Exotic Pets

Owning a pet is a privilege 47% of households in the UK enjoy, currently an amazing 13 million households have pets. Exotic pets such as snakes, lizards, tortoises and spiders are becoming increasingly popular, with approximately 1.9 million exotic pets in the UK today! Keeping exotic pets can be relatively straightforward once the animals’ individual requirements are met, but the initial cost of a vivarium with specific lighting, heat, humidity, and slightly unusual food can reach hundreds of pounds before an animal is even purchased. 

Your vet will be able to discuss all of these essential requirements with you, advise you on where and what to buy, and will be able to help if that animal becomes sick. Most exotic pets if kept in the correct environment rarely become ill so getting their husbandry right is absolutely vital.

One example are bearded dragons or ‘beardies’ which originate from the Australian desert. To mimic this lizards natural environment we need to create an artificial sun using a special mercury vapour bulb which provides a source of daylight, heat, and ultraviolet (UV) light. Alternatively a spot light and ultraviolet strip light can be used as long as UVA and UVB are emitted by the bulb; these UV strips will need replacing every 6 months as the UV radiation deteriorates over time. All heating and lighting is usually placed at one end of the vivarium to create a temperature gradient which allows the beardy to choose where it feels comfortable, several hides or shelters need to be included, a minimum of one at the ‘hot end’ and one at the ‘cold end’. Thermometers at each end of the vivarium allow you to monitor the environment closely and adjust the temperature accordingly. A hygrometer which measures humidity should also be installed.

Beardies need to bask, or sunbathe, for up to 12 hours per day to warm their bodies, kick starting their metabolism so they will eat and function normally.  Insects such as locusts, crickets, mealworms or wax worms, should be dusted in calcium powder, which is important to maintain healthy bones, and fed 3-4 times weekly. Bugs can be bought in tubs from your local exotic pet shop and are fed live. Beardies also need a varied diet of vegetable and plant material available daily, along with a wide shallow water bowl to bath in and drink from. 

Each species will have individual requirements and as long as we try to understand where they come from and how they live in the wild we can hopefully create an environment that closely matches their natural one. If you’re thinking of getting an exotic pet your vet will be more than happy to speak to you and advise you on keeping a healthy and happy pet!

