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Some thoughts on reptile caging

Naturalistic versus minimalisticenclosuresforyourreptiles

Former manager of the Australian Reptile Park and experienced keeper
Rob Paorter discusses the pros and cons of various enclosure styles. While
giving us graat advice on the construction of our’home habitats, he also
describes the evolution of his own philosophy in this very important

aspect of reptile keeping.

A4 B voung enthugiadtic repile keeper just
enkering the hobby, my outhsok on reptile caging
wad abways to bry and recreste g slice of natural
enviranment m aptvity, ‘Whether this was done
with the wiew of brying to make the subject more
conkent by providing a microcosm of where it
liwed naturaly, or to pleass my own asdthetlic
whim, is a matter for debate. | would often strive
o establish Fitle fragmerts of forest using live
plarts ingtalled in pots or planted in the substrate
of the endlosures. These, almast withoaut fail, would
guickly deteriorate snd die &0 agoresngly slow
death due 1o irduMcient light, peor drainags, over
ar under watering, being sbused by the reptilian
inmates, ar & combiration of thess ayents, Rle,
pieces of cul planl brarches wese tred, either
pushed into the substrate and supported by
racks, ar in small bottles of water b mairdain thair
Treshregs, Agsin their lile expecltancy wes Neeting,
and & the colection grew, the whole process
became very time consuming. The gap betwesn
replacing the folage becsme longer and langer,

urttl eventually it had almsost compoited el

Geadualy, the thought of maintaming amy
sort of natural plant life in endosures desipated
campletaly. Neyer mind, | still hsd wome semblance
of the natural esvronment, with pieces of bark
and rocks for hiding places. But theie nesded to
b werubbed or replacsd requlady &8 thes rough
surfsces weere difficult toe clean, and having enough
replacements o fulfl the purpose was not sheays
practicsl Consequently, mary af thase nstural
refuges were replaced with plastic pot saucers or
cantainary with hales cut in the side These sre not
a5 plaiting 1o the eye but they are &ay 16 mstall,
lightweight, meadily svailsble, cheap, good =t
retaining humidity and smple o dean,

The practicalibes of manlEinmg a ragidly
exparding oolection with an ever decrsasing
arraurtt of spare tire eventually Toroes the gradual
abardonment of almast all traces ol netural
landscape, in fovour of & sterile, totsly artifical
captive ermdronmentt designed i minimize the
tene spent on &l aspects of mairenance The
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sltractwely made timber emclosure with Trom
viemwirg glass is replaced by cheap but very practical
plastic tubd, or &1 he extrame of mirdmalism, the
nire ubdquitout rack Sytem. Here the endasures
compnse regimented rows of dentical  bawes,
paper substrate ard plastic hides snd water boads
The bises are often held so neatly in the rack 1hat
na lid is reguired even for the mast escape-prone
fpacimeen, thud reducing the e equired Toe
maintenance even further

| think these systemns heve some Eremendous
sdvantages, andilit means the caged are rmairrlainesd
&t & higher standad of hygene because of this,
it is betber For all concernesd, From the reptilisn
yeeapoinl B s debatable whether such & dinical
envimnmert would seem much different 1o one
wankaining rstural furnishings. Lets Face it, bath
are highly artificial and contrived, provided thal the
features contained in the endosure supply 2l the
animal’s badse needs, and aliow it to perferm rarmal
Tunctions and behaviows without kindrance. Seme
of these symthetic fems may indeed be inadequate
foe soeme purposes. For smample, & dimbing
sbructure for & snake should be at beast slighily
rough to supply the reptile with sufficient grip to
stale the item, 50 8 smooth piece af PYC pips woulkd
make the pob very dfficult Textured itemrs wuch
& mcks or mough-barked branches also play an
important ke in aseting with skin shedding s
the appropriate time. Providing a thevmal gradient
in these racks is also straightforward ard wvery
efficient. Mast systems have healing strips installsd
in the rack structure, often with thermostats oe
thecstats combrofing the temperatures in each row
af baxey

Two impoetant considerations which ase often
not addressed by racks are lighting and wentilation.
The former parametsr is difficult o design inta

