
REPTILE 
REHAB 
BASICS



Location, Location, Location!

Getting good information from a finder is very important for many turtle and tortoise species.
Not only for those with strong homing instincts but to help reduce the spread of disease!

Gopher tortoise habitat



Its time to S.H.O.P around!

*Severe trauma to any of these are a no go!

Spine ɀ a turtle /tortoise that is paralyzed can not be released and has poor quality 
of life and complications even in captivity.

Head- Brain damage, broken jaw, eye damage

Organs- obvious organs hanging out, ripped or punctured. Exposed is different 
from damaged.

Pelvic ɀ May appear similar to spinal, very critical for females when its time to pass 
eggs, ability to support bodyweight and movement to forage, swim, walk, etc.



Injury Assessment   
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Peninsula Cooter Florida SoftshellGopher Tortoise Gopher Tortoise



X -ray Comparison
Common Snapping Turtle

Abnormal Spine Normal SpineHead tilt



Softshell Turtle Spinal Comparison 

Bad 



Old Injuries   

Was found in this condition, believed to be an old 
lawn mower strike. Tortoise had full use of legs 
and scar tissue had fully hardened.

Old HBC injury, tortoise was found in a yard by 
concerned citizen. Tortoise was fully healed and 

healthy.

Gopher Tortoise



Observations  

Limb Function  Internal Injury  

Blood from mouth 
and or gasping.
There may be very 
little external damage.
Some blood from mouth 
is not necessarily end 
game.
Keeping them still and 
quiet can allow minor 
damage to clot and heal 
and make a full recovery.The limb on the right is not situated properly. 

This can be a dislocation or fracture.

Peninsula Cooter



Symmetry Test 

Gopher Tortoise Striped Mud Turtle



Gopher Tortoise

Peninsula cooter



Damage to lung, bubbles during flushing 
sound of air passing trough cavity?

This tortoise had a tear in the front lower portion 
of the lung. The sound of air could be heard from the
 fracture in the carapace. This tortoise made good
 progress and was released after 3 months..

Video



Organ damage

Torn stomach, dog chew victim.
Crushed or damaged liver, not pictured 
here but was shredded under tortoise.

Exposed organs is different from damaged organs.



Head Trauma

Eyes closed, blood from eyes, nose 
or mouth.

Bulging or inflamed eye or full 
luxation of the globe 

Head trauma cases that can successfully recover from visible injury may suffer from brain damage 
resulting in the animal not eating. It runs about 50/50.

Red Footed Tortoise 



Injury to the head is not always obvious , when injuries to the 
front portion of the body are present you should observe 
walking posture. Shoveling forward is a sign of head trauma. 
The tortoise in this video recovered after fluids rest and 
Metacam daily for 7 days.



Damaged or broken Limbs 

Swelling Poor use or folding while walking 

One leg is larger then the other may have restricted movement 

Video



Spinal injury  

Spinal injury assessment video
When there is a severed spinal 
cord the best thing is euthanasia 

Things to consider- Females and egg production,
Chronic constipation leading to impaction,
Legs or rear quarters developing sores or abrasions,
Nutritional absorption leading to vitamin deficiency   



Pelvic Injury

Video, legs move voluntarily but not 
entirely weight bearing 

Video of pelvic injury while walking 



Normal Impaired     



Buoyancy check
Listing sideways or unable to submerge 



Intake protocol                 Treatment plan
                                                                                                                             Things to consider while creating a plan

× Provide pain medication if needed. 
Injection/topical

×Scan for microchip 

×SHOP (spine, head, organ, pelvis)

×Radiographs or other diagnostics

×Stabilize or secure any loose fragments 
or fractured limbs 

×Fluids (if necessary)

×Is this a triage and transfer?

×Form treatment plan

×Is pain management needed/ how long?

×Antibiotics and frequency

×Treatment or stabilization of injuries. 
Surgical needs after animal stabilization?

×Soaking or hydration frequency

×Setup for holding during early recovery. 
Quarantine ?

×Temperature

×Feeding



10 Treatment/Triage Steps

1. General assessment, is this an automatic euthanasia case? Severe- Spinal, Head, Organ, Pelvic)

2. Pain medication ( Injectable meticam is best, hydromorphone in lower dose ranges) 

3. Antibiotics , only necessary if you will be providing long term care or a vet who is willing to get it 
started before transfer. Ceftazidime is the safe general antibiotic of choice for injuries and wounds.

