
Salmonella and Baby Turtles  
 
Once a popular pet for children, the sale of turtles with shells less than 4 inches long has 
been prohibited in the United States since 1975.  The federal law banning these sales was 
put into effect in an effort to prevent turtle-associated Salmonella infections 
(salmonellosis) in humans.  Salmonellosis is caused by a bacterium.  Signs and symptoms 
of salmonellosis commonly include diarrhea, stomach pain, vomiting, and fever.  These 
effects typically subside within a week.  However, some people can become ill enough to 
require hospitalization.  Severe infection can cause septicemia (bacteria in the 
bloodstream) and, rarely, death.   
 
Although other reptiles, such as snakes and iguanas, can carry Salmonella, small turtles 
are thought to be higher risks for exposing young children to the disease.  Children might 
be more likely to handle small turtles or place the animals in or around their mouths.  In 
doing so, they can accidentally ingest the bacteria. 
 
Turtles or reptiles of any size should not be kept in households or facilities that include 
children younger than 5 years of age, the elderly, or people with weakened immune 
systems.  Weakened immune systems could be caused by pregnancy, disease (for 
example, cancer), or certain medical treatments (for example, chemotherapy).   
 
The Texas Department of Family and Protective Services prepares minimum standards 
for child-care centers.  Due to the risks of being exposed to Salmonella, these standards 
prohibit children at child-care centers from having contact with reptiles (including turtles, 
snakes, lizards, and iguanas), chickens, ducks, and amphibians (including frogs and 
toads). 
 
Additionally, Salmonella can contaminate the containers (such as cages, tanks, or 
terrariums), dishes, and water with which these animals come in contact.  Do not clean 
this equipment at the kitchen sink or in any areas where food or drink is prepared or 
consumed.  Wear disposable gloves when washing the containers or dishes.  Do not allow 
these animals to roam freely in your home.  Immediately disinfect any surfaces in your 
household that these animals contact.  
 
Always wash your hands with warm soap and running water after handling reptiles or 
their containers, water, or feces.  Teach your children to do the same.  Keep in mind that 
reptiles carrying Salmonella usually do not become ill and so will not appear to be sick. 
 
In Texas, all stores that sell reptiles are required to distribute written warnings to people 
who buy reptiles and post warning signs regarding reptile-associated salmonellosis.  This 
law, plus samples of the signs and warnings containing the required language, can be 
obtained through the Texas Department of State Health Services. 
 
The Texas Parks and Wildlife Department also has turtle regulations that require a 
nongame permit for possessing, transporting, or selling certain turtles.  However, the 
federal law that bans the sale of small turtles (shell less than 4 inches long) overrides this 



law and is still in effect.  If you suspect that somebody is illegally selling these animals, 
contact the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department.    
 
Previously captive turtles might have difficulty surviving if released into the wild.  Check 
with various pet stores and animal shelters, as some of them have humane programs in 
which they will accept turtles in need of sanctuary. 
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