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DESERT TORTOISE HOUSING 

 

In the wild, the Desert Tortoise will burrow to create a shelter from the desert heat.  And a 

protected place to hibernate during the winter cold. 

 

The tortoise burrow provides protection from all the extremes of heat, cold, lack of moisture, and 

too much moisture. The burrow is especially important because it provides a cool place for the 

tortoise during the dry hot days in late spring and summer when water and food are unavailable 

and a relatively "warm" site for winter hibernation. The tortoise spends most of its life in the 

burrow. 

 

Burrows also serve as protection from predators, such as common ravens, bobcats, coyotes, kit 

foxes, golden eagles, and more. 

 

While the various species of Desert Tortoises have differing burrowing habits, they all burrow for 

housing.  For example, in the eastern Mojave Desert of Utah, winter burrows are deep dens in 

natural caves, some 30 feet in length; while in the western Mojave Desert, tortoise burrows are 

shallow diggings about 3 to 10 feet in length for both summer and winter. 
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Creating an outdoor burrow for your Desert tortoise will help keep it healthy and content. 

 

Desert Tortoises may hibernate outdoors if the correct environment can be provided. Outdoor 

housing can be constructed using concrete blocks and 3/4” plywood, or half of a metal trash 

can. The concrete blocks can be buried or partially buried, and the plywood creates the roof of 

the shelter. Both of these structures can then be buried with 8-12 inches of soil for insulation.  

 

The entrance to the man-made burrow should generally have a southern exposure, and it is 

important to verify the elevation of the entrance is higher than the surrounding flood plain.  

Always ensure the grading leads water away from the housing, not towards it.  When it rains, 

the burrow must remain dry or the tortoise may become ill.  

 

Your man-made burrow can be filled with loose soil and/or hay, and during cold months the 

entrance could be covered with a tarp or opaque plastic that is loose at the base for access. 

 

Previous reports of  hibernation environments have shown common burrow temperatures in the 

35-59oF range for wild Desert Tortoises, and general recommendations are to maintain burrow 

temperatures between 40-55oF.  

 

Providing housing that mimics the Desert Tortoise burrow will allow the tortoise to intuitively self-

monitor for the optimal environmental temperatures and low humidity needed for peak health. 

 

On the following pages are suggestions for Concrete Block and Metal Trash Can burrow 

construction.  More information can be found at http://www.azgfd.gov/w_c/tortoise/burrow.shtml  

 

IMPORTANT: 
Construct the entrance of the burrow on high ground, water draining away from opening. 
Burrows must stay dry inside. 

http://www.azgfd.gov/w_c/tortoise/burrow.shtml
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1. CONCRETE BLOCK BURROW CONSTRUCTION  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Continued on next page) 
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(CONCRETE BLOCK BURROW CONSTRUCTION - continued)  
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2. METAL TRASH CAN BURROW CONSTRUCTION 

 

 

Get more information online at San Diego Turtle & Tortoise Society:  www.sdturtle.org  
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