Bearded Dragons as Pets
By Stephen Boys

About the species

There are currently 8 species known to science of the bearded dragon complex, these are as follows:

	Species
	Common name
	Maximum size
	Distribution
	Average market value/hatchling

	Pogona 

Barbata


	Common Bearded Dragon
	250mm

SVL
	Cairns in QLD down to the Lake Eyre peninsula in S.A.
	Approx 

$40 - $80 

	Pogona herylawsoni


	Downs or Pygmy bearded dragon
	148mm

SVL
	Central QLD
	Approx 

$60 - $100



	Pogona microlepidota
	Small scaled bearded dragon
	180mm

SVL
	Kimberly plains

W.A.
	Few if any held in captivity



	Pogona minor

minor
	Western

Dwarf bearded dragon
	145 - 150mm

SVL
	South/west Australia north to the Pilbara region and east to South/west NT and Eyre Peninsula

	Few if any held in captivity



	Pogona minor

minima
	Western

bearded dragon
	115 - 160mm

SVL
	South – west W.A.
	Few if any held in captivity



	Pogona minor

mitchelli
	North west

 bearded dragon
	165mm

SVL
	Kimberly to the Pilbara region W.A.
	Few if any held in captivity



	Pogona nullabor
	Nullabor bearded dragon
	140 SVL
	Restricted to shrublands of the Nullabor plain W.A.

	Few if any held in captivity



	Pogona vitticeps
	Central or inland bearded dragon
	250mm SVL
	The eastern interior of Australia
	Approx 

$40 - $100 dependant upon colour phase


Growth and size

The bearded dragon is a small to medium size lizard that ranges in size from 140 – 250mm SVL. Hatchlings range between 35 and 43mm and adults of some species can grow in the vicinity of 60cm (including tail). Lifespan is estimated between 5 – 10 years depending on the species. Dragons such as P.vitticeps may grow to maturity/breeding age within 6 months if maintained under optimum conditions. 

Recommended beginner species

Of the Bearded dragon group the best starter species are probably the Inland bearded dragon (P.vitticeps) and Pygmy bearded dragon (P.henrylawsoni). These species are commonly bred, which keeps their purchase price reasonable. They are also generally easy to keep, handle, breed and maintain.

Potential Health Concerns

Don’t make the mistake of rushing in and acquiring a dragon before you understand its environmental* needs, have the cage set up and are able to source its food requirements. There are some excellent references at the end of this article that offer you just about everything you need to know to get started. By doing this you will save a lot of heartache, time and money in the long run. If kept under the right conditions these species are extremely hardy and rarely have any health problems. Special attention must be paid to accurate temperate, humidity, diet and hygiene. They tend to prefer a warm environment in the vicinity of 35 degrees Celsius in the warmer part of the cage. Humidity must be kept as low as possible as these lizards tend to originate from dry to arid environments, therefore cages should be kept dry at all times and water spillages etc should be promptly cleaned up. Sufficient ventilation in a cage is essential and may be provided by mesh vents on the top of an enclosure or via a vent at each end of the cage. 

Recently acquired new arrivals should be quarantined for 3 – 6 months as a precaution, requiring them to be physically separated from any other reptiles in your care. Where possible information from a supplier should be acquired at purchase to ensure you understand their health status and that of their own stock. Despite this, as a precaution a quarantine period should always be adhered to. Hatchlings and adults alike need to be fed on a varied and high quality diet (see feeding) to maintain good health. Vitamin D3 is believed to be a critical element in this sun loving species for the synthesis* of calcium therefore their diet needs to be supplemented with a calcium supplement and/or UVB light either by direct sun (preferably) or via a UVB fluro fitted in their cage. Indications of lack of vitamin D3 include bent tails, paralysis of limbs and misalignment of jaws. A failure to feed is usually associated with a diet that is not to their liking or more commonly the environmental conditions the lizard is being held under such as incorrect temperature, high humidity, no hide or competition with cage mates etc. These conditions may also cause secondary disease such as respiratory* infections. 

If your new lizard fails to thrive or grow despite providing the ‘right environment’ it may be the result of some form of internal parasite* which will require a veterinary inspection and some form of fecael* analysis to determine the culprit microorganism and course of action to be taken.
Housing
Housing should initially be as simple as possible. This needs to take into account: heat retention, ventilation, easy to clean, ease of disinfection, and easy access to lizard/s.

Hatchlings - may be kept in a well-ventilated plastic tub (about 60 litres +) with a clip on mesh lid and heating light from above. This style of enclosure is used by many breeders with great success as it is easy to clean, monitor* and to handle lizards. This is only intended as short term accommodation until the lizard/s establishes a feeding routine and is observed to grow healthy and steadily at which stage it can then be transferred to larger accommodation.

