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in the previous issue, Rob Porter highlighted the potential shortcomings
associated with both “natural® and “minimalist® style enclosures, His
solution was to design and construct “naturalistic” enclosures that are both
practical to manage and aesthelically pleasing, while ar the same time
catering to the individual requirements of the inhabitants. In this second
instalment, Rob details the materials and technigues required o create a
custom-built naturalistic environment for your herps.

Im the last issue | spoke agbout the pras and
cons of a natwalistic enclosure design far
hausing reptiles and amiphibians and abaut my
N experimentation with warous maberials
for bioth the constuction and decoration of
the enclosure. Thesa subjects were covered
relatively briefly so | thaught reasders considering
this type of caging might find it usefl fo see the

Full praject im a step-by-step forman. | alwaygs find
photographs wery wseful when it comes to herp
enclosures and hsbandry, With this in mind |
hive tried 10 put topether a photo sequence thai
will, hiopefully, demenstrate the rmethods | have
usied in pulting 1ogether & custam enclosume
desigred to howse Kimberley (or Western] Giant
Cave Geckos {Parudothecadectylus covarkws].

Framework

As disowssed in the prewvious article, one material
have found eatremedy useful for berp enclosune
canstruction Is square aleminium wbing held
together at joints and comers by rigid plastic
hetings. The produwct B old By several suppliers
ncluding Capral and Ullich Alumindum and
usually gees wunder a trade name such as
Cubelok® or “Speedfams’ The benefits of this
product ane many, including:

It is wery strang

it is very light,

It i medatively Cheag,

It can be used indoors and outdesare,

It waor 't corrode

Ho special toals are required far
canstruction, which s quick and sasy
It can ba painted |m any cobour,

There are different proliles such as one
with an additioral ridge for insarting
glass, plastic or timber panels as asnug
escape-proof fit

Once the dimensions of the enclosune
esgquired have Bean defermined, & s then
passible 1o calculate the tube lengths and
number of fittings mequired to assemble the
framewaork. &baays keep in mind that the fittings
have & canbral portion that doss not dhde indidea
the tube, and thus each fitting adds an additianal
25mem o thie dimiension in which it is included.
For examphe If a simple &0 » 200mem rectangu lar
frame is required for the fromt access doeor there
will B a hiting in each camer Consequently,
each dimension will have a ftting a1 each end
and therefore the pleces of aluminiem fube
required will be S0mm shorter than the finkshed
ength, e 550mm arnd Z50mem. The easiest
meethad | havwe faund 15 10 draw an ‘exploded’
wiews af the encloswre and its fttings showing
averall siges and then it becomes a relativehy
strakghtforward Task to work out the lengths of
each plece of tubs requined

Armed with your list of tubing companents
and the mecsssary fittings 0 construct the
anclasure, contact your lacal supplier and place
your arder, Most suppliers will cut lengths 1o
size, but o vwou prefer o Cut thiem yvoursel this
3 relatively easy to schieve with a power mitre
saw and metal cutting blade ar by hand with a
hack saw and mitre ko, Aememiber also that the
tube comes In two fermats, a plain square tubs
and a sguafe ibe with a ridge renning down
ore side The latter is usedul i you want Lo block
n a face of the frame with a sheet of glass or
plywnnd as it holds these materials sacurely in
place, 50 make sune you spedify which profile is
reguired. The plastic fitlEngs oame in a range of
shapes induding ellbows, straight tees, cormer
teses, S-way comers, @b Check out soeme af the
mandfacburers’ weh sites to see the range and
o they winek

