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    The goals of Behavioral Enrichment are to encourage captive animals to use their 
natural abilities and promote species appropriate behaviors.  This offers the animal a 
sense of control, allowing them to make choices and have new experiences. 
 
Enrichment ideas have their limits, especially when it comes to giant tortoises. These 
animals are unique in many ways to the animal kingdom particularly when it comes to 
their size, physical abilities and behavior. 
Enrichment ideas for the giant tortoises generally reflect on fact that these animals are: 
- Mainly herbivorus animals  
- Cold blooded 
- Slow moving 
- Peaceful and mild tempered 
- Large sized 
 
At the Phoenix Zoo we house 1.2.6 Galapagos and 2.2 Aldabra tortoises. 
 
1. Foraging enrichment  

Giant tortoises lead a generally peaceful, simple life. They wake up mid morning and 
bask in the sun as their body warms. The rest of the day they spend grazing and 
browsing. Giant tortoises eat large quantities of food when available at the expense of 
incomplete digestion. 

Forage placement 
Providing food enrichment depends on whether the animals are "dome-shelled" or 
"saddle-backed".  
For “dome-shelled” Galapagos tortoises, whose main source of food are ground 
vegetation, food enrichment should be provided on the ground or close to the ground for 
easy access.  
On the other hand, “saddle-backed” Galapagos tortoises feed on higher growing cactus 
and have a curved shell front to allow their long neck to reach the pads. Aldabra 
Tortoises also have long necks which helps the animals exploit tree branches up to three 
feet from the ground. For these animals enrichment items can be hung higher to make 
them work for their food. Aldabra tortoises are known to attempt rising on their hind legs 
to reach low branches and risk tipping onto their backs. The hights of enrichement items 
hung are need to be carefully considered. 



At the Phoenix Zoo mulberry (Morus sp.), orange (Citrus sp.), pomegranate (Punica sp.) 
trees and Prickly pears (Opuntia sp.) were planted in our giant tortoise exhibit to provide 
seasonal enrichment for the animals.  
 
 
 

 
Galapagos tortoise harvesting fruit at the Phoenix Zoo.   
Photo by Jim Hughes 
 

 
 
Cactus bobbing  
Photo by Tara Sprankle 
 
Forage variety and presentation  
Prickly pears (Opuntia sp.) grow naturally on zoo grounds and both cactus pads and fruits 
are provided as enrichment regularly. Bobbing for cactus pads is a popular enrichment 
activity among our tortoises. Cactus pads are left to float in the pond for the animals to 
fish them out. Fresh browse such as mulberry (Morus sp.), willow (Salix sp.), hibiscus 
(Hibiscus sp.), and tipuana (Tipuana sp.) are cut by Horticulture Department several 



times a week for the tortoises. Browse are either placed on the ground and/or on rock 
piles or hung from low hanging branches. 
Dates (Phoenix), hibiscus flowers (Hibiscus sp.), rose petals (Rosa sp.) and fresh cut 
Bermuda grass (Cynondon sp.) are harvested as well depending on availability. 
At Halloween the tortoises are given pumpkins (Cucurbita sp.). Feeding pumpkins can 
cause diarrhea and it should be fed in small amounts.  If fed a whole pumpkin, keepers 
should remove it from the exhibit before the animals finish it.  
 

 
 
Halloween pumpkin 
Photo by Tara Sprankle 
 
Presentation of food items is varied as well.  The tortoises’ food can be presented 
chopped up, as whole pieces or frozen in water for a cool summer treat. 
2.  Structure and Substrate 

Being ectothermic, tortoises will  bask in the sun for several hours after dawn in order to 
raise their body temperature. They will soak in a mud wallow and/or pool in order to cool 
off when the weather is hot and to repell biting insects. Two swimming pools and a mud 
wallow, as well large dirt piles are provided to elicit proper species-appropriate 
behaviors. Sod is planted in several parts of the exhibit for varying substrate and lawn 
sprinklers provide additional enrichment.  



 

Juvenile Galapagos tortoises utilizing mud wallow.  

Photo by Tara Sprankle 

3.  Social enrichment 

At the Phoenix Zoo both species are housed together and the animals are getting along 
well even during feeding times.The tortoises also have opportunities to interact with 
humans. Keepers and volunteers often spend time with the animals, scratching them on 
the neck, hand feed them or hosing the animals off.   

 

Giant tortoise is given a shower by keeper at the Phoenix Zoo. 

Photo by Jim Hughes 



Special tours and programs also create opportunities where guests and tortoises can 
interact. Guests use tongs to hold pieces of carrots that are offered to the animals as 
protection againts accidental bites. 

4. Training 

Although tortoises are slow-moving reptiles, if they have a purpose they can move with 
surprising speed and determination given their size. Speed and size of these animals as 
well as the timing of scheduled training sessions need to be carefully considered when 
training is planned. Weighing giant tortoises is one of the most common task trainers like 
to achive in their practices. Giant totoises are known to be attracted to red spectrum 
colors therefore trainers can use this ability during target training. At the Phoenix Zoo the 
tortoises were target trained and scale trained to climb onto portable scales. 

 

 

Photo: Target training by keeper Tara Sprankle  

Photo by Kay Fielding 

Our tortoises retire late in the afternoon. In the summer, they spend half of the night 
submerged in their pool/mud wallow or burry themselves under the bushes in their 
exhibit however, in the winter time the animals come into a heated night house. This 
behavior is easily re-trained every winter by turning on the heating units and using 
classical conditioning.  Animals that choose not go into the barn on their own can be 
shifted by using the target and food reward. 

5. Stimulating the five senses 

Tortoises do not rely as much on their hearing or smelling senses, therefore olfactory 
enrichment items (perfumes, extracts, spices) or auditory enrichment (music, musical 



instruments or noise makers) that are usually used with other species is not as priority as 
providing tactile, gustatory and visual enrichment, already outlined. 

6. Manipulanda 

Giant tortoises like to use their heads and legs to manipulate things. Boomer balls are 
given to Phoenix Zoo tortoises to play with and we often use these balls as puzzle feeders 
by drilling large holes into them and placing the animals’ chopped diet inside. 

 
 
     In general, in terms of encouraging specific behaviors, two things are necessary for a 
chosen behavior to be elicited: opportunity and motivation. Giving the opportunity is 
basically providing the necessities (nesting materials, water, leaf litter, browse etc.) of 
what the animal could need. However, if the appropriate motivation is not there, the 
animal will usually choose not to exhibit that behavior. Reptile species are restricting us 
by their nature in providing the best opportunities and it requires a lot knowledge and 
dedication from the caregivers’ part to achieve successful enrichment program, but it 
worth every minute! 
 
 
Adaptation of originally published article by the BdZ (Association of German 
Zookeepers) 
Arbeitsplatz Zoo, issue 1/2007 
 

  

 

 