4. Wound flush, saline or sterile water. DO NOT USE Peroxide. Diluted betadine is okay avoid 
chlorhexidine or heavily dilute before use.

5. Wound care, Honey is our friend! Real honey including Manuka honey is great and comes in many 
forms! Safe for all parts of the body including exposed organs or prolapses. Reduces bleeding and is 
easily flushed away for later injury assessment.

Why not SSD? If the area needs to be evaluated after transfer, SSD can be hard to remove from the 
area and takes longer and causes more stress to the animal. SSD is also greasy and leaves a layer on the 
ÓÈÅÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÍÁËÅ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÈÏÏË ÁÎÄ ×ÉÒÅ ÃÌÏÓÕÒÅÓ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ ÉÍÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȢ "ÁÎÄÁÇÅÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÔÉÃË ×ÅÌÌ ÔÏ ÉÔ 
causing them to peel back or slip off! If you do use it try to keep just where needed and limit excess use.



6. Bandage and secure/tape any loose parts to avoid more damage or bleeding if the animal is 
active. Nonstick bandages are wonderful and works well with the honey. You may also use honey 
infused bandages, but they can be costly and work better for long term wound care and not 
triage.

7. Fluids can be offered by a simple shallow soak for minor wounds (suggested before wound care 
and bandage). Forcing fluids PO is dangerous. SQ or even cloacal can be easier if you are 
comfortable with it. Otherwise, there is IC but should be done by someone experienced.

8. BOUNUS! If you have access to a x ray machine, radiographs can be very helpful before a 
transfer. This can help the next person work faster on fractures or show eggs!

9. Place animal in dry clean plastic bin or box in dark quiet area. Newspaper, towel or puppy pad on 
bottom. Cases with heavy bleeding a cooler room is suggested. A towel can also be placed 
directly over the animal to help reduce movement and stress.

10.Transfer or prepare for continued care.



Disease and Illness 

Most common to look for
Å Mycoplasma- Bacterial  ( Gopher tortoises and box turtles) 2 strains agassizii and testudineum
Å Septicemia- Bacterial ( All species ) 
Å Anaplasma- Bacterial ( Gopher tortoise)
Å Herpes ɀViral ( all species)
Å Ranavirus ɀ Viral ( All species, emerging in gophers)

 "Å Á×ÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÃÁÓÅÓȣ
Å Helicobacters- Bacterial- ( Gopher tortoise)
Å Turtle Fraservirus  TFV- Viral- (Freshwater Aquatic turtles)



Mycoplasma 
ɆAlso known as URTD ( Upper Respiratory Tract Disease)

ɆNasal discharge clear to thick mucus. Eroded nares from chronic illness

ɆSwelling around eyes, redness and in advanced cases eyes appear 
sealed over.

ɆLethargic

ɆSits at top of burrow or in odd place, tend to wander and loose their 
way

ɆLower body weight or emaciation. 

Testing- University of Florida Mycoplasma Laboratory- 

ɆOral Swabs/Culture PCR and or Blood ELISA serology. Swabs take longer 
but will provide specific levels of infection if sample is collected properly. Blood 
will provide titer level if infection is present but may test negative for newly 
infected individuals. Can take up to 12 weeks from day of infection for 
symptoms to show and titer level to be detected in ELISA test.

RAL ( Research Associates Laboratory) Swabs for general detection.

Abnormal Nares

Normal nares



Treatments-
Please note there is no cure for Mycoplsma at this time. The 
drugs are only used to reduce symptoms and remission. 
Tortoises are not contagious unless symptomatic. These animals 
must go back where found! 
Å Nebulizing with Danofloxicn (Advocin) is recommended or 

Baytril if its what is available daily for 7 to 10 days. 
Å Advocin IM injections @ 72 hrs for 21 days 7 treatments if 

nebulizing is not affective. 5 to 6 mg/kg
Å Baytil nasal flush. 0.1 cc 2.27% baytril to .9cc sterile water. A few 

drops each nostril daily for 5 to 10 days 

 

Posterior Nares
SWAB ZONE



#ÁÎȭÔ ÇÏ ×ÒÏÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 6ÉÔÁÍÉÎ #

ɆAntioxidant , necessary for tissue 
repair and collagen formation.

ɆGeneral support when treating 
stomatitis, bacterial or viral infections 
in reptiles.

