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General Information 

Native Habitat: South America, Central America, Caribbean 
Scientific Name: Iguana iguana 
Lifespan:  15-25 years 
Adult Length:  12-17” from snout to vent, 4.5-5’ with tail 
 
Housing 

Young iguana may be housed in an appropriate sized aquarium or enclosure, but as they grow 

care must be taken to get them a larger space frequently until full grown. Adult iguanas need 

an area roughly the size of a small room or large bathroom. General characteristics you should 

look for in an enclosure include easy to clean surfaces without any rough textures that the 

iguana can hurt themselves on. Cages with wire or mesh should be avoided for this reason. 

When an iguana is given access to a room as their habitat care must be taken to make sure the 

area is safe for them. This includes blocking off electrical sockets, covering vents or grates, and 

removing all human products or items from this room. 

Appropriate climbing surfaces that are sized to your iguana should be provided, as these 

animals are arboreal.  You can use artificial vines or branches as long as there are no leafy 

components your iguana may try to eat. Much larger branches will be required when your 

iguana reaches full size. If you take any items from outside, there is a risk that they could carry 

organisms. Care must be taken to appropriately sanitize these items so that they are safe for 

use in your house. Be sure branches are secure for climbing so that your iguana does not fall 

while using them. 

Particulate substrate such as bark, wood chips and shavings is not recommended as it can lead 

to gastrointestinal impaction if your iguana eats it. I recommend outdoor carpet, tile, linoleum 

or newspaper. 

 

  



Lighting 

Adult iguanas require a high output of UVB light, as well as a basking area that reaches 90-95 

degrees Fahrenheit. For this reason they do well with mercury vapor bulbs. These bulbs need to 

be changed yearly as the UVB levels degrade even if the bulb is still bright. They also need to be 

mounted in such a way that the bulb stays perpendicular to the ground, which may be difficult 

with some setups. Be sure to monitor temperatures closely with an infrared temperature gun 

or a temperature gauge with a probe that can be placed directly on the basking site. 

 

Their temperature gradient should be between 85-95 degrees Fahrenheit in their enclosure 

during the day, and can drop to 80-85 degrees Fahrenheit at night.  

If a non-mercury vapor bulb is used, you will need to provide both a source of heat as well as a 

source of UVB. Heating should always be provided as a lamp/dome fixture. Multiple heating 

elements and UVB lights may be required for adult setups. All heat and light sources should be 

protected with a guard so that your iguana cannot reach the bulb or be burned by the fixture. 

UVB options include compact coiled bulbs and linear fluorescent bulbs. The longer 22” linear 

fluorescent bulbs should be considered for larger iguanas to cover more of their enclosure. 

Most UVB sources need to be changed every 6 months, even if the light is still working. The UVB 

bulb should be placed closest to where the iguana spends most of its time, and should not be 

put behind glass or plastic. The iguana should be able to sit within 12” of the UVB source and 

should have an inclined surface to provide a gradient of exposure.  

Diet 

Green iguanas are herbivorous. In the wild they eat a variety of flowers, fruits and leaves. 

Unfortunately in captivity it can be hard to give them a diet that accurately represents the 

nutrition they receive in the wild. Many of the diseases these animals get are related to 

improper diet and nutritional imbalances, so it is very important to provide an appropriate diet. 

Juveniles may be fed twice daily and adults may be fed once daily.  The following breakdown 

outlines appropriate balances of food items for growing iguanas.  

 Greens (40-50% of diet): Calcium rich varieties, avoid spinach. Some options include 

kale, collard greens, dandelion greens, escarole, bok choy, turnip greens, mustard 

greens, and watercress. Adult iguanas should eat a diet that is 70-85% calcium-rich 

greens. 

 Vegetables (40-45% of diet): Sweet potato, bell pepper, parsnips, squash varieties, 

zucchini, carrot, pumpkin, peas, green beans, okra. Legumes such as beans (kidney and 

pinto are some options) can be offered to young iguanas (<5%).  

 Grains (<10% of diet): Whole grain bread, cooked rice or pasta 



 Fruits (<5% of diet): Use fruit as treats since they are not very nutrient dense. Some 

options include strawberries, melon, figs, blackberries, banana, papaya, apple, peaches, 

and grapes. 