8 rack-tyge sef up Decause of 1he need for dgace
bath 1o install the lighting eguipment, and abko 1o
alliw the &scape al heat praduced by the littngs
amd or glabestubes. The boxes uliized in these
rack systems aee wsually made of trarsparent or
trandlucent pladtic so. a3 long ad thers B g in
the surrourding roam, either ratueal or artificial,
the inhabitants wsll still receive 8 photogeriod
wenprating day ard might. However, for spedes
requiring either a high mtemsity of light or specific
wavebengths such as UV such rack systems ane
Aot resly suitsble. Ventilstion is sormething that is
often overlooked in many cage designs; efficent
ventilation can contribute grestly to the wel being
al the enclodure inbabilants, bath drectly thrawgh
fresh aw turnover and alse by minimising the build
up of pobentially detrimental bactena ard fungsl
pathagens.

| must stress that the main subjects of
this atiche are Brards and froge, ad naturalistic
erlodures hold partcudar problems for hawing
snakes. |t certainly can be done, but the fumishings
reed b be much more eedilient @nd cope wath
hegy bodied reptiles dimbing all ower them. Ao,
corsidering the amount of faecal matter produced
by sraked, arnd health Hsues ssocisted with close
contact with substrates such as wentral blisbering,
specil atterbtion needs o be paid to mairterance
amd cleaning and alsa the type of substrabe used.

Eo, by a process of “henpetocultursl evolution?
my reptile howsing palicy had changed from high-
maintenance but attractive returalishe enclosuras,
to bow-maint=nance, peactical but sesthebcally
baoring tubs, howewer, at least | had the time o
weryice themn gt the lewsl that the inhabitams
deserved. Recertly howeser, | ssem to have been
spending less and less time an iy collection, and
| thauwght it was becauss | had less svailable time,

and the minimalisl endasures had fewer damards.
Bt it became apparent that there veas an additional
regson - theie setups had certsinly decraisad the
amount ol maintenance required, but their sterle,
soubleis appeacance was smply not condudive
1o being able 16 appreciate the ardnali, thesr
behaviours arsd the caplive ermdronment in which
thiry are maintained. Been wher the aremals weathin
wap aclive they alten coulde™ be phiervad sadily
& there is o direct viewing theough the translucent
plaitic wealk of their bokes. Cormeguenthy, |vas less
alle o appradiate the reptde for what they are;
amazing Feirg amganizms that over millions of years
had become perfectly adapted bo thesr own habital

To be asble o obierve & caplive aramal
behawirg & it woulkd in nature is one of the grestess
privileges of being able to keep reptiles in captivity,
partcuarly in anenclosure that replicates its nstural
setting. | realised that the mirimalist approach veas
notwarking for me, and the more kow maintenance
and sterile the setup, the less enjoyment | neceived
fram my charges, contradicting the main reason
for entering the hobby in the first plsce. 5o the
wheel had umed full circle, and | Tound mnvsell
re-examiring the potential for establishing more
naturalistic anclodures, but this tme with a user-
friendly mairtenance program. Gone are the plastc
tubs - they have been replaced with attractive
enckasures it up n a fashion to mamic the reptile’s
natural environment and habitat, but which require
a manageable amount of upkeep.

First, bet's ook at the sndasures themialves, The
herp hobby has gone forward in leaps and bounds
m the last 10-15 years and the range of spedalized
wivaris avalable on the market i@ extensive. Some
af these are ideal for the naturalistic approach,
especially the all-glass endosures manufactured by
companies such as BxoTers, Reptde One and Zoa
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Mad. Many of these are suppled complete with relatkely naneml
backdrops, an essential part of oreating an asstheticaly pleasing
arntificial enviranment. The importance of good ventllation has also
heen addmssed i these commaercially available cages in recent
wears with systems promating good air Aoe with wents at different
heights standard In most brands, The overall size and design
mast be dictated by the captive requirements of the ardmals they
house, but cther fpatumes such a5 access 1o the enclosure and its
inhabitarts may be a matter of personal preference. Pemonally,
1 am a great fan of the hinged opening doar as cpposed o the
sliding-glass cpendng. | have aksays found the later somewhat
problematic with debris bacoming caught in the frack héndering
mavemant, and alse the limitations of access when anly ong half
of the door cam be apen a1 a tims.