Adults 

Outdoor enclosures - If this species occurs in your local area they may be kept in outdoor housing. The benefit of such housing is that it allows easy access to direct sunlight and vitamin D3 which is important for general health and the growth of healthy bones. Alternatively a second basking cage may be constructed to allow lizards to bask in the sun several times a week. This may consist of a Reptilary (or aviary style enclosure) or an above ground pit. When setting up any outdoor enclosure consideration must be given to would be predators such as cats and kookaburras, drainage and the ability of these lizards to burrow. I therefore have a preference for an enclosed cage with the walls being constructed of a smooth surface such as sheet metal or corrugated iron that is 60 – 90 cm high, with an additional 40cm of this sunken into the ground. The upper half of the enclosure should be constructed of a pipe or timber frame covered in a wire mesh that is big enough for you to walk in or at least easily access. All internal surfaces should be smooth with no sharp edges to ensure that the lizards do not harm themselves. Agricultural pipe and a rubble drain may be fitted beneath the enclosure to ensure drainage of all excess waters or even a PVC elbow pipe with a wire cover may be fitted at a low point in the floor of the Reptilary to ensure drainage of excess or rain water. Various levels within such a cage should be provided to enable access to sunlight at various times of day along with sufficient hiding areas so your lizard can escape the heat of the sun when required. ‘Beardies’ are omnivorous eating both plant and animal matter and will benefit from planting outdoor cages with flowering plant which are non – toxic and native grasses for ground cover. 

Indoor enclosures – Once your lizard is settled and feeding well it is time to upgrade it to a larger enclosure. For 1-2 adult specimens a cage about 1.0m x 40cm x 40cm (minimum) in size is recommended. Fish tanks can be converted in to housing but these will require secure, well ventilated lids to be fitted. If you are handy, for a reasonable price you can construct you own housing out of ply or laminated timber materials. Glass doors can be fitted by a glazier on sliding rails/channel and basic electrics such as light socket and thermostat fitted by an electrician. 

Ideally set up of the enclosure should allow an area for these lizards to climb.

Cage substrates or flooring material should ideally be cheap to purchase, easy to maintain, exchange and absorbent. At the hatchling stage this is best served by the use of clean/dry pine bark, newspaper or paper pellets. It is important that bedding materials are kept dry to avoid fungal* growth and high humidity. All bedding materials need changing for new if wet or soiled.
Heating

The most important element of heating any reptile cage is the provision of a thermal gradient. This principally means providing a heated area at one end of a cage with a gradual decline of temperatures within the cage to the other end, giving your lizard a choice. This is achieved by using the correct type and wattage heating elements for the cage size you are heating and providing adequate ventilation to ensure that the cage does not overheat.

In the middle of the cage temperatures should be maintained at 25 (night time temp) and 32oC (day time temp) with a hot spot in the vicinity of 35oC. This means the temperatures at the other extremes will be much hotter and cooler respectively. Cage furniture such as hides and branches should be organised in such a manner. Cage furniture, such as hides and branches, need to be distributed throughout the cage, at the various temperature ranges, giving the dragon a choice of cage furniture and temperature.      

Feeding

On acquiring a bearded dragon it is preferable to find out from the previous owner what it was feeding on and how often. These lizards are omnivorous and will tend to take a wide range of plant and animal matter. Many food types may be taken such as cockroaches, crickets, mealworms, baby mice/rats, tinned dog/cat foods (non – fish varieties) dandelions, alfalfa sprouts, celery tops, boc choi? and some commercial diet foods available from pet shops. Some experimentation may be required initially to determine your lizard’s preference. These foods should be regularly supplemented with vitamin and calcium powders to ensure a balanced diet (especially if kept indoors). By varying their diet on a regular basis will ensure that most of their nutritional requirements are met.

Bearded dragons are a diurnal species that are commonly active during the day and this is the best time to offer food. When offering food into a cage with any floor substrate that may adhere to it such as paper pellets etc is best to offer the food in some sort of bowl to reduce the risk of your lizard swallowing some of this material. This can potentially cause *gut impactions* and in severe cases, death. If keeping your lizard/s outdoors, a handy idea is submerging bottles into the ground with only the tops exposed, these may be filled with water and flowers (such as dandelions) that may be placed in the bottles for feeding. This offers them a natural type situation for feeding where the flowers are kept fresh as long as possible (pers comm D.Cameron). Another handy tip for feeding hatchlings is the use of a fly trap (as seen in the Hawkesbury Herpetologist no …) that can be attached to the cage side once the flies are caught. 
Handling

Over handling all reptiles is stressful and can cause all sorts of problems such as failure to feed. One of the attractions with bearded dragons is that they tend to be amenable to handling and almost friendly in nature. Despite this, handling should initially be kept to a minimum until some sort of routine is developed. Once your lizard appears to have settled and is not flighty handling can be increased according to your lizards comfort level i.e. appears comfortable in your hands and does not immediately try to escape.

Lizards that do not settle when being handled should be returned to the comfort of their enclosure. In outdoor enclosures, dragons will often come to you if you have the patience to sit quietly for awhile. Holding food in the palm of your hand, such as mealworms, will give them further encouragement to come to you. 

