While evidence suggests the reptile pet trade as a whole
has continued to experience growth, the number of
CITES-listed live reptiles imported into Canada seems
to have remained relatively constant averaging around
20,000 individuals per year. The growth in trade 
may be the result of increased captive breeding 
within Canada and a greater number of imports of 
non-CITES-listed reptile species. 

In the 2001–2002 time period, the Green iguana
(Iguana iguana) was the most common CITES-listed
species brought into Canada with 15,970 specimens
represented in the records. Ball pythons (Python regius)
were the next most popular with 7,846 individuals
imported, followed by the Longtail lizard (Takydromus
sexliniatus) at 3,800 individuals and the Savannah
monitor (Varanus exanthematicus) at 2,811. The top 
10 CITES-listed species imported into Canada in 
2001-2002 totaled 40,991 individuals.

Wild-caught CITES-listed specimens imported in
2001-2002 came from around the world. Indonesia
was the top exporter to Canada with 14,975 individuals,
followed by El Salvador with 12,658 and then Ghana
with 12,468. In total, at least 54,738 wild-caught 
animals were imported during this period. 

Quebec was the most substantial importer of CITES-
listed reptiles with 45,467 individuals, while Ontario
was a distant second with 10,171 and British
Columbia third with 933. 

The Green iguana was also the most common CITES-
listed species imported into Canada from 1995 – 2000.
In total, 65,372 green iguanas were brought into the
country. 11,274 individuals were imported in 1995
growing to a high of 13,893 in 1997 and then falling
to 9,980 in 2000. 

During that same period, 3,669 Savannah monitor
lizards (Varanus exanthematicus), 945 Nile monitors
(Varanus niloticus), 9,166 ball pythons (Python regius),
1,780 boa constrictors (Boa constrictor) were also imported.
The 10 most commonly imported CITES-listed species
comprised 93,217 of the total number imported.

Lizards comprised the greatest number of CITES-listed
reptile species imported into Canada, followed by
snakes and the turtles/tortoises and crocodilians.

Wild caught CITES-listed reptiles were shipped 
to Canada from Indonesia (9,776 individuals)
Suriname (8,505), Madagascar (7,794) and a number
of other countries. 

During this time period Quebec ranked first as the
province with the largest number of imported CITES-
listed reptiles, while Ontario was second and British
Columbia a distant third. The most significant
importers of live reptiles were Mirdo Imports and
Animart in Quebec and Massassauga Imports, Ontario24
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Pet Supply and the Port Credit Pet Center in Ontario.
Tens of thousands of reptiles enter Canada every year.
Many of these animals are wild caught, including
many monitor lizards, a diverse range of snake species, 
significant numbers of chameleons, anoles and other
species. The rest of the imports are non-CITES-listed
species. These animals are in addition to those that are
caught from the wild or captive-bred within Canada,
and those that are illegally acquired. 

NOTE: The information contained in the various
charts that follow has been compiled from CITES 
documents obtained from Environment Canada
through the federal Access to Information process. In a
few cases, the documents were incomplete, unclear or
contained misspelled common and scientific names.
For that reason, some information included in the
charts has been designated as N/A (information not
available) or U (unknown). 

A number of abbreviations can be found in the import
charts. Designations for the type of permit (issued in
the country of origin prior to import into Canada) are:
E (export), R (reexport) and O (other). 

In several charts, the following source codes can 
be found: W (wild caught), C (captive-bred), F 
(specimens resulting from the exchange of gametes
under captive conditions or propagated asexually in
captivity that do not fulfill the definition of bred in
captivity), R (ranched) and U (unknown). 

SOURCES OF CAPTIVE-BRED REPTILES

Two major sources of captive-bred reptiles for the
Canadian pet trade are breeding farms in the United
States, Latin America and a small number of other
regions and small scale reptile breeding operations in
Canada and the United States.

Reptile ranches and farms tend to produce very 
large quantities of a few high-demand species such 
as red-eared sliders or green iguanas that can be 
mass-marketed to consumers.

Most of the smaller breeding operations on the other
hand produce a lesser number of reptiles but a much
wider range of species. Some breeding operations are
single person businesses producing just a few surplus
animals each year, while others are larger scale 
commercial operations producing hundreds or 
thousands of animals annually. Some of them specialize
in producing bizarre colour variations of particular
snake and lizard species.

