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Why have a bearded dragon as a pet? 

Bearded dragons are among the best reptile pets available. A 

well-started, healthy, baby bearded dragon will grow up to be a 

“lap lizard” with appropriate attention and care. There are 

different “breeds” of bearded dragons, known as morphs, so 

you may pick the one that is most attractive to you. A bearded 

dragon is easily cared for with items available at most pet 

stores. A bearded dragon’s engaging personality, tameness, 

and ability to bond with its human family makes it a great 

choice even for someone who may not normally think of a 

reptile as a pet. A well-kept bearded dragon may live 5 to 8 

years, often longer. 

 

A baby and adult bearded dragon. (This photo is just for education and does not mean 

there is any parental care. If you keep bearded dragons together that are very different 

in size, the larger one will eat the smaller one.) 
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My Bearded Dragon’s Health Record 

 
Name:  
 
Where I got my dragon: 
 
Date of hatching (if known): 
 
Sex (if known): 
 
My veterinarian: 
 
My veterinarian’s phone number: 
 

Labwork 
 
Atadenovirus test result:            Date of test: 
 
Fecal test result:    Date of test: 
 
Fecal test result:    Date of test: 
 
Fecal test result:    Date of test: 
 
Fecal test result:              Date of test: 
 
Fecal test result:    Date of test: 
 
Fecal test result:    Date of test: 
 
Fecal test result:    Date of test: 
 
Other test and date: 
 
 
Other test and date: 
 
 
Other test and date: 
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PICKING A BEARDED DRAGON 

It’s important to pick a healthy bearded dragon for your best 

chance of getting a great pet. Make sure your bearded dragon 

is alert and moves around easily in its cage. It should be 

watchful and try to avoid being picked up. It should hold is 

head and shoulders off the ground. The eyes should be open, 

its nostrils should be clean, and its cloaca (the vent on its 

underside at the base of the tail) should be clean. Check and 

make sure the other bearded dragons sharing its cage also 

appear to be healthy. 

 

Baby bearded dragons should be at least three weeks old before they are sold. This 

lets you know they are eating well and growing. 
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Baby bearded dragons are very cute and their care needs are 

easily met with items available at Arizona Reptile Center. A 

baby bearded dragon is more delicate than an older bearded 

dragon so you have to be sure and take care of it daily and be 

very watchful of any change in behavior. If you think your baby 

bearded dragon seems ill you need to call a veterinarian that 

same day. If you wait even another day to seek veterinary care 

for your baby bearded dragon you may allow a treatable 

condition to become an untreatable condition.  

 

These bearded dragons are around 3 months old and are much hardier than babies. 

Expect to pay more for these older ones! 

An older bearded dragon may be a better choice if you are not 

sure you have the time to care for a baby. They are more 

tolerant of minor mistakes once in a while. For example, if you 
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Dr. Wright’s Checklist for Your Bearded Dragon 

� Cage 

� Water bowl 

� Hand sprayer 

� Branch 

� Hiding spot (hollow log, 
cork, rock cave) 

� Cypress mulch 

� Double-dome light 
fixture 

� UVB Light 

� Basking Light 

� Under-tank heater 

� Thermometers 

� Disinfectant for cage 

� Good hygiene at home 
with hand-washing in 
warm soapy water 

� ZooMed’s Reptivite 
with D3 

� Sticky Tongue Miner-All 

� Calcium with D3 

� Insects of the proper 
size 

� Insect carrier and ice 
pack during warm 
months 

� Insect cage 

� Insect food 

� Cooler + ice pack 
during hot months 

� Spring mix salad 
(organic) and other 
produce 

� AN EXPERIENCED 
HERP VET! 