ɆProduced by the kidneys in reptiles

ɆDosage 10-20 mg /kg SQ or IM 
@24hrs

ɆIn water during soaks



Septicemia 
Symptoms 

ɆRed blistered skin and sloughing

ɆLethargy

ɆSunken eyes

ɆRed blotching on plastron sometimes carapace

Causes- Bacteria in the blood

ɆImproper repairs/ wound care, covering wounds with 
plaster fiberglass or other permanent substance. 

ɆLack of antibiotics 

Treatment- Antibiotics like Ceftazidime ( Fortaz) will 
work well if caught soon enough. This is also why Fortaz 
is recommended as a general antibiotic in reptiles.

Dosage- 20 mg/kg general use up to 40 mg/kg for 
advanced infections.

Gopher Tortoise



Anaplasma

ɆAffects red blood cells causing anemia 

ɆLethargy

ɆPale mouth or membranes 

ɆLow body mass or emaciation  

ɆSunken eyes

Cause- 

Å Ticks

Testing

Å  University of Florida- Blood sample

Treatment

Å  doxycycline



Herpesvirus
Herpesvirus symptoms
 
ÅAppetite loss/weight loss
ÅMouth sores or plaques
ÅDischarge from eyes or nose, swelling around eyes.
ÅLethargy
ÅCan lead to liver disease 
Causes
ÅExposed to captive pets with the virus
ÅWas exposed to another turtle or tortoise with the virus in the wild
Testing
ÅResearch Assotiats Labatory (RAL)
ÅBox turtles, Wildlife Epidemilogy Lab IL
ÅUF Diagnostic Lab
Treatment
ÅThere is no cure only reduction of symptoms
 in most cases euthanasia is the answer in wildlife.
ÅAcyclovir ( antiviral)



Ranavirus
ɆHigh mortality rate and often associated with acute die-offs

Å Affects amphibians, reptiles and fish.( Cold blooded)

Symptoms 

ɆWeakness

Ɇ Swollen eyelids 

ɆDischarge from nose or mouth

ɆUlcers on feet

ɆDull white or thick yellow plaque in mouth

Cause

ɆDirect contact or ingestion of the virus

ɆRanavirus can remain infectious in the environment for months in 
favorable conditions

Testing

Å Research Associates Lab ( RAL)

Å University of Florida Zoomed Diagnostic Lab

No treatment or vaccine 

Florida Box Turtle



Heliocbacter 

Helicobacter is a 
newly discovered 
disease in gopher 

tortoises 

Symptoms 

ɆNasal discharge and rapid 
decline 

Testing

ɆOral Swab 

ɆUniversity Of Florida 
Zoomed Diagnostic Lab

Cause unknown Treatment unknown



Turtle Fraservirus
Turtle Fraservirus (TFV) was known as turtle bunyavirus 

ɆWas first noted as a novel virus in 2018 in St. John's River

ɆFWC Health Team is currently researching/tracking the virus

Symptoms

Å Floating

Å Lethargic

Å Emaciated 

Å Swimming in circles

Å On or near bank for days with very little movement even when 
approached.

Å Closed eyes or swollen eyelids

Cooters, Sliders, and softshells are known to be affected other 
species are being investigated.

Current Positive Counties

Putnam, Lake, Orange, Osceola, Brevard,

 Indian River, Polk, Coillier



Sanitation 
Chlorhexidine and Chlorine or Bleach  

Treat water before dumping.
At least 30 mins recommended

Larger ponds or bins can be sprayed down
 easily using a garden sprayer .

The less you touch the better!

**Nets, basking platforms, dishes, hides, and anything you may touch in between like hoses or spray bottles should be sanitized.
 Do not reuse or return pond plants or fish that may have been in with the turtles.



Broken limb wrap Arm can also be restrained to 
body with coflex 

Caution when using tight bandages on
 younger tortoises. It can cause deformation 
if too tight. Keep it loose and check often.

Rehab Tips!



Cut Roll Tape

Place splint , a second can be 
used on front if necessary  



Fractured Limb Restraint



BLEEDING 
IN FRACTURES THAT ARE NOT EXPOSING ORGANS

 



WoundSeal works great on softshell 
turtles!

The bony structure of softshell
 turtles is different then most.
The carapace and plastron 
are not connected by a
 bridge of bone. This makes it
difficult to apply compression 
to fractured bleeding areas 
with a bandage.



Paint Removal 
Nail Polish 

Industrial paint 

Sanding sponge
  from Dollar Store