CHART ABBREVIATIONS

Canada

AB Alberta

BC British Columbia

MB Manitoba 

ON Ontario

QC Quebec

International

BEN Benin MLI Mali

BDI Burundy MOZ Mozambique

BRA Brazil MYS Malaysia

BWI British West Indies NIC Nicaragua

CHE Switzerland NLD Netherlands

CMR Cameroon NOR Norway

COL Columbia PRY Paraguay

CRA Comores RUS Russia

CRI Costa Rica SDN Sudan 

CYM Cayman Islands SLB Solomon Islands

CZE Czech Republic SLV Slovakia

DEU Germany SVN Slovenia

DNK Denmark SWE Sweden

GBR Great Britian SUR Suriname

GHA Ghana TGO Togo

GUY  Guyana THA Thailand

GTM Guatemala TZA Tanzania

HTI Haiti USA United States

IDN Indonesia UKR Ukraine

JPN Japan VEN Venezuela 

LBN Lebanon YEM Yemen

MDG Madagascar ZAI Zaire

MEX Mexico
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A wide range of businesses, organizations and individuals
promote the trade and keeping of reptiles as pets in
Canada. Among these are some national and regional
pet store chains, local pet stores, specialty reptile stores,
small scale commercial breeders, internet retailers, 
hobbyist organizations, reptile zoos, traveling reptile
shows and individual hobbyists.

In Canada, the sale of live reptiles and reptile associated
products is a significant part of the pet market and
seems to be growing each year. In the United States, the
reptile sector of the pet industry is estimated to be
worth $2 billion annually.92

Reptiles are sold by individual collectors, importers,
commercial breeders, internet dealers and retail outlets. 

Reptile prices range from just a few dollars for very
common species (e.g., green anoles) to thousands of
dollars for rare species or special colour variations. A
sample list of reptile prices is contained in ANNEX 3
of this report.

PET STORES AND THE PET INDUSTRY

Many national and regional pet store chains, private
non-chain retailers, specialty reptile stores and the Pet
Industry Joint Advisory Council (PIJAC), Canada’s
national pet industry association, promote the keeping
of reptiles as pets, claiming they are a logical alternative
to more labour intensive and sometimes problematic
animals, such as dogs. 

Many of the larger pet store chains in Canada offer 
customers live reptiles and reptile products. These
chains include PetSmart, Super Pet and Petland. While
some of them position live reptiles and amphibians in
specialty areas, others, such as PetSmart, often place
their reptile displays closer to the main entrance of each
store, presumably for increased customer exposure.

Interestingly, one of western Canada’s largest pet store
chains, Petcetera, does not stock or sell exotic animals.
Dan Urbani, President and Founder of Petcetera,
believes exotics are often the result of pop culture
trends. People often want them, “but they don’t have
the knowledge to care for them properly.”93 Because of
lack of knowledge and misunderstanding of exotic 
animals, Petcetera does not support their sale. They do
however facilitate the adoption of some exotic animals
through their Adoption Centre.94

A number of non-chain pet stores carry live reptiles
and reptile products, with several focusing almost
entirely on reptiles and amphibians. For example, the
Port Credit Pet Centre in Mississauga, Ontario adver-
tises itself as “Reptile Central” and features a range of
species for sale. In February 2003, their website listed
numerous python species (e.g., blood, green tree,
Burmese), a diversity of boa constrictors, as well as
bull, pine, rat, corn and king snakes as being available.
At the time, they were also advertising several monitor
lizard species, as well as geckos, chameleons, bearded
dragons, water dragons and skinks. In September 2003
their website claimed “Our vast collection is increasing
daily, allowing us to bring you just about anything you
could possibly wish for.”95 

Another retailer, The Reptile Store, in Hamilton,
Ontario bill themselves as a top retailer of reptiles and
specialty products. In addition to carrying relatively
common reptile species, such as royal pythons, beard-
ed dragons and leopard geckos, the store also tells 
customers they can obtain more unusual species, such
as tree boas and monitor lizards.96 