� ± Spay your female  
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While the following signs may not be life-threatening, your 

bearded dragon needs veterinary care as soon as possible 

and no later than by the next day after you noticed the 

condition: 

• Hiding a lot or sleeping a lot 

• Excessive sneezing or crusty nose or eyes 

• Swelling or growth anywhere on its body 

• Crusts, brown or yellow spots, other changes in the 
skin, or visible mites 

• Diarrhea 

• Constipation 

• Stops eating or becomes fussy about what it eats 

• Has a dark or discolored toe or tail tip 

• Has laid abnormal eggs or fewer eggs than normal 
and looks “full” as if more eggs are yet to be laid 
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forget to give a baby bearded dragon its daily drink of water 

with a spray mister it may become dehydrated and ill by the 

next day. A 3-month old bearded dragon may be thirsty if you 

forget to mist it for one or two days but it should not fall ill. 

I recommend that you have your new bearded dragon 

examined by an experienced reptile veterinarian within the first 

few days you have it or even before you bring it home. The 

veterinarian may find a hidden health problem that needs to be 

treated and will discuss what your new bearded dragon needs 

to live a long healthy life. There may be a board-certified reptile 

specialist near you listed on the American Board of Veterinary 

Practitioner’s website, www.abvp.com  You may also find a 

veterinarian who treats reptiles but who may not be a board-

certified specialist at the Association of Reptilian and 

Amphibian Veterinarians’ website, www.arav.org  

I offer a $25 discount if you schedule an appointment within 7 

days of getting your bearded dragon and you present your 

proof-of-purchase from the pet store or breeder. 

WELLNESS PROGRAM 

A wellness program helps your bearded dragon stay healthy 

and live a long time. I recommend that your new bearded 

dragon has a physical examination, a fecal test to detect 

internal parasites, and a screening test to detect atadenovirus, 

a serious infectious disease. I recommend a once-a-year 
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veterinary visit for bearded dragons under the age of 4 years 

and a twice-a-year veterinary visit for bearded dragons 4 years 

and older. A once-a-year blood test is important for all bearded 

dragons to as an early way to detect conditions such as 

anemia, kidney disease, and liver disease. Early detection 

allows more effective treatment of many health problems. A 

twice-a-year fecal test is recommended to be sure your 

bearded dragon is free of internal parasites. 

If you have more than one bearded dragon or plan on getting 

more, your veterinarian may suggest a different wellness 

program to keep your pets healthy. 

CARE 

A bearded dragon’s cage should increase in size as it grows 

from a baby to an adult. A baby will do well in a 20 gallon 

screen-top aquarium while an adult bearded dragon should 

have a cage about 36 inches long, 24 inches wide, and 18 

inches tall. A pair of adult bearded dragons should have a cage 

at least 48 inches long, 24 inches wide, and 18 inches tall. 

Ideally, you should consider these as the minimum cage size 

and pick a cage that is as large as you’re able to provide. A 

bearded dragon cage should have good ventilation so that it 

doesn’t over-heat or cause droplets of moisture to build-up 

inside. A cage should be water-proof so that it is easily cleaned 

and disinfected. It should be easy to open the cage for care for 

your bearded dragon and spot-clean daily. 
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SEEK IMMEDIATE CARE for your bearded dragon if you 

see any of the following life-threatening conditions: 

• Not moving or moving weakly, not responding to touch or 
noise 

• Attacked by another animal, such as a cat, dog, or other 
pet, or struck by an object 

• Open-mouth breathing, wheezes or clicks, sneezing, 
bubbles form in the nostrils or mouth 

• Seizures, twitches or rolls uncontrollably, frantically moves 
its legs and tail, staggers, has a head tilt or has its head 
rolled back 

• Bleeding that doesn’t stop, a broken bone or leg that is 
held in an odd position, an eye injury, or a cut in the skin 
that has a flap or exposes muscle or internal organs 

• Entire cage is above 95°F and it is open-mouth breathing 
or collapsed 

• Something is coming out of its cloaca (vent) that is red, 
pink, white, black, green, or oozing blood, or it is straining 
to pass something 

• Swallowed a rock, large piece of mulch, or other 
indigestible object, or poisonous plant 

• Seems painful and refuses to move or bites at a body part 
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bearded dragon and particular attention paid to washing their 

hands. 