Calcium powder that contains no phosphorous should be used to dust the food 3-4 times 

weekly for a growing iguana, or once weekly for an adult. A multivitamin containing such as 

Nekton-Rep should be used to dust the food once weekly for a growing iguana, or once every 

other week for an adult. 

Water 

Fresh water should be provided at all times for your iguana. You can give them a dish large 

enough for them to soak in. They will often use their water dish as a bathroom so the water will 

need daily changes. You may also soak them in shallow, tepid water for 15-20 minutes daily.  

A humidity of 65-95% is ideal for iguanas but can be difficult to maintain for a large enclosure. 

Additional water sources such as misters, humidifiers, additional water bowls or hand misting 

can all be great ways to increase the humidity. 

Handling 
 
Handling your iguana is very important at an early age so that they begin to become used to 
you and trust you. When full grown, an iguana can be quite dangerous if they are not used to 
contact with people. Start slow with your young iguana, never grabbing them from above. 
Gently slip your hand under their front feet and support them as you take them out of their 
enclosure. Young iguanas can be quite squirmy and are very fast. Be sure you keep them close 
to the ground during handling to avoid falls, and take them into a safe space or small room 
where they can’t get into too much trouble if they get away from you. 
 
With larger iguanas it is important to go at their pace. Be sure to loosen each foot from 
wherever they are standing so that you do not injure them when picking them up. They must 
be fully supported under their legs.  Letting them rest on an arm is often a comfortable position 
for them. 
 
Common Health Issues 

 Secondary Nutritional Hyperparathyroidism:  This disease process is caused by improper 
husbandry with some possibilities including lack of calcium or vitamin D3 in the diet, 
excess phosphorous in the diet and absence of a UVB light source. A majority of reptiles 
need calcium added to their diet in the form of a Calcium powder (no phosphorous) 
used to dust the insects a few times weekly. In order to process this calcium, a UVB light 
source is required. When there is an imbalance in the calcium and phosphorous, the 
body increases the breakdown of calcium stores from the animal’s bones in order to 



maintain appropriate calcium levels. In an animal this can cause significant deformation 
of the skeleton including bowing of the legs, shortening of the snout, and stunting of 
growth. The bones become fragile and are prone to fractures. As calcium is needed for 
many bodily functions, such as muscle contraction, the animal may become weak, 
lethargic, and anorexic when the body can no longer maintain its calcium levels. This is a 
process that can typically be remedied with improvement in husbandry and long term 
calcium supplementation under veterinary supervision.  In severe cases, hospitalization 
may be required to give the animal the best chance at recovery.  
 

 Gout: Gout is a condition that relates to the excretion of uric acid in reptiles. Uric acid is 
the waste byproduct that is excreted by the kidneys. When there is overproduction of 
uric acid, or if there is disease of the kidneys that causes it to not be excreted, it can 
build up in the blood stream and deposit in tissues throughout the body. These deposits 
form most commonly at joints and show as white, nodular areas. They lead to painful 
inflammation and arthritis in the articular form of gout. In the visceral form of gout 
there can be deposits in the organs of the reptile which has a much poorer prognosis 
and often results in death. Your veterinarian will likely want to run some bloodwork to 
evaluate your pet’s kidneys if they are suspicious of this disease. Treatment includes 
providing medication to lower the circulating uric acid, managing the pain of the 
disease, and lowering the protein content in the diet depending on the species. 
 

 Skin Infections: Skin infectious can occur in iguanas that have improper environments. 
Often times it the cage is too wet or there is poor ventilation skin infectious can occur. 
Be sure no condensation is occurring around your iguana’s enclosure as this may mean 
there is too much moisture. Your veterinarian will likely take a sample from the skin 
infectious for culture, recommend treatment and husbandry changes. 
 

 Respiratory Infections: Respiratory infections in iguanas are most often caused by poor 
husbandry. Inappropriate diet and temperatures, poor cleanliness and stress are some 
possible causes. Iguanas with respiratory signs may have discharge from their nostrils, 
have an audible wheeze, have excess mucous in their mouths, and in severe cases may 
gape for air. These animals should be evaluated and treated by a veterinarian. Long 
term antibiotic treatment and supportive care are often needed in these animals. 
 


