
 

Lizards, snakes and turtles: Dispelling the
myths about reptiles as pets

August 24 2021, by Melanie Denomme, Glenn J Tattersall

  
 

  

Credit: AI-generated image (disclaimer)

Reptiles are all the rage. Mochi the bearded dragon is a viral sensation, 
with over 1.8 million views on YouTube. Meanwhile, Chris Pratt is 
singing to his bearded dragon while walking it on a leash, and he is just
one of many other celebrities with pet reptiles. It is obvious that having
reptiles as pets has gained popularity in recent years.
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://ca.news.yahoo.com/bearded-dragon-comes-running-towards-211839614.html
https://www.reptilesmagazine.com/actor-chris-pratt-takes-his-bearded-dragon-out-for-a-walk/
https://www.reptiles.swelluk.com/blog/10-celebrity-reptile-owners/


 

But there is a growing number of people opposed to owning these
animals as pets. Their concerns range from reptiles posing a serious
danger to public health to beliefs about reptiles being too cold to love.
Why do reptiles get a bad rap?

Reptile-borne diseases

Critics of reptile pet ownership often state that reptiles are riddled with
diseases, and while it is true that reptiles do harbor disease, the risk is
often far lower than people realize. This fear may be due to outbreaks of
salmonella in people that occurred nearly half a century ago: In the
1970s, turtles suddenly became a popular pet, and reptile-borne
salmonella incidences increased, representing about 11 percent of all
human cases.

In North America, people are more likely to acquire salmonella from
consuming animal products. Education campaigns and legislation in the
1990s led to a significant reduction in reptile-borne salmonella, 
decreasing it to just six percent of cases.

However, close study of reptile-caused illnesses in humans has only
examined trends up to the early 2000s, so public health data may be
subject to change as reptiles increase in popularity.

Interestingly, although diseases are highlighted as a reason to avoid pet
reptiles, pet mammals like dogs and cats have been repeatedly linked to a
variety of health problems, such as rabies and asthma. Yet these dangers
are deemed acceptable by society, despite the public health risks (rabies
is incurable and fatal).

Companionship and entertainment

Another common critique is that reptiles simply do not make good pets.
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https://www.floridatoday.com/story/news/2021/02/25/emotions-proposed-florida-reptile-ban-run-raw/4553754001/
https://www.floridatoday.com/story/news/2021/02/25/emotions-proposed-florida-reptile-ban-run-raw/4553754001/
https://phys.org/tags/public+health/
https://phys.org/tags/reptile/
https://arav.org/salmonella-bacteria-reptiles/
https://arav.org/salmonella-bacteria-reptiles/
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.aje.a121418
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.aje.a121418
https://dx.doi.org/10.3201/eid2207.150685
https://doi.org/10.2807/1560-7917.ES.2016.21.34.30324
https://avmajournals.avma.org/doi/pdf/10.2460/javma.252.8.945
https://asthma.ca/get-help/asthma-triggers/pets-asthma/
https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-topics/hw181108
https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-topics/hw181108


 

This belief stems from the view that reptiles are lumbering, boring
creatures. However, this could not be further from the truth.

There are some incredible examples of reptile nimbleness. For example, 
basilisks can run on two legs on the surface of water for more than 20
meters, and crocodiles can use their massive jaws to delicately move
their babies and eggs without damaging them. Some lizards can solve
food puzzles and tortoises and bearded dragons can take cues from
others of the same species to speed up problem-solving tasks, both of
which are abilities once thought to be present only in birds and mammals
.

While affection is harder to prove using current scientific methods, tests
have shown that some tortoises (likely dependent on personality) prefer
having their shells scratched by familiar humans to food or toys when
making a choice.

Reptile welfare

Beyond the risks for people, owning a reptile does pose some threat to
the animals themselves. While there is no evidence that reptiles suffer
disproportionately poor welfare compared to other pets, it is easy to
access misleading and conflicting information online. Well-intentioned
owners can end up keeping reptiles in substandard conditions, eventually
causing a variety of preventable health issues.
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https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.104296
https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/secret-social-lives-reptiles
https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/secret-social-lives-reptiles
https://jhupbooks.press.jhu.edu/title/secret-social-lives-reptiles
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2011.0480
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsbl.2011.0480
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10071-014-0803-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10071-014-0803-7
http://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199738182.013.0008
https://doi.org/10.19227/jzar.v9i2.540
https://doi.org/10.19227/jzar.v9i2.540
https://doi.org/10.1002/zoo.21227
https://doi.org/10.1002/zoo.21227
https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.104296
https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.104296
https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.k4836
https://doi.org/10.1136/vr.k4836


 

  

Credit: AI-generated image (disclaimer)

Due to their ectothermic (cold-blooded) nature, reading body language
can be tricky, making it difficult to tell when reptiles are suffering.
Making things worse, reptiles can often endure severe health conditions
longer than mammals. Ultimately, this means that reptiles can be kept in
neglectful conditions for months, or even years.

Thankfully, some reptile welfare groups on social media are doing their
best to collect and communicate the most up-to-date standards of reptile
care. Herpetologists—who study reptiles and amphibians—are 
continually refining the best husbandry practices and methods for
evaluating reptile welfare.

Reptile abuse
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://www.chippingnortonvets.co.uk/uploads/Factors%20contributing%20to%20poor%20welfare%20of%20pet%20reptiles.pdf
https://www.chippingnortonvets.co.uk/uploads/Factors%20contributing%20to%20poor%20welfare%20of%20pet%20reptiles.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/groups/AdvancingHerpHusbandry/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.applanim.2021.105324


 

Outdated beliefs about reptiles, often spurred on by a misguided distrust,
can do real harm by allowing reptile mistreatment to persist. For
example, perhaps one of the most astonishingly cruel reptile-related
practices are the annual rattlesnake rodeos taking place in the southern
United States.

Rattlesnakes are taken from the wild and stored for up to eight months,
usually without food, water or regular cage maintenance. If the snakes
survive this process, they are brought to the rodeo where they are
physically beaten, taunted, stomped on or hastily decapitated all while
fully conscious.

The manner in which snakes are treated at these events would cause
mass outrage if the same practices were performed on any mammal or
bird—so why is it acceptable for a reptile?

Championing reptiles

Perhaps, through the proper ownership of reptiles as pets, and by
dispelling the myths surrounding them, we can raise awareness of their
cognitive abilities and better appreciate their unique appeal.

Though often overlooked, reptiles can make incredible pets. Many
owners find themselves captivated by their stoic beauty, and others find
even the simplest behavior endearing. With proper education, owners are
able to care for a pet reptile for many years in a way that ensures the
health of both the animal and their owner.

Pet ownership may inspire positive change for the welfare of reptiles,
putting an end to inhumane practices and promoting conservation goals 
for one of the most underfunded and under-researched groups of
animals.
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https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/campaigns/outlawing_rattlesnake_roundups/index.html
https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/campaigns/outlawing_rattlesnake_roundups/index.html
https://commonreader.wustl.edu/c/beauty-and-the-beast-at-the-worlds-largest-rattlesnake-roundup/
https://commonreader.wustl.edu/c/beauty-and-the-beast-at-the-worlds-largest-rattlesnake-roundup/
https://commonreader.wustl.edu/c/beauty-and-the-beast-at-the-worlds-largest-rattlesnake-roundup/
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani9100821
https://doi.org/10.3390/ani9100821
http://doi.org/10.12966/abc.08.01.2015
http://doi.org/10.12966/abc.08.01.2015


 

In light of all this, perhaps it is time we show some warmth to our cold-
blooded companions.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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