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General Information 

Native Habitat: Central and South America 
Scientific Name: Most common captive species include: 

 Argentine black and white tegu (S. merianae) 

 Argentine red tegu (S. rufescens) 

 Colombian black and white tegu (T. teguixin) 
Lifespan:  8-15 years or more 
Adult Length:  3-5’ with the red tegus being the largest and the Columbian the smallest 
 
Housing 

Juveniles can be started in a 40 gallon breeder tank, with bigger tanks preferred. At full size 

they will likely need a custom enclosure that we recommend is a minimum of 6’ x 3’ x 3’ 

depending on the species. Enclosures should be easy to clean, sturdy, and secure. They are 

ground dwelling lizards so floor space is preferred over height.  

Particulate substrate such as orchid bark, sand and compressed fiber can lead to 

gastrointestinal impaction if your tegu eats it. Never feed your tegu on particulate substrate. I 

recommend repti-carpet, paper towel, butcher paper, tile, linoleum or newspaper where you 

feed your tegu. Alternatively you can feed them outside the enclosure. A majority of the 

enclosure should be an area where your tegu can dig. A box that is easy for your tegu to get 

into and out of should be filled with top soil as one option. Be sure the soil has no fertilizer or 

additives. The box should be at least twice the length of your lizard in both length and width, 

and should be at least 12” in depth. The soil should be checked frequently for mold and feces. It 

should be changed about every 1-2 weeks.  

A hide should be provided that is large enough for your pet to easily get into and out of. One 

can be placed on both the warm and cool side of the tank. Be sure all decorations are secure so 

that nothing will fall over as your lizard moves through the tank. Any climbing surfaces should 

be low to the ground in the event your tegu decides to jump off of them. The basking site 

should have a hide or climbing surface that is on an incline so that your tegu can have a 

gradient of both heat and UVB exposure. 



Lighting 

The basking site should reach 95-110 degrees Fahrenheit. Their temperature gradient should be 

between 75-85 degrees Fahrenheit in their enclosure during the day, and can drop to 70-75 

degrees Fahrenheit at night. A night bulb may be required if the temperature drops below this. 

Be sure to closely check the temperatures in the enclosure with an infrared temperature gun or 

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

typically recommended as a lamp or dome fixture. A thermostat is recommended to maintain 

appropriate heat gradients. 

UVB lighting is necessary to help your tegu’s body appropriately process calcium. UVB options 

include compact coiled bulbs and linear fluorescent bulbs. 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 tegu spends most of its time, and should not be put behind glass or plastic. The 

lizard should be able to sit within 6-12” of the UVB source and should have an inclined surface 

to provide a gradient of exposure. Lighting should be kept on a 12 hour cycle for appropriate 

photoperiod. 

Water 

Overall humidity should be 60-80% which can be accomplished with manually spraying the 

enclosure multiple times daily, automatic misting systems and multiple water dishes. A 

hygrometer should be used to measure the humidity.  

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

enough for them to soak as well as long as it is changed regularly. They will often use their 

water dish as a bathroom. To entice drinking and assist with shedding, your tegu can be soaked 

in shallow tepid water for 15-20 minutes daily.  

Diet 

Tegus are omnivores in the wild but many are picky with the vegetation they eat in captivity. 

Try different types of fruits and veggies that are safe for your tegu to see what it prefers. Most 

readily accept fruits. Variety is the key to creating a balanced diet. Hatchlings can eat daily. 

Until they reach maturity (about 3 years) sub-adult tegus should be fed every other day. Adults 

can be fed 2-4 times weekly. Young tegus can be fed a staple of crickets or dubia roaches with 

other bug varieties occasionally mixed in. When they are large enough, pinkies can be offered 

occasionally as well. Adults can be fed rodents, chicks, fish, cooked eggs and large insect items 

such as dubia roaches and earth worms.  



Calcium powder that contains no phosphorous should be used to dust the food 1-2 times 

weekly. A multivitamin containing Vitamin A such as Nekton-Rep should be used to dust the 

food 1-2 times monthly. 

 

Handling and Enrichment 

Tegus are incredibly intelligent and should be handled starting at a young age.  In order to keep 

them mentally stimulated it is important to offer enrichment as often as possible. This can be as 

simple as hiding their food in various objects to altering their enclosure or placing them in new 

environments. Ask your veterinarian about enrichment ideas at your annual exams for new 

ideas. 

 

Common Health Issues 

 

 Dysecdysis (Abnormal/incomplete shedding): This occurs in reptiles due to improper 

husbandry. Often retained shed will be located around the feet and toes, which can cause 

constriction at those areas and lead to necrosis. To prevent this from happening it is important 

to be sure there is appropriate humidity and temperature in the animal’s environment. You 

may soak your lizard once daily in shallow, tepid water for 10-15 minutes during shedding.  

 

 Gastrointestinal Impaction: Impaction is the clogging of the GI tract with material so that it 

cannot progress normally through the GI tract. This can cause necrosis of the intestinal walls if 

not surgically addressed in a timely fashion. Reptiles can be prone to impaction if they are kept 

on a particulate substrate such as sand, gravel or fiber. Impaction can also happen with 

inappropriately large food items or feeding highly chitinous insects in large numbers. This will 

cause your pet to become lethargic, inappetant, and they will not be defecating. Radiographs 

are often used to check for impacted material. Sometimes barium is needed to evaluate exactly 

where the blockage is occurring. If you suspect your animal may be impacted, they should be 

evaluated by a veterinarian immediately. 

 

 Intestinal parasites: Many of the feeder insects that reptiles carry can harbor intestinal 

parasites that may be transmitted to your reptile. They can also obtain gastrointestinal 

parasites by contacting other reptiles. A small number of these parasites may normally inhabit 

your reptile’s gastrointestinal tract without any problems. However with overgrowth of these 

parasites they can cause a problem. They can cause malabsorption of nutrients, inappetence, 

lethargy and abnormal stool production. A few of the common parasites encountered include 

pinworms, coccidia, and flagellated protozoa. A fecal exam is recommended yearly for your 

reptile to screen for any abnormal amounts of GI parasites. 



 

 Obesity: Tegus that continue to be fed too frequently into adulthood can easily become 

overweight. It is important to have your Tegu brought into the veterinarian yearly for an annual 

exam, where your veterinarian can assess your tegu’s body condition. Overweight tegus are 

often put on more appropriate feeding schedules and the sugary fruits and fattier food items 

are lessened in the diet to assist with weight loss.  

 


