
GALAPAGOS TORTOISE ENCOUNTER 

For this interactive encounter, guests are able to walk through the Galapagos Tortoise exhibit located 
between Monkey Island and the Reptile House. This exhibit opened in the spring of 2012, and as it is a 
new exhibit, visitors are very excited to get to interact with these tortoises.  
 
Throughout the day at any given time, a visitor is able to walk through the exhibit and interact with the 
tortoises. They are to stay on the cement path, and they are welcome to touch the tortoises that 
are nearby on the path on their shells only. Many times, visitors will try to touch the animals on 
their heads, will try to feed them bits of leaves they find on the ground, or will stick their fingers in the 
tortoises’ mouths. Tortoise bites, contrary to what you may think, actually hurt a lot! We don’t want 
anyone to risk this injury, and we need to make sure that everyone in the tortoise yard, including 
volunteers and teens, are abiding to this rule of proper handling: just touching the tortoises on their 
backs. (Remember, for small children, fingers look a lot like carrots, and we don’t want their fingers 
going towards a tortoise’s mouth.) 
 
The tortoises are drawn to bright colors, and may try to bite at people’s shoes or painted toenails. This 
is a great time to explain that their diet consists of green vegetation as well as berries and bright fruits, 
and kindly redirect the tortoise from biting at the guest. We do want to make sure that everyone is 
getting a chance to touch a tortoise, but the important thing is guest safety.  
 
There are seven Galapagos tortoises in this yard, and they are all brothers and sisters. There are ways 
that the keepers can tell the tortoises apart, and yes, they do all have names, but there is not an easy 
way for us to tell them apart. (They are all named after Darwin in some capacity.) 
 
The Galapagos tortoises, just like all other animals, have appropriate temperature ranges. The backs of 
their shells need to read on the temperature gun between 70˚F and 100˚F. There will be water squirt 
bottles to spray them off if they reach 100˚F, or you can place them in the pool to help them cool. As 
they are getting older, there is less of a need for us to regulate their temperature for them as they are 
learning where in their exhibit they can go to cool off. 
 
The tortoises will have access to their indoor holding area throughout the day (the door will be 
propped open by a rock). This is especially helpful when it is very hot outside, as their holding area 
provides a great area for them to cool down in. The tortoises are free to go in and out of their holding 
area as they please.  
 
During the “encounter” times, keepers will bring out a bucket of food for the tortoises. The encounter 
time is a time where we guarantee the public a chance to touch a tortoise. You can spread the food out 
alongside the path to draw the tortoises close so the guests are able to get a closer look. If a tortoise 
starts to walk off the path and out of the exhibit, you are able to pick up the tortoises, but please only 
do so if you need to keep them inside the exhibit. (They won’t be this small forever, and in 50 years 
they won’t be quite as easy to move!) If a visitor wants to touch a tortoise and one is not nearby, please 
do not pick up a tortoise and bring it over to the guest to touch. You can explain that these animals are 
free to roam about the exhibit as they like, and that if they come back later in the day during an 
encounter, the tortoises will be more likely to be close and able to be touched. At the end of the day, 
you will need to pick up the tortoises (hamburger style, keeping the backs of their shells against your 
stomach) and place them in their holding area. Please remember to prop the door open so that it does 
not lock behind you. 
 



There is a waterfall in the exhibit, and (as we are the greenest zoo in America) we don’t want it 
running all day. When the water becomes noticeably warm and is no longer a place to cool off, please 
run the waterfall for a few minutes to flush out the hot water and allow cooler water to fill the pool. 
During a designated tortoise encounter time, the waterfall can be on and running the entire time. The 
spigot for this waterfall is behind the tortoise holding area attached to the reptile house.  
 
When staffing the tortoise encounter for the day, please follow these steps: 
 

- Bring the Galapagos radio and microphone from Clubhouse to exhibit. 

- Use your 1KA1 key to take the locks off of the outer gates and bring to the tortoise 

holding area. 

- Open the umbrella outside of the exhibit. 

- Clean up any tortoise waste around the yard throughout your shift. 

- Talk on the microphone about the tortoises and expectations for entering yard. 

- Keep the sizes of groups manageable for the space inside the yard and pulse 

visitors through appropriately. 

- Close gates at the end of the day, locking outer gates with the padlocks. 

- Pull umbrella down and let night watch know you put the tortoises away in the 

back holding area (radio on Ch. 1) 

 

If you have any issues throughout the day pertaining to tortoise health or exhibit problems, please call 

Reptile House on Channel 1. 

If you have any issues with Teen TRIBE members during an encounter, please contact their supervisor 

on Channel 2. 

If you have any issues with guests, general exhibit questions, or operational issues, please contact one 

of your supervisors on Channel 2.  

 