Do not wash your bearded dragon’ water bowl or other items in 

a sink where people prepare their food or in a bath tub where 

people bathe. If you do, be sure to scrub the sink or tub with a 

chlorine cleanser before a person is going to use it. Follow this 

scrubbing with additional disinfection. One ounce of household 

bleach in one quart of hot water works should be sprayed on 

the sink or tub after the cleaning and allowed to sit for at least 

15 minutes before being rinsed.  
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There are many different cages available to fit every budget. These large cages with 

screen tops and front-opening doors make caring for your bearded dragon easy! 

Top-opening cages work very well but you have to move the overhead lights whenever 

you open the cage. 

Sturdy branches should be placed so that the bearded dragon 

can climb. A dark hiding spot should be at one end of the cage; 

Cork bark, hollow logs, “rock” caves made out of resin, plastic 

hide boxes, and stacks of rocks (glued together) work well. 
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Grape vines, driftwood, manzita branches, and cork are excellent choices to provide 

climbing structures for your bearded dragon cage. 

 

A cage without any lining should be spot cleaned daily and deep-cleaned with hot 

soapy water and disinfectant every two week. While this works well for baby bearded 

dragons it can be quite messy with adult bearded dragons. Notice there is a warm end 

of the cage to the left and a cool end of the cage with a water bowl to the right. 
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untreated, this may cause dangerously low levels of calcium in 

a bearded dragon’s blood and cause twitching, rolling, and 

seizuring. If you see any of these signs in your bearded dragon 

seek immediate veterinary care.   

Adult female bearded dragons often develop complications 

from egg-laying. A pet female bearded dragon should be 

spayed when it is about 8 inches long unless you plan on 

breeding her. 

Many other illnesses affect bearded dragons. Find an 

experienced reptile veterinarian before your bearded dragon 

becomes ill and enroll in their wellness program. In addition to 

helping to prevent illnesses, it lets you, your bearded dragon, 

and your veterinarian become comfortable with each other. If 

you are not sure this is the right vet for you, seek a second 

opinion. 

If you smoke, do not smoke while holding your bearded dragon 

or in the same room as your bearded dragon. Better yet, 

smoke outside so that your bearded dragon doesn’t inhale any 

second-hand smoke. 

Be sure to practice proper hygiene around your bearded 

dragon. Wash hands with warm soapy water after handling 

your bearded dragon, items from its cage, and its food. Small 

children should always be attended when they are with a 
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COMMON PROBLEMS 

As a general rule, if you think something is different with 

your bearded dragon you should schedule an appointment 

with a veterinarian.  A veterinary practice that has an 

experienced reptile veterinarian will have trained staff on hand 

who will listen to what’s wrong with your bearded dragon and 

let you know if your pet seems to have an emergency requiring 

immediate attention or if it has something that may wait for a 

scheduled appointment. 

Bearded dragons may lose their appetite or have diarrhea from 

a variety of conditions including atadenovirus, bacterial 

infections, internal parasites (such as coccidia, flagellated 

protozoa, and other micro-organisms), liver or kidney disease, 

and many other conditions. These conditions may cause 

stunted growth, weight loss, and death if not treated early. 

Poor appetite or difficulty catching and swallowing insects, 

sleeping a lot, not lifting the head and shoulders off the ground, 

limping, or deformed legs and a kinked spine or tail are often 

seen in growing bearded dragons which are not receiving the 

proper care. This is often because the calcium and vitamin 

supplements are not being used or are used incorrectly, the 

ultraviolet-B bulb is old or not being used, or the cage is not 

warm enough under the hot spot. This medical condition is 

called nutritional secondary hyperparathyroidism or NSHP and 

is often referred to as “metabolic bone disease” or MBD. Left 
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Paper towels, newspaper, or “reptile carpet” work well as a 

cage lining but may not have the right look for you. Rabbit 

pellets may be used but can become moldy if splashed with 

water and not cleaned quickly enough. In Arizona these linings 

may keep the cage too dry and your bearded dragon may have 

trouble shedding its skin. The skin may not come off the toe 

tips, tip of the tail, or around the nostrils and eyes. Another sign 

that a cage is too dry is constipation (failure to go to the 

bathroom). 