The main disadvantages of these commercial encosures
arg thelr cost, with prices ranging from $150-5300 for a medium
sized all-glass tank aff the shelf, and their imited size range,
especially at the lrger end of the scale. Another option ik ta have
an enclosare cussom-huilt to your awn specifications. This does
have some magor advantages, not the least of which is being able
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to design an enchasure to specifically mest the
demands of a particular type of reptile, while at
the same time inconparating all the features you
likee o requine, both for the inhabitant’s berefis and
also for personal taste and aesthetics. f youw have a
basic knowledgpe of genenal construction, these is a
huge rarge af materials and products suitable for
replile encloswes, ncluding timber, plastic, glass,
aluminium, steel, etc. and significant cost-saving
can be achieved as lang a3 you have the time. If
you are planning ta hawe 2 custom enclosune made
by & tradessman it will probably work out at least as
eapensiee as an off-the-shelf product, and often it
rmay be sigrificamly mone

Ore prodict that | have found excelient o
use for reptie and amphibian enclosures s squane
aluminium tube held together by dgld plastic
fittings. Thens are several brands available such
a5 Dubeloc and “Speedframe; and suppliers will

usually cut pieces ta length acconding o your
requirements. Dnce all the pieces and the necessary
fittings hawe been acquined it is just @ matter of
knacking the frame tegether with a rubber maller
and it is ready o ga and has the addied advantages
af being strorg, lightesight and resilient Once
the framework has been assembled it is then a
el of "Illil‘\-g i thee gides, top and botiom with
whatewer material you prefer; glass. Perspex, plastic,
H:p‘wl:'bl:lﬂ. Fesh, e, Chosen 1o mesl your e and
your reptile’s specific needs. & futune article will
laak &1 the comdtriction steps reguired 10 build and
decarate ane of these custom-madie enclosunes
Onee the cape has been completed, it & then
time to decide on how to furnish and decorate it
Thiz i where a decision needs to be made with
regard to the lewel of naturalsm requined In the
finished product, eq. bee ar artificial plants, natural
substrates, furnishings, et As mentioned earlier,

y I_- Today the

quality of
some artificial
plants is
s0 good
even those
interested
in the real
thing have
a hard time
distinguishing
them at a
glance.

the use of ive plants in reptile cages is somewhat
problematic, although the sdence behind i
has come a long way in recent years. Far those
interested in this aspect of husbandry | highly
recommend a series of articles that heve been
pubished gwer the last Peve vears in the American
magazing Rephies, by Rex Lew Searcey. These
articles discuss in great detail all the Fnportant
aspacts of successfully maintaining and growing
live plants in reptile enclosures, Subjedts such as
dralnagae, substrates, lighting, etc. are all covered
in degth, providing sacellent guidelines in s simple
ard straightforaard manner, While the successul
e af lve plants is achievable, it is still a relatively
high maintenance echnique which many keapers
may aspe 1o but simply don't have the time to
establish and witimately maintain, especially for
large collections, Conseguently, my personal choice
Wik 10 use a combination of natural and artificial
furnishings, plus good quality artficial plants.

In days gone by, the term “ariificial plants®
conjured wp images of gaudy, glossy Eme-green
plastic imitations that ondy really looked at hame
on Mana's mantelpiece! Today the quality of some
artificial plants t5 50 good even those interested
in the neal thing havwe a hard time distinguishing
thesm at a glance, This quality does come at a price
hawsewer, with top of the mnge products selling for
S04 o rone for eyen a mediurn-sized Spedimen. It
really comes down o a personal choloe as 1o how
authentic you want your enclosure 1o kak, and
same of tha lower priced products can sl ook
very natwral paricularly in enclodures with less
Intensi lighting, Check owt some of the suppliers
onlinge, most have goad intemet catalogues with a
wide range of plant types sultable for most species
and enclogures. There are even realistic Ausbralian
native plants available for those whe want 10 be
truly awthentic.



