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Do aquatic turtles hibernate?

Information about hibernating aquatic turtles in captivity is not readily available. Since hibernation is
part of their natural life cycles, and many of us keep them in regions with climates similar to their native
areas, it makes sense to duplicate their natural behavior as much as possible in captivity. Additionally,
hibernation allows for a higher quality of life for these animals T many caretakers provide large outdoor
ponds for their turtles during the summer months, yet can only offer a fraction of this space with an
indoor winter home.

In their native habitats, all aquatic turtles in the higher latitudes of North America hibernate for up to
seven months each year. This includes these turtles common to the pet trade: the slider (Trachemys
scripta), painted turtle (Chrysemys picta), musk turtle or stinkpot (Sternotherus odoratus), mud turtle
(Kinosternon subrubrum), spotted turtle (Clemmys guttata), map turtle (Graptemys geographica), and
the common snapping turtle (Chelydra serpentina -

serpentina). As these turtles spend the vast majority
of their life in water, so too do they hibernate in,

or very close to, the body of water they call home.
Some scientists have claimed that reptiles do not
enter a true state of hibernation like mammals,
describing their winter behavior as a state of torpor
or brumation. Others have claimed that reptiles do,
in fact, achieve true hibernation. For our purposes,
wedll use the term hibernation T essentially, their
bodies cool, slow down, and they fisleepo for several
months. As the weather warms in the spring, they )
emerge from their overwintering sites, ready to begin =,
another year of life as a turtle. [
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Why should I hibernate my aquatic turtles?

While we have been unable to ynd speciyc literature detailing the physiological affects of hibernation
on aquatic turtles, it is safe to assume that as part of their natural life cycle, such a period of rest and
rejuvenation can only be beneycial. Studies have detailed the positive effects of hibernation in the
closely related, though land dwelling, box turtle (Terrapene carolina and T. ornata): synchronizing
reproductive cycles and stimulating hormone activity, especially in the thyroid gland. Additionally,
the hibernation period provides the opportunity for turtles to replenish their immune systems. While
skipping hibernation for a year or two may not result in an observable decline in health, over a period
of time they may become immunocompromised and suffer from increased susceptibility to a variety of
ailments.