PET INDUSTRY JOINT ADVISORY

COUNCIL (PIJAC) CANADA

PIJAC is the national organization that represents and
promotes the interests of all segments of the pet industry.
In their mission statement, they say they are “dedicated
to ensuring the highest level of pet care attainable and
a guarantee of a fair and equitable representation for all
facets of the Canadian pet industry.”97

PIJAC Canada started in 1988 when a number 
of Toronto-area pet industry members set up the 
organization in response to local legislative activity.
Other regional pet trade associations were asked to join
resulting in the creation of Canada’s first national 
pet trade organization. Since that time, PIJAC 
has established several regional divisions.98

In addition to representing the interests of the pet
industry in the political arena, PIJAC offers several
services to their members. One of these is a voluntary
training initiative called the Certified Companion
Animal Specialists Program, which includes a Certified
Reptile Specialist course. Their specialty courses involve
one home study module and one seminar module. 

In addition to defending the keeping of reptiles in
political debates and offering their course on reptile
housing and care, PIJAC also allows reptile retailers to
participate in their trade shows. 

PIJAC is opposed to the keeping of crocodilians and
venomous reptiles.
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COMMERCIAL IMPORTERS

A number of relatively small scale businesses and 
private individuals import reptiles into Canada for the
pet trade. They handle a diversity of species including
wild caught, farmed and privately-bred specimens.
While some of these animals are shipped directly 
from their countries of origin, many are re-exports
from the United States. 

One of the largest commercial operations is Mirdo
Importations Canada Inc. According to their website,
they maintain a large number and variety of reptiles in
“150 assorted sizes of terrariums and aquariums and
500 assorted sizes of drawer system for keeping reptiles
and snakes individually. Our inventory is extensive,
and has many species of captive-bred reptiles from our
facility, which are in demand worldwide.”99

DOMESTIC BREEDERS AND 

INTERNET RETAILERS

A large number of small scale reptile breeders in
Canada and the United States offer animals for sale to
other retailers and/or the general public. While most
suppliers in Canada are quite small, with many being
individual hobbyists who simply sell whatever offspring
they produce from their personal collections, others are
more professional, commercially-oriented operations.
The majority of them do not operate walk-in retail 
locations but instead advertise their animals through
internet websites and other means. A number are also
involved in the importation of captive-bred and wild
caught animals from the United States and abroad.

Many of these small breeders focus on particular
groups or species of reptiles. For example, Henry
Piorun Reptiles in British Columbia offers primarily
python species for sale,100 as does Constable Reptiles in
Ontario,101 while High Quality Reptiles specializes in
designer leopard geckos.102

HOBBYIST ORGANIZATIONS

A number of amateur reptile hobbyist organizations
exist in Canada. Most have a relatively small membership
base and their activities are usually organized and carried
out by volunteers. These organizations include the
Westcoast Society for the Protection and Conservation of
Reptiles, the Alberta Reptile and Amphibian Society
and the Ontario Herpetological Society. 

Despite their small size and numbers, these organizations
are often the most vocal opponents of municipal 
measures to control the reptile trade and prohibitions
on the keeping of certain kinds of reptiles.

In addition to hobbyist groups focused only on reptiles
and amphibians, exotic pet groups surface from time to
time. For example, the Canadian Exotic Animal
Owners Association, a group that claimed to represent
a diversity of hobbyists and experts, was active several
years ago, but now appears to be inactive. 

REPTILE EXPOS AND FAIRS

Reptile expos and fairs in Canada are much smaller and
occur less frequently than they do in the United States.
However, collectively they still involve dozens of 
vendors and thousands of individual reptiles annually.
Most reptile events are organized by local and regional
hobbyist organizations and provide a way for members
and other reptile enthusiasts to buy, sell, trade and 
display their animals and associated products to their
peers. Reptile expos and fairs have occurred in British
Columbia, Alberta and Ontario.

The largest North American event is the National
Reptile Breeders Expo which is held twice yearly in
Florida. This show typically features more than 500
vendor tables and thousands of individual reptiles
ranging in price from $10 to $10,000. 

Consumer pet shows featuring a range of domesticated
and exotic animal species also feature a significant 
reptile component. For example, the September 2003
Totally Pets Show in Mississauga, Ontario included a
range of retailers selling reptiles, including bearded
dragons, panther chameleons, tegu lizards, ball
pythons and other species. The show also included 
several businesses that offer reptile presentations to
schools, clubs and private functions. 