The niext declsion to tackle is the backgrownd,
There is no point gaing to great lengths o establish
a natural captive sefiing i the most noticeabls
feature is the floral wallpaper visible through the
ack glass, or the white melamine aof the Back wall
of the enclosure. Many commercially awailable
enclasures are now supplied with ready-fmsde
and colgured natural  backgrownds,  Although
the quality of these does vary, mast will fulfil the
general pepose of providing a beckground o
blend in with the natural fumishings. If you ane
more particular about the authenticity of the
surrotndings, or you have bullt your cam custom
mmade enclogune, then another option is 1o make
your own background, Again, techralogy and
the arrival of new produects an the market mesns
this is achievalle by keegers with no mone skills
than the aweraqe home handyman, and there ane
warying degnesas of sophistication in the style and
technigues wsed, “You Tube™ has a maltitude of
budding enclosure landscapers, all using different
mthods 1o oreate thelr mastenpleces.., and some of
these are truly awful! However, it is 2 good place to
pick up 3 tew ckills and ideas when you are Sing
(211 8

My chioicewas towse polystyrene foam sheets of
warying thicknesses, ghied to a phywooed bacdkhboard
a5 the basis far my new backgrounds and altheugh
ey first attempts were bess than  conwinging,
with a little more practice and experimentation
with different tools and implements, the quality
5 improving. The main equipment equired is a
shanp or serraped kitchen knife, or prelerably a
heat knife, which will certainly make cuts easier
and & lot less messy. Once your background has
been roughly cansed to your liking the edges can
be made mone natual and ‘weathered” by the use
of & heat guin o hairdryer 1o soften and round the

cut edges, i |5 alse possible to install a heat cord
into the surfsce of the bam to provide an mbuwilt
heat pad. The cord can be pushed through fram the
bk of the encloswee and a groove of appropriate
sipe and lengih can be melted ino the surface of

The sand serves two
roles, firstly to add a
natural colour and finish
to the rockwork, and
secondly it provides
a rough surface
permitting grip for
climbing reptiles.

the fodem info which the cable can be prested, One
wiord of caution with this technigue, because of
the insulative properties of the foam, heat build up
araund the cabbe can e extessive and needs 1o e
meonitored and preferably contralled by a rheostat
or dirnmer 1o make swe il doesin overbeat and
meelt the foam. Most of the commecially available
foams contain a fire-retardant, so will not suppart
combustion, however they will melt and give off
tawic fumes if they overheat,

The advantages ol wsing foam ane that it s
wary light, relatively cheap and with a litte trial and
arrar, quite sasy bo work. The main disadvantage
i5 that It |5 mdd wery strong and resiliant, so it mest
b= covered with some type of coating to protect

it from the enclosure inhabitants, and also from
vigarous cleaning that may be reguired fram time
ta time, Thare are several options, but remember
many products will act as a solvent to palystyrene,
Soiry anid S0Ck Lo 8 water-based prod ol il possible,
and if not, try the material on a samiple of foam first
1o rake sure the resulls of your hard swork don't
dissohee befare your eyes!

After a Btle research and inguiry | decided
ugron a FVA glee and samd mis mainky beoause the
miaterials are cheap and easy to obfain. and the glee
is warer-Dased and non-Loxic. The I;||LI'E is diluted 1o
araund one part glue o one part water and applied
by & hand-sprayer or brush ower the suface. The
process 5 basically a series of layers of diluted gl
sprayed anta the carved foam, aver which handfuls
of sand are scattered, follovweed by more ghue, more
sand, etc. It is possible to apply abaut three thin
caats al Pyl interspersad with two applications
of sand befare the foam is keft ovemight to dry
thoraughly, always fmishing with & coat of gluee o
seal the wiork, Placing the work in frant of a Gaincwsill
greatly speed up the drying process. Keep applying
these layers until the foem s completely covensd in
sand, and then apply a final coat or two of glue
give the suace a strong, resilient inish, The sand
serves twio rodes, firstly to add a natwsl colour and
firish 12 the rockveork, and secondly it provides a
raLgh surface permitting geip for dimbing reprtiles,
Thee final tez coats af glue will take a Wtle of the
raoughness aff the surface, but this will make
cheaning slightly easier. Any type of sand can be
used, preferably it shoukd mach the rack oslowrs
of the species’ natural habitat. If this lsn't pessible,
the inithed surface can be further enhanced with
diluted acrylic paEnt in appropriate colours, again
applizd by a hand-spray bottle. More glue can be
sprayed over the final paint finish for ackdtional
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protection. This is probably the most time-
tonsuming part of the whole construction process
bt it can also be the mast fun, experimenting with
differert colours and textures. it doesn't matter if
wau get it wrong, because you can just paint ower
the top uril you achieve a finish you like.