You ame Ao eady o STaT Construciian
of your new enclasure, The anly tood pou will
need 1o consbruct your frames is a ubber mallet.
fush thae fitting inte the end of the tube and
then hammer it home umtil the ube sis tght
against the raised centre partion af the Mting. |
wou make & mistake dont panic; it s possible 1
hasmumenr thee pieces apart again, but sometimes



the fittings or tube can be damaged o it il
biest to get it right the first time. When putting
tegether a box-structure ke a replile cage it
is easler 10 assemble each side of the frame
separately and then knock the entine structure
et Your main ramesoerk is now complata
and this s the time to paint the frame if you ara
rol hapgy with the raw aluminium laak, | used
a satin black quick-dry enamel In a spray can, as
it makes the frame less abrusive and matches
the colowr of the plastic fittings. Before applying
ther finis heed codour thaugh it is Important foghee
Ll raw alurminiur & coat of etch grirmer 1o make
sure the top coat adhares to the metal

Completing the Exterkor

fin essential part af the initial planning stage of
the progact & to decide on important aspects
such as ventilation and access. The design and
placement of these parametars will obwicusly
affect the main framework and how it &

assembled, | have always placed great emphasis
on hasing ample wentilation in any enciosune
by having a large werted area and positioning
venis both at the top and bottom o profmore
efficient passive airflow. With this in mind a
large apening was planned for the battom of
pach side, complemented by anothar covering
P @mvtie pop | decided to cover the vents with
aluminium framed fly screens, which would fit
snugly inta the openings and rest against the
riﬁges on the aluminium tube The materals
tex bnsild these frames are available from larger
hardwarne stores and Cormprise a rectangular
prafile alurminéem tube with a channe| along ona
gicle that acoormmodates a rubber tube ar apdins
hbding the insect mesh in plage, The tukss |5 cut
bo sire with & 45-degree mitred comer an each
end and plastic or aluminium L-shaped joiners
are pushed into the open ends to hold the frarme

bogether.
Cnce the frames have Been made the next

SEEE i bo ingtall the ingsect mesh inserts Needhais
to say, it is absolutely essential that aburninium
fiyscreen mesh i wsed, and not the fbreglass
type which is readily eaten by crickets and other
food insects and is fimsy and easy to tear, The
mesh should be cut aroumd 25-30mm widar
than tha actual apaning on all sides to allow for
misalignment during installation plus the @xtra
material that s pushed down into the groose
when the rubber spline is installed. & spline
wheal 15 an indispensabls and inexpensive
purchase for this job, it has a central handle with
& plastic wheael on each end. One wheeal has a
flat adge and is used 1o push the mesh down
inta the channel belare ingerting the spling, the
gther has a concave edge designed to mimar the
shape of the round rubber spline and press it
into the channel over the mesh, thereby locking
it in place, Start at one comer of the frsme and
carefully but firmly push the mesh into the
graove. Then wse the othar whael to push tha
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spling in. Make sure the mesh remaing square
tear the frame otherwise you will reach the
end anly ta ind it is out of aignment and toa
short and you will have 1o start all ower again.
O fintshirg the final side cut the excess rubber
spline off and push the end into the chamnnel -
wisur Trarme is now comgleted. Install the mesh
frames inbo the went opening and secure in place
with sorews or mirror clips.

On the gQueston of accessibility | am a
e Belever that easy and unhindered access
makes rmaintaining the endiature leds of & chone
Consequently, this cage was designed with the
whike frant opening up on skde hinges making
all areas of the cage easy o meach, The type of
species planmed Tar the anclosure may have
some bearing on this design. Most geckos are
slowr and shy cage inhabitants so the likelihood
of escape through a large doar opening s fairly
remote. & fast, skittish imhabitant such as a small
muoanitar or skink on the ather hand wauld be
sader in o cage with a restricted door apening
for everyday use, possibly with a larger door
far general malntenance whan required. In this
case, the door was a simple rectangular frame of
squane ubing with the ridge orientated 1owards
the centre in order 1o mount a glass front. Make
the door with arcund a 2-3mm cearance fram
the main frame of the cage on all sides, The
glass sheet is held in place by homemade metal
brackets with srnall rubber gaskels belrwesn

| am a firm
believer that easy
and unhindered
access makes
maintaining the
enclosure less of
a chore.