A cage lined with rabbit pellets. This must be spot-cleaned daily and completely 

emptied and refilled once a month to stay sanitary. If rock stacks are used be sure that 

the rocks are securely stuck together and cannot collapse and hurt your bearded 

dragon. 

Cypress mulch helps retain some moisture so that the cage 

does not get too dry. Sand is heavier to work with and also 

dries quickly. Daily spot-cleaning is important with these linings 
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(also called substrates) and a complete emptying and refilling 

is needed every two to three months to stay sanitary. 

 

 

 

 

Cypress mulch is an excellent substrate that works well for many reptiles. 

Although bearded dragons come from dry areas of Australia, 

it’s easy to make a cage too dry for a bearded dragon to stay 

healthy. Heat lamps and basking lights remove moisture from 

the already dry air of Arizona. This dry air which will dehydrate 

a bearded dragon, cause it to become constipated, and have 

difficulty shedding. To prevent this you need to spray mist the 

bearded dragon daily and watch it drink.  

Hand-held misters should be cleaned with full-strength 

vinegar or dilute chlorine bleach (1 ounce bleach to 1 

quart water) and rinsed thoroughly at least once a month. 

A sturdy non-tipping shallow water bowl 

should be n the cage. This should be 
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Their appetite for salad seems to kick in once a baby bearded 

dragon is about 6 inches long. You may be able to get a 

bearded dragon baby interested in salad by mixing in some live 

mealworms. The bearded dragon may sample some salad as it 

eats the mealworms. 

Adult bearded dragons can eat larger crickets, lobster roaches, 

mealworms, phoenixworms, and waxworms, and are big 

enough to eat king mealworms (also called Zoophobas). Adults 

should be offered insects two or three times a week. Dust the 

insects with calcium right before feeding. Adults should be 

offered salad offered two times a week dusted with a 

multivitamin and multimineral.  

 

King mealworms and lobster roaches are appropriate for larger bearded dragons but 

should never be fed to babies! 
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Make sure your crickets and roaches have something to eat 

that is nutritious. The healthier your insects are the better 

source of food they are for your bearded dragon. The salad 

mix you make for your bearded dragon is good food for 

crickets and roaches. There are several commercial cricket 

diets that work well too. 

Do not put insects into the cage until your bearded dragon has 

warmed up, at least 2 hours after the basking light is lit. Dust 

the insects with a mineral or vitamin supplement right before 

feeding. Use a pure calcium powder at least 5 times a week, a 

multivitamin powder with vitamin A once a week (ZooMed 

Reptivite with D3), and a multimineral supplement (Sticky 

Tongue Farms Miner-All) once a week.  Your multivitamin 

must have pure vitamin A instead of beta-carotene so always 

check the label if you are using a vitamin other than the one 

listed. 

Baby bearded dragons should be offered salad three times a 

week. (Be sure to offer about ½ the normal amount of insects 

that day so your baby is hungry enough to sample the salad.) 

An organic “spring mix” works well or you may chop dark green 

leafy vegetables like romaine, escarole, collard greens, kale, or 

mustard greens into tiny pieces. Shredded or finely grated 

carrots or sweet potato may be added. Lightly dust the salad 

with the multivitamin and multimineral supplements in the 

same rotation as used for insect dusting. Most babies will 

ignore the salad at first but over time will start to sample it. 
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cleaned in hot soapy eater and disinfected with chlorine bleach 

once a week. 

 

There are many inexpensive ceramic water bowls available. A shallow one is best for 

bearded dragons. You may need to put a rock in the water bowl so uneaten crickets 

can climb to safety and do not drown and foul the water. 