Water

Fresh water should be made available daily and soiled water replaced as soon as you observe it.  Initially hatchlings only require a small bowl such as the lid off a cleaned 200g coffee jar. Adults will require a more sturdy water bowl such as a 250ml ceramic dog bowl which are easy to clean and are available from most pet shops. These are also fairly heavy which prevents them from being easily knocked over and water being spilt and fouling the cage. One important point when trying to reduce humidity is that the greater the surface area of the water bowl the higher the humidity that may be generated so keep them reasonably small. It is also important to keep them away from any heat source as this will also increase the level of evaporation.

Breeding

As mentioned this species grows quickly and may reach sexual maturity in some species within 6 months and are relatively easy to breed once a breeding pair is established. 

Mating takes place in spring whereby multiple clutches of up to 30 eggs can be expected to be laid till the end of summer. Females should be maintained at optimum* health with plenty of vitamin and mineral enriched food. Over breeding is not recommended as this may take its toll on the health of the female. Males ritualistically* combat during mating season and males should be carefully observed to ensure the dominant* male does not injure the subordinate* male. If this looks like occurring the subordinate male should be separated.

Sexing is best performed by the comparison of the vent* area using the key guide below.

	MALES
	FEMALES

	Significantly larger lizards in comparison to females of the same age and may also display dark throats or ‘beard’
	Significantly smaller lizards in comparison to males of the same age and do not display dark throats or ‘beard’

	Cloacal* opening wide

(This may be detected when pulling down the small flap of skin at the vent area) 
	Cloacal opening narrow

	Base of tail quite thick in appearance 

(view lizard belly up)
	Base of tail narrows sharply

	Large *pre-anal femoral pores*
	Small pre-anal femoral pores

	Head slightly larger in depth and width
	Head appears slightly narrow and long

	Hemipene* in some lizards may be everted with gentle pressure
	No hemipene


Final Checklist before you purchase your Bearded Dragon

Here is a suggested checklist of important items you should acquire before purchasing your children’s python:

Hatchling Bearded Dragon Starter Kit

· 1 x 60 litre plastic tub with mesh insert in lid

· News paper or paper pellets for substrate

· 1 x heater light/shade (these work easier if placed on top of mesh in shade) 

· 1 x thermostat 

· 1 x water bowl (e.g. coffee jar lid)

· 1 x maximum/minimum thermometer e.g. mercury bulb or digital style

· Food supply and source animal/plant matter such as insects

· 1 x keeping reference e,g. Keeping Bearded dragons by D.Green/T.Larson
Adult Bearded Dragon Kit 

· 1 x large cage e.g. fish tank with tight fitting lid and/or home made cabinet 

· (approximately 100cm x 40cm x 40cm)

· 1 x ceramic bowl (approximately 250mm)

· 1 x light fitting and lead

· 4 x light globes of various wattages 40w – 60w preferred

· Thermometer as above

· 1 x packet of substrate material (e,g. paper pellets) 

· 1 x light bulb safety cage (to prevent burns)

Suggested question list for your potential lizard supplier/breeder

1. Price

2. Date of birth 

3. Origin of parents 

4. General health i.e. parents and siblings

5. Current feeding routine

6. What is the lizard feeding on now

7. What caging was the lizard previously kept in

8. How is the lizard heated and what temperature is it kept at

9. What is the demeanor (nature) of the lizard
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Glossary

Environmental: Physical surroundings or conditions: Immediate surrounding area  G

Synthesis: Synthesised: Conservation of foodstuffs into nutritional elements via digestion  G

Respiratory: To breath air, to inhale and exhale G
Parasite: An organism living in or on another and benefiting at the expense of the other G 

Parasites: Animal or plant which lives on/in an organism or another species G
Feacel: Faecal: see faeces  G

Faeces: Waste matter, discharge from the bowels (see excretions)

Monitor: To check, observe, record  G
Fungal: : (infections) Pertaining to or caused by a fungi G

Gut Impactions: : Of faeces lodged in the stomach or intestines (sometimes caused by foreign objects)  An internal blockage caused by gut contents, such as food or other substance/s. G
Optimum: Optimum: As per optimal - see emergency article 
Optimum: Best or most favourable conditions/point G

Ritualistically:

Dominant: Ruler, one with the most power  G

Subordinate: Inferior or secondary, under another G
Vent: The anal opening of a reptile G
Cloacal: In reptiles and amphibians, this is the chamber into which the reproductive, intestinal and urinary ducts open. The external opening of the cloaca is the vent or anus. Common channel where excretory and reproductive organs enter G
Pre-anal Femoral Pores 

Anal: One or more enlarged scales along the anterior margin of the vent. G 
Femoral Pores: A hole or pit on the lower surface of the thigh (see Coggers) G

Femoral: (pore) A hole/pit in a scale on the lower surface of the thigh filed with a waxy, cellular material which may protrude well above the surface of the scale (see preanal pore) G
Hemipene: Duel reproductive organs occurring in snakes and lizards G
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