Bearded Dragon (Pogona vitticeps)
Difficulty: Intermediate – Advanced
Bearded dragons are medium-sized diurnal lizards that typically reach around 18-24" long. They have a broad triangular head, sturdy body, spiny sides, and an expandable throat pouch that can darken and look like a beard when the animal is stressed, displaying, or excited.
Bearded dragons are native to eastern and central Australia, where they live in dry scrublands, semi-arid woodland, and open desert-edge habitats. They are active basking lizards that depend on strong heat, bright light, UVB, and a balanced omnivorous diet. Bearded dragons commonly live 10-15 years or longer when cared for properly.
Shopping List
· 4' x 2' x 2' front-opening adult enclosure minimum, 6' x 2' x 2' preferred when possible
· Halogen basking bulb or reptile basking flood bulb
· Dome lamp with ceramic socket, or multiple fixtures for wide basking coverage
· Lamp dimmer or thermostat for heat safety
· High-output linear T5 UVB fixture, such as Arcadia 12%/14% or Zoo Med Reptisun 10.0
· Bright daylight LED or plant/grow light
· Plug-in light timer
· Infrared thermometer
· Digital thermometers for warm and cool zones
· Digital hygrometer
· Large flat basking stone, slate, or sturdy basking log
· At least two hides, one on the warm side and one on the cool side
· Branches, cork, rocks, ledges, and other enrichment decor
· Safe substrate such as packed sand/soil mix, clean play sand, slate tile, or paper towel for young/sick animals
· Shallow water bowl
· Food dish for greens
· Feeding tongs
· Crickets, dubia roaches, discoid roaches, black soldier fly larvae, silkworms, hornworms, and other appropriate feeders
· Leafy greens and vegetables
· Calcium supplement without D3
· Reptile multivitamin
Housing
Bearded dragons are active, terrestrial to semi-arboreal lizards that need far more space than a small glass tank can provide long term. A single adult should not be kept in anything smaller than a 4' x 2' x 2' enclosure, and a 6' x 2' x 2' enclosure is preferred when possible.
The enclosure should have a strong heat and UVB zone on one side, a cooler shaded side on the other, good ventilation, and enough floor space for walking, digging, basking, hiding, and climbing. Front-opening enclosures are strongly recommended because they make maintenance and handling less stressful.
Juveniles can be raised in smaller temporary enclosures, but they grow quickly and should be upgraded before space, heat, or UVB gradients become limiting.
Lighting & UVB
Bearded dragons are diurnal sun-loving lizards. They require bright visible light and high-quality UVB for healthy growth, appetite, calcium metabolism, and normal behavior.
Use a high-output linear T5 UVB bulb such as Arcadia 12%, Arcadia Dragon 14%, or Zoo Med Reptisun 10.0. The UVB bulb should cover roughly half the enclosure length and should be placed over the warm side, near the basking area.
The target UV Index at the basking area is roughly 3.0-5.0, with shaded areas available down to little or no UVB. A Solarmeter 6.5 is the best way to verify this. Without a meter, follow the specific bulb and fixture distance chart, and account for mesh blocking some UVB.
UVB should not pass through glass or plastic. Replace UVB bulbs according to the manufacturer's schedule, because a bulb can still produce visible light after its useful UVB output has declined.
Bearded dragons also benefit from very bright daylight lighting. A daylight LED or grow light over much of the enclosure helps support activity, appetite, and natural behavior.
Heating
Bearded dragons are cold-blooded, which means that they have to move between areas of different temperatures in order to regulate their body temperature. In captivity, heat should come from overhead light-based basking bulbs that mimic sunlight.
Basking surface temperature: 105-115°F
Cool zone temperature: 75-85°F
Nighttime temperature: 65-75°F
The basking area should be a large flat stone, slate tile, sturdy branch, or raised platform directly under the heat lamp. A wide basking area is better than a tiny hot spot because it allows the dragon to warm its whole body evenly.
Use an infrared thermometer to measure the basking surface and digital thermometers to monitor the warm and cool sides. Do not rely on stick-on dial gauges or bulb wattage guesses.