Substrabe is the next ares to tackle IF the
enclosure is attempting 1o replicate the animals
natural habiat as closely 2= paossible, # makes
sens= bo try and use a fioor covenng indine with this
approsche. Hoeewer, some natural substrates are
simply impractical for use in caging and others may
meen cause health comcerns far the inhabitars
Coarse sandy subsirates can bead to digestive tract
problems such a5 mpaction if ingested in quantity,
while other very fine materials can become very
dusty when dry. Fine sands such as washed beach
sand, plasterers sand. or red desert =and are ideal
and readily #vailable, while com-peat made from
ground coconut fibres is also excellent due to its
arganic mature and good water holding capacity.
Even i some of these coverings are not in key
with the theme of the enclosure concemed, it is
relatrwely ey to blend them in, using a layer of leaf
Iter, she-oak needles, dried grasses, eic.

Most reptiles require some type of refuge
in their endasure, in which to rest or hide. While
natural items such as rocks, bark and logs can
ke used for this purpose it & often useful o have

more specific areas to fulfil parbcular roles and
this can be achieved by using plastic containers
of appropriate size camouflaged to blend inta the
cage enviranment with access holes out iro the lid
or side. These are particulsrly useful for creating 2
humid mécrocimate someswhens in the cage, which
is especially important during sloughing time, and
also 1o act &5 an egg-laying site. Using & container
with an easily removahle lid also enables the keeper
to check on the inhabitants or to look for eqgs
without hawing bo disturb or damage lange areas of
the enclosure while searching. There are a couple
of tricks that can be employed o corceal thess
rian-natural hides A& thin, flat rock can be placed or
ghued on top of the lid, or the container itself can by
smeared with ghue and a netunl substrate applied
to it in layers until it is fully covered. For burmowing
speces, this can be taken one step further, with
the cortainer burksd into the substrate with only
the id accessibbe and a small flexible tube fitted
to the access hale in the side of the contairer.
This can be partially buried, with anly the open
erd wisible. The tube can also be coated with glue
ard materials to blend it in. Remember o use 2
diameter of tube allowing easy mowement throwgh
bry the inhabitants, preferably wide encugh o allions:
two animals to pass each other if mare than are
are housed together. & corrugated plastic product
will also pravide grip for reptiles using the tube,

alloeing ease of access.

At this stage the main stnuchee of the
enchosure is complete and now comes the exciting
task of decomting and furnishing the enclosure by
adding the artificial plants, logs, branches, rodks,
etc. This process will be greatly dictated by the
reptiles ta be housed and their habits and natural
habitat, but also by the practicalities of maintaining
and servicing the endosure. Overfurnishing it may
make the cage an attractive featuse, but ifthe acoess
is qreathy restricted, it may make the task af reguiar
cleaning impossible without remanvng some of the
furnishings and disturbing the whole setup, and ©
will make general chservations of the inhabitants
wery difficult. Once this hes been completed and
the lighting and hesting companerts have been
added, youare finally ready ta introduce the reptiles.
This is what makes the whole peocess wartinwhile
and allows you o appreciate the magical benefits
af maintaining these fascinating oreatures i an
“organic”enviranment and abserving them behaee,
thrive and breed ina refatively natural way withaut
you hawving the chore of escessiee maintenance
and cheaning. Hopefully, this and fubure artcles in
thie series will inspire keepers to sxperment a little
marnz with their captive envionments to erhance
both  their ocwn enjoyment, and their hemps'
appreciztion af their artfcal habitat



