
All crocodilians prefer warm temperatures, and most will show reduced feeding activity if the water temperature drops much below 65-70 degreesF. A crocodilian owner should endeavor to maintain water temperature in the 75-85 degree Fahrenheit range depending on which species is being kept. Aquarium water heaters may be used to heat the tanks of smaller specimens. The heaters may need to be enclosed in screen wire or some other protective device to prevent the breakage and electrocution of your captive. It is possible to heat larger enclosures by placing several heaters in a bucket, which is then filled with water, sealed, and placed in the crocodilian’s water area. As the heaters heat the water in the bucket the bucket, in turn heats the surrounding water. Caution must be exhibited to ensure the water level in the bucket covers the heating elements. 

Larger outdoor ponds are the most difficult to heat without a warm running well, greenhouse, large landscaping pond heater, warm water piped under the enclosure, or a swimming pool heater. Truthfully, unless you live in the southern areas of Florida, Texas, or another perpetually warm, mild climate, the year round outdoor housing of crocodilians is unrealistic. The use of radiant heat for larger ponds is both cost effective and efficient but is simply not an option in the colder regions of the nation.
The basking area of an indoor captive crocodilians environment is best provided with overhead lighting. This lighting is generally supplied by using clamp lamps, which are easily and cheaply purchased at Wal-Mart, Lowes, Home Depot, or reptile supply catalogs. It is preferable to purchase lamps, which have a ceramic light fixture as this will help reduce the risk of accidental fire. These must be secure and out of jumping reach of the animal. The wattage of the light required will depend on the tank size and area the light is expected to warm. Smaller basking areas can be adequately heated with a 40-75 watt incandescent light bulb.

 Larger crocodilians may require several bulbs outfitted with 250-watt infrared bulbs such as those used to keep food warm in restaurants. Spotlight type light bulbs are generally superior as a basking light in comparison to regular light bulbs. Ceramic heat emitters are also a suitable source of heat minus the light. They can get extremely hot and appropriate fixtures should be used. Whatever source is decided upon, the basking area should maintain a temperature of 90-105 degrees. The crocodilian will alternate between basking and swimming as a daily course of action with the most frequent basking occurring following feeding.

Creating temperature gradients


Crocodilians, like all reptiles, are ectotherms and as such must use their environment to regulate their body temperatures. A properly designed crocodilian habitat will enable the crocodilian to access areas that permit both an increase and a decrease in body temperature depending on the desires of the animal. The keeping of a captive crocodilian presents a few problems when it comes to the heating of the enclosure and establishing proper temperature gradients. First is the animal’s large adult size. Even the smaller species of crocodilians are large compared to the standard reptiles available in the pet trade, this means that much of what is available to those who keep smaller reptiles will be of limited use to a keeper of adult crocodilians. The second problem is that crocodilians make use of a large body of water in their enclosures. Not only do they make use of it but they spend a large portion of their lives in it. Heating the aquatic portion of the crocodilians enclosure can be expensive but may also be the difference between a successful long-term experience and disappointment.

 In the majority of crocodilian enclosures the terrestrial area with accompanying basking spot is the ‘high’ temperature and the aquatic area is the default ‘low’ temperature.  This is a simple and effective method that works well as the general framework for captive crocodilian enclosures. For animals that are maintained outdoors year-round the above scenario may be reversed in that the aquatic area actually becomes warmer than the terrestrial area during the colder months of the year. In fact the properties of water that allows it to remain warmer than the surrounding air is used by American alligators to survive often times freezing temperatures in the northernmost parts of their range. 


A properly designed enclosure will have a terrestrial area of high temperatures for basking as well as an area that is shaded. Both of these ideas can be carried over into the aquatic area. With smaller animals, hatchling through sub adults, the temperature gradient can be as simple as a basking light on one end over the terrestrial portion with the aquatic area being the ‘cool’ area. It is interesting to observe a crocodilians behavior when the basking area is reserved to a portion of the overall terrestrial area. At times the crocodilian will sit directly under the heat source while at other times around its edges. This part of crocodilian behavior can be carried over to larger enclosure designs. The point being it is best to give the crocodilian room and not restrict it to a single rock for its basking. Give the animal choices.

The type of heating used will depend on the size of the enclosure as well as the size of the crocodilian. Regardless of size crocodilian basking areas should maintain a temperature of 90-105 degrees while the water temperature can be 20-25 degrees cooler. Best results are achieved when the water temperature is maintained around 75-80 degreesF. Air is easier to heat than water but also dissipates heat much more rapidly. When heating the air in an enclosure a variety of devices can be used with success. For hatchling through sub adults a simple clamp lamp with a spotlight bulb (halogen bulbs work exceedingly well) will suffice. It is recommended that the lamp have a ceramic base to prevent fire caused by overheating. Select the appropriate wattage to attain the proper temperature and simply plug it in. Some keepers use a timing device; others leave the light on twenty four hours a day. Both approaches seem to work equally well. 

Larger crocodilians, those over 4-5ft in length, will require multiple bulbs to bask properly. The use of large infrared ‘chill-chaser’ type bulbs can be useful but they are both more expensive to buy but also to run. Quartz space heaters that can be attached overhead are a good choice as they provide a broad consistent radiant heat that crocodilians seem to enjoy. Again these are expensive to run. 

All the above only applies to animals being kept indoors. When keeping crocodilians in outdoor enclosures the same rules still apply, but Mother Nature has provided a helping hand. Strangely often the inverse of what occurs indoors may be true outdoors. Often crocodilians enclosures are built in an area of pure sunlight with little opportunity for finding shade. So while indoors the name of the game is making sure the crocodilian is warm enough, outdoors the situation is often one of making sure the crocodilian can cool off. Thankfully providing shade is less expensive than producing heat. In large enclosures the use of landscaping and a few trees will cast the shadows necessary for a crocodilian to seek refuge from the sun. It is also possible to partially cover the crocodilians pool with a ‘deck’ that produces shaded cooler water beneath the structure. This can also be facilitated by the use of aquatic plants which absorb and reflect the sunlight at the waters surface. All that being said, it is much easier and more cost effective to house adult crocodilians in outside enclosures than indoor enclosures. Their simply is no way to beat natural heating