_

the glass and metal Three martised hinges ane
imstalled i one shde and a window 13tch on the
ather. Morised hinges were ussd ad thease ane
hiddan when the door B closed but can be &
little tricky to install, Standard butt hinges ane
just as affective but will remain visible at all
nirnes, It & wsually a l:ll:l':}l:l ided 1o install same
thin strips of flat aluminium amound the mside of
the doar opening to act bath 25 a daor stop and
also to cover the gap around the door to ensune
feader insects den't escape

The next step is 10 detide what matedal [o
g on the bate, back and upper aded al the
cage. As lwas planning 1o decarate the sides and
back with foam mack rock | decided ta use B

phvmoad lor tha sides {again beld in place using
the rdges an the tubingl and 1 2mm phywead
for the back and base, both screwed directly inta
miain frame. Exterior grade plywood was used
far durability and the outside and edges were
further protected with an cil-based stain AL This
AL your Cage consruction B complete and
the mext stage is the fun part of decorating the
intesicr,

Rockwork & Backgrownds

Thers are several options adsilable when it
comes to decarating the inside of the enclosure
if a naturalistic set wup Is desimd, | chose 1o
use polystyrense foam for the basis of my
backgrounds Tor several reasons, il'lr.'|l.llﬂll'll,'| its
lightweight nature, avasilability, low cost, ease
of handling and manipulation and wersatility.
Waorking with this material does require a bit of
axparimentaison initially 1o ger wsed o how it
reacls when being cut, shaped mehed, ec but
that is all partof the learning process. Itis a good
idea to obtain some scrap pleces to start with to
tral and fine tune the different technloues and
work aut the layout and fimish, Old fruit and veg
laam boxes are ideal for this punpose and can
usually be picked wp at the lacal fruit shap.

The design of my enciosure mequines thres
pieces of foamg a lamge plece (FSmm thick)
covering the entire back phus two smallar pieges
[50mm) o the upper sided, Additional piecey o



Clackwise Fram Lop e

Look at some
photos of the kind
of habitat you are

trying to create
s0 you can replicate

the way it appears
in nature, \

foarm can also be gleed 1o the main background
to provide additional depth. The initisl step is to
roughly sketch cut the planned design an the
face of the foam indicating whene you might
wWanl 10 pul orewioes, oulcrops, Trae mals, &l
In oy 581 wup the two side pleces are almost in
contact with the back sa | tried to keep some
continuty with the design to make it losk as If
they are part of the same rock face. [t is not a bad
idea b keak at some photas of the Kind of habitat
Yo ane trying to oreate so you can replicate the
way the rock layering, cracks and crevioes appear
in matune. Qiroe you are satisfied with your plan it
is time to take o the foam with a rarge of tools
and implermants 1o Bring dimensionality and
depth. Serrated knives, electic carving knives,
craft kmives, foam wire outters, soldering irons,
e1C, are among the [tems you Can uwse by oeate
your desined effect. Dar’t be too fussy or careful,
| found i is better just to hack inbe it and den't
bre afrasd to remove barge sections as this s often
how rock faces weather in nature, Be warned
though, this k5 a maessy operation no matter
oy Canedul wou are, so ideally be creative ina
garage or shad not an the kitchen bench, and
not outside especially if it is a windy day.