You should also provide a “humidity retreat” if your bearded 

dragon is showing trouble shedding its skin or going to the 

bathroom.  A hollow log that is soaked in water for an hour and 

placed in the cage will provide a local area of high humidity for 

a day or two. A plastic hide box or other shelter may be filled 

with slightly damp cypress mulch or sphagnum moss. You may 

need to use a plastic storage container filled with damp 

sphagnum moss if your bearded dragon is still too dry. Cut a 

hole in the top or the side that is large enough for your bearded 

dragon to climb through without rubbing its sides, but not so 

large that all the moisture evaporates quickly. Replace the 

damp mulch or moss every two to four weeks, more often if 

your bearded dragon goes to the bathroom in it. 
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A hollow half-log works well for a hiding spot. It may be soaked in water for an hour a 

day and then placed in the cage to provide a hide spot with high humidity. 

Last, a 15 minute bath two or three times a week will keep your 

bearded dragon well-hydrated. Use lukewarm water (about 

85°F) and keep the bath shallow enough for your bearded 

dragon to easily keep its chin above water.  

A shallow bath two or three times a week is important. 
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Any cricket or roach should be smaller than the gap between a bearded dragon’s eyes 

to prevent choking. 

Make sure the insects are small, no bigger than the gap 

between the bearded dragon’s eyes, or your baby may have 

trouble swallowing and digesting. 

In warmer months you need to make sure the insects do not 

get too hot on a car ride from the pet store. Take an insulated 

lunch cooler and ice pack with you when you go to buy insects. 

Do not put the insect bag directly on the ice pack; instead 

place crumpled newspapers on the ice pack and the insect bag 

on top of that. 
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Some bulbs combine white light and ultraviolet-B and may be used for the daytime 

basking light. ExoTerra’s Sun Glow and ZooMed’s Powersun are examples of this.  

FEEDING YOUR BEARDED DRAGON 

Baby bearded dragons love insects such as crickets, 

mealworms, phoenixworms, and wax worms. They need to eat 

every day to grow well.  

 

Crickets are a large part of a bearded dragon’s diet. 
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An overhead basking light and UVB bulb and an under-the-tank heater provide the right 

mix of warmth, ultraviolet-B light, and white light for this little bearded dragon 

Bearded dragons need warmth to do well. A bright white 

basking light should be placed above one end of the cage. The 

temperature beneath the light should be about 105°F and the 

opposite end of the cage should stay about 15 to 20°F cooler. 

At night, the white light should shut off and heat provided 

through a ceramic heat emitter or an under-the-cage heat pad 

(connected to a thermostat). Watch to be sure your cage is the 

right temperature. If your bearded dragon stays at the cool end 

of the cage then the area under the basking light is too hot. If it 

always stays under the basking light then the cage is not warm 

enough. An infrared (laser) thermometer allows you to check 

different areas of the cage throughout the day and night and 
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adjust the wattage of the light and heat sources as needed to 

keep the right temperatures. If you want a permanent 

thermometer, place one at the warm end of the cage and one 

at the cool end to be sure the entire cage is staying in the 

appropriate range. 

 

A dual-dome light fixture with a compact fluorescent UVB bulb on the left and a white 

basking light on the right. 

Be sure to have an ultraviolet-B (UVB) light bulb on for 10 to 12 

hours a day. Make sure no plastic or glass is between the bulb 

and your bearded dragon since these two items filter out the 

UVB which is essential for a bearded dragon’s health. 
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Fluorescent light bulbs that produce UVB, such as Exo-Terra’s 

Repti-Glow and ZooMed’s Reptisun, are too blue and need to 

be combined with a white light bulb for a bearded dragon to do 

well. Use only brand names that are well known. Most UVB 

fluorescent bulbs need to be replaced every 6 to 9 months. 

After that the bulbs grow weak and do not produce enough 

ultraviolet-B to keep your bearded dragon healthy.  

 

A combination of a fluorescent UVB light and incandescent basking light. For a cage 

this large a mercury vapor bulb would work since it puts out UVB and white light. (Note 

the finely chopped salad of dark green leafy vegetables.) 