*Never use heat rocks or colored night bulbs with bearded dragons. Heat rocks can burn them, and nighttime light can disrupt their day/night cycle.*
Humidity
Bearded dragons do best in a relatively dry enclosure, but they should not be dehydrated. A practical target is 30-50% humidity, with occasional short spikes being acceptable. Humidity that stays too high can contribute to respiratory and skin issues.
Good ventilation is important. If humidity is constantly high, increase airflow, reduce excessive misting, and make sure the water bowl is not directly under the heat source.
A shallow water bowl should be available, but many bearded dragons get much of their moisture from fresh greens and vegetables. Replace water daily or whenever soiled.
Substrate
Healthy adult bearded dragons do well on a safe naturalistic substrate that allows digging and normal movement. A good DIY desert substrate is 50% clean play sand, 30% organic topsoil, and 20% excavator clay, packed at least 4" deep when possible.
Clean play sand, sandy soil mixes, slate tile, or textured stone can also be used. Sick, wounded, or very young dragons should be kept on paper towels or another simple, cleanable surface until they are stable and eating well.
Avoid calcium sand, crushed walnut shell, corn cob, bark chips, and other loose substrates with large or sharp pieces. These can increase impaction or injury risk, especially when temperatures and hydration are not correct.
Feces and urates should be removed daily, and contaminated substrate should be scooped out and replaced. Full substrate replacement depends on the setup, but non-bioactive substrate should generally be replaced every 3-6 months or sooner if soiled.
Food
Bearded dragons are omnivores, which means they need both animal-based and plant-based foods. Young dragons need more insects for growth, while adults should eat mostly greens and vegetables with insects offered a few times per week.
Good feeder insects include crickets, dubia roaches, discoid roaches, black soldier fly larvae, silkworms, hornworms, grasshoppers/locusts where legal, and occasional mealworms or superworms. Feeders should be appropriately sized and gut-loaded before feeding.
Good greens and vegetables include collard greens, mustard greens, turnip greens, dandelion greens, cactus pad, arugula, endive, escarole, bok choy, squash, bell pepper, green beans, and shredded carrot. Fruit should be rare because of the sugar content.
How often bearded dragons need to eat depends on age:
Hatchlings and young juveniles - insects 1-2x/day, greens daily
Older juveniles - insects daily, greens daily
Adults - greens daily, insects 2-3x/week
Do not feed wild-caught insects, fireflies, avocado, rhubarb, or human food. Remove uneaten insects from the enclosure so they do not bite or stress the dragon.
Supplements
Feeder insects should be gut-loaded and lightly dusted with supplements. Proper UVB, varied feeders, and varied greens are just as important as the powder itself.
If using proper UVB: Use calcium without D3 for most calcium dustings. Growing dragons usually need calcium more often than adults. Adults generally need a lighter schedule because over-supplementation can also cause problems.
A reptile multivitamin should be used according to the label, often about once weekly for juveniles and less often for adults. Avoid using multiple products that both contain high levels of D3 unless directed by a reptile veterinarian.
If not using UVB: Fix the lighting. Dietary D3 is not a reliable substitute for a proper UVB setup in a bearded dragon.
Decor
Decorations play a vital role in your bearded dragon's enclosure as environmental enrichment. Enrichment items encourage exercise, climbing, basking, digging, hiding, hunting, and other natural behaviors.
Good decor can include large cork logs, sturdy branches, slate, rocks, dig boxes, textured backgrounds, artificial plants, live edible plants, and large hides. The setup should not be bare; a bearded dragon should have choices.
Bearded dragons often tolerate handling well when handled gently. Always support the body and legs, avoid grabbing from above, and do not force handling when the dragon is hiding, shedding, cold, or defensive.
Cohabitation
Can multiple bearded dragons be housed in the same enclosure?
Bearded dragons should be housed individually. They are territorial rather than truly social, and cohabitation can lead to chronic stress, food competition, suppressed basking, bitten toes or tails, serious injuries, or death.
Even females can fight, and size differences can quickly become dangerous. Seeing two dragons stacked together under a basking light is often competition for the best heat and UVB, not cuddling. They should also not be allowed to be around cats and dogs, as their saliva and nails can carry bacteria that can kill a bearded dragon.
[image: ]One bearded dragon per enclosure is the safest standard.
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