The next stage s an optional one but does
contribute greatly to the finished product. When
you have cut, chapped and shicad your foam Lo
4 fimish wou are happy with, & hest Blower gqun
(such as those used for stripping paint) ar even
a porwarful halr dinger can be used to ganthy melt

the surface of the foam - bul don't hold the
lower in one place for too long. This will hawe
three awtcomes; firstly it will add a great natural
tewture to the rockwork; secondly it will smoath
aut and round off the cut edges of the foam
again, and thirdhy it will groduce a wowgh auter
coating an the foam making it more resilient fo
damage. The haat gun can alse be used to make
smooth walked caves or other rounded features
that are almest imprassibile beout autwith a knife,
Any repairs or small additiors can be added
by gluing on additional picces of foan using
Equid rails or by using the aerosol expanda
foarn products and canving them 1o shape once
the loam has dried. This & ase tha tine o add
soemee locations for inserting artificial plants. |
have found short lengths of plastic tube ar pips
maka ideal mounting hales for plants and these
can be pushed into the foam &1 sirategic places
oy uding & soldering won 1o make & small bobe
first. Ay gapes sraund the tube can be filled with
expanda foamg it doesn't matter IF the plpes ans
still a little loose as the final coats of glue and
Sunstrate will eventually hold them in place.

A small foam box made from a modified
mani esky was also added as a humid retreat far
the dzards and as somewhere o safely lay thelr
eggs where they wouldr(t debydrate, This was
decorated by gheng small afouts of fam 1o
the owtside and flling in any obvicus cracks and
pains with expanda foam. Anaccess hale was cut
It the lid and a depressicn was cut out of tha

attorn of the backgraund foam inta which the
foam box fits snugly ta give the impressian it
is part of the rockwork Itwas then treated and
decorated the same as the rest af the foam, to
Blend it in with the averall theme.

It was alio dedded that part af the
rackwork should be hested to pravide an area
of thermoregulation for the lizands, This was
achlewed by using a soldering wron 1o melt a
carmeluted Furrow in the faam over a suitably
flat area. A hale was drilled through the foam
and backboard near the top of the enclosure
and a low wattage heat cable was inserted
and pulled through, Its entire kength was then
pushed firrrdy it the furrow S0 0 sat flush or
slightly below the surface of the foam. The
cable was evantually covered with glee and
sand so uhimately there was no indication of its
presence. In addition, retreal aneas (including
s aver the hast cabile) were msde using extra
pieces of foam with strips glued to the back as
spacers, These were then installed over parts of
the maln rackwork and held In place with Velore,
This reant the Ezards were still aocessible if they
naeded 10 be csught

The next step is to add some teacture and
calour ta the foam. | prefier to use sand for texture
because of its coarse and natural appearance,
Fine red desert sand looks good bul beach
sand, coarie river sand ar ewen decomposed
sandstone or granite can also be used. | haee
found It Is mich easier ta first palnt the entire
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face of the foam sections with a background
calour similar to the substrate to be used and
then apply the substrate after. This way a mone
even coverage is achieved over the whole rock
araa, The paint wad applied wiing cheap plastic
spray bottbes (the omnes with tigger pumps are
berst) and acrylic paint diluted with water by
about 50%. Two or three coats may be requined
depending on the colowr but remember the
paint deasr't have to completaly hide the white
foam, just help it blend into the background
behind the sand, and mone oolour can alia be
applied after the sand has been glued on,

Affter the paint has thorsughly dried stan
applying the substrate using another spray bottle
fillesd with S0 diluted PVA glue, Work on small
areas at a time by spraying a coat of glue and
thien sprinkling the substrate on top, building wp
the layers gradually. | found you could apply teo
- three layers of sach before leaving a section
1 dry and mowving oma another area. If coarser
sand ks used better adhesion can be achiewed If it
i& thrarwn into the glue rather than sprinkled on
top. This technigue Is also useful for getting the
substrate into cracks and crevices, althowgh it is

usually bemer 1o cover all the flat areas an the
background fiest and then once dry reposition
the faam so that problem aneas can be reated.