57

“Reptile prices range from just a

few dollars for very common species

(e.g., green anoles) to thousands of

dollars for rare species or special

colour variations.”



TRAVELING REPTILE SHOWS

As the number of reptiles kept as pets has increased, so
has the number of traveling reptile shows. Some of
them are ad hoc, being individual hobbyists who bring
their animals into schools, community centers, shopping
malls and service clubs on an occasional basis. A few of
these people charge a nominal fee, but typically their
presentations are done free of charge.

There are also a number of organized, commercial
operations that provide reptile displays and shows to
schools, community groups, businesses, parties and
special events. Examples include Sciensational Snakes,
Reptilia, Safari Jeff, The Reptile Roadshow and the
SCALES Zoo. Most have fixed fees for single shows
and a sliding scale for additional shows. Reptilia,
SCALES Zoo and some others offer presentations both
on and off-site.

Sciensational Snakes offers small group presentations at
a rate of $150 for one show, $250 for a half day and
$350 for a full day.103 Large group rates for displays and
shows run from $300 to over $1000 depending on the
size and duration of the events and the number of
shows involved.104

Reptilia advertises a number of different programs.
Small group presentations run from $185 for one show
to $460 for five shows. Auditorium presentations are
priced at $500, while combination reptile displays and
shows start at $900.105

REPTILE & EXOTIC ANIMAL 

MAGAZINES

Several commercially produced US-based reptile 
magazines are sold in pet stores across Canada. Reptiles
Magazine produced in Mission Viejo, California and
Reptile & Amphibian Hobbyist produced in Neptune
City, New Jersey are two of the most popular.

Animal Finder’s Guide (AFG), a publication produced
in Prairie Creek, Indiana caters to producers and 
owners of exotic pets and alternative livestock. Each
edition of this monthly magazine contains hundreds of
classified ads, and often includes a number from
Canada, offering everything from turtles to tigers for
the right price and a number of articles written by exotic
animal owners. The magazine claims to have thousands
of subscribers throughout North America.

In Canada, a short-lived publication called The
Canadian Conservationist Journal surfaced a number of
years ago but disappeared after several issues. More
recently, A Breed Apart, Canada’s Exotics Digest, 
produced in Bradford, Ontario started up. Each edition
of this magazine features a variety of articles about a
range of non-domesticated animal species. Several reptile
hobbyist groups also produce their own newsletters or
magazines but these are not usually available at 
commercial newsstands.
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Although the exact number of reptiles exported out of
Canada is not known, an examination of CITES
export documents suggest that the number is relatively
modest. This stands in sharp contrast to the United
States which exports millions of reptiles every year.

From 1996 until 2001, 10,909 CITES-listed live reptiles
were exported from Canada. There are no statistics regarding
the number of exported, non-CITES-listed reptiles.

The Green iguana (Iguana iguana) was the most 
commonly exported CITES-listed species with 5,082
individuals exported between 1996 and 2001. 1,362
individuals were exported in 1996, 1,490 in 1998 and
less than 1,000 in other years during that time period.

During that same period, 947 veiled chameleons
(Chamaeleo calyptratus), 746 panther chameleons
(Chamaeleo pardalis), 352 ball pythons (Python regius)
and 285 Boettger’s day geckos (Phelsuma v-nigra)
were also exported. The 10 most commonly exported
CITES-listed species comprised 8,361 of the total
export number.

Lizards comprised the greatest number of CITES-listed
reptile species exported Canada, followed by snakes
and then turtles, tortoises and crocodilians.

The United States was the primary recipient of 
CITES-listed reptiles from Canada receiving 2,953
individuals. Japan was a not too distant second 
receiving 2,205 animals, while France received 1,601,
Hong Kong 1,092, Thailand 1,000, Ukraine 877 
and Poland 693. 

Quebec ranked first as the province with the greatest
number of exports (7,283), followed by Ontario
(2,517) and British Columbia (612). 

Since there is little tracking of reptile exports, the actual
numbers of animals leaving the country cannot be
determined with any certainty. 59
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