Once a good coverage of sand has been
applied and the glue B thoroughly dry, mone
paint can be sprayed on to help cover any
imperfections or areas not totally  covered
with substrate. This is also a good time 1o add
some additional calaurs to simulate the natural
colouration and staining of the rocks. A very
diluted black or dark grey can be used in and
araund creavices and caves along with browns
and greens te simulate tannins, algae. moss
and lichens, Keep an additional spray bottle of
water hamdy and this can be wsed to dilute the
paint further if applied too heavily and o give
the effect of staining colours being washed over
the rocks by renning water. Sgain this is a fun
exparimentation stage so dont be afraid to oy
something different, If wou don't like the colour
ar effects the paint produced use your wates
spray to wash It off and start again. As long as
the glue beneath it completsly dry you wan
harrm the wark yow hawe already done beneath
the paint.

This is probakdy the maost time consuming of
all the stages depending on hew fussy you ane
abaut the finished product What is important
though is to make sure that at least five - six
thin coats of glue are applied o all surfaces 1o
enswre the mockwork has a towsgh and resillent
fnish and if more paint is appdied after the sand
then apoly another couple of coats o provide a
protective film for the colowrs, |8 is possible o
speed up the drying time af the glue batween
coats by directing a small fan heatar owver tha
faam but make swre the last coat s fully dry
before pragressing to the next. Once you are
happy with your finished work of art it is time 1
add the final decorations and furnishings befare
introchucing the new residents,

Furnishing the Endosure

The final stage Is really a matter of personal
preference  and  providing  the necessary
Ffurnishings required by the eventual inhabitarts
of the cage. In the case of the Glant Cave Geckos
this comprised ol twa or three artificial plants
installed on the rockwork, the hide box, some
substrate on the floor of the anclosure covered
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with leaf licter and a fesw climbing branchas,

| triedd 1o I'i'lill'lljfill:r.l.ﬂ'l?-!-i'lir.l.lr-!l-|l:ﬂ}5:|ﬂ¢_] trea
ool system 10 attach o the back wall of the
endlosure using plastic and PAYC pipe. The idea
was that this would not only fit precisely into
the carvied features of the mckwork, but alss
act as a conduit far a hidden probs 1 maoniter
snirface temgperatiune sdpscent to the concealed
heat cable. The basic design incorporated a
sories of decreasing diamerter pipes and tubes
Jeined fogether with mpe, with the natuml
root appearance further enhanced by 3 saries
of aerial raols made mam jule wine Once the
strcture had been assembled a similar process
to decorating the foam rockwark was followed
using diluted PY& glue but, instead of sand,
layers of cooo peatl were applied. This gave a
hbrows Aneh 1o the atifos oot sysbem but
beecause af its highly absorbent natwre a kat mone
ghue had to be applied to make this outer layer
rigid and durable, Glue and coco peat were also
appled 10 the twing to give i1 a rmore realistic
finish. Some alive green paint was sprayed on
wery roughdy in certain areas to give the effect
of a massy finish and a final two - thres coats of

|_ Within a few

days, the new
residents

seemed to have
settled in well
and had started

to explore. |

glue finished the process off. The top end of the
rent sysbem was then Inserted Into a hole made
in the foam backdrop and glesd nto place with

liquid mails. Qi part of the roat system passed
behined o of the remavabile rock hidies over the
eated area and it was here the thesmamees
prabe was locabed and attsched to the surface
with tape o it could be rebocated if necessany.
The heat cable iTsef was controlled by 3 dimmes
I ensure it did ot overheat.

Afver adding & water bowl and sorme extemal
lighting the new enclosure was ready to accept
its new residents, Within a few days they seemed
b hane setthed inowell and had started toexplore,

ciating the space and, who knows, perhaps
the aedthetics of their surraundings. From my
point of view it was a pleasure to view these
lizards meving arownd the simulated slice of thed
natural environment and watch them carrying
oull matural bahaviours as il they weere perched
o A real sanditoneg auldrog in the Kimberleys
Craating naturalistic endasures really does
acdd a whole new dimension to maintalning
reptibes in captly d alang the way provides
an enjoyable e e Eperimeanting with
dilferamt echnigues and mathods 10 mimic the
natural features assooated with these reptiles.




