It’s easy to become starry eyed the first time you gaze upon an Indian star tortoise. It’s a smaller tortoise that’s personable, too. Talk about a beauty!
 

Geochelone elegans has rapidly become a favorite among today’s elite tortoise keepers and breeders, but at the expense of wild populations of Indian star tortoises. Because of the striking patterns and colors of these smaller tortoises (males usually measure 5 inches or less, and females are 9 inches or smaller), these creatures have suffered extreme pressures in the wild. 
Because of over-collection due to their beauty and manageable size, as well as habitat destruction, G. elegans is a CITES Appendix II species which can be legally imported only with federal CITES certification. Consequently, large numbers of Indian star tortoises have been confiscated in recent years when smugglers attempted to import them without the CITES certification. It would be safe to say that a relatively large number of the Indian star tortoises in zoos and select private breeding collections today resulted from the confiscation of thousands of adult animals in the 1980s and 90s.
Star tortoises are found throughout India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Size, pattern and coloration variations do exist (to the trained eye) throughout the species’ range. Though no subspecies have been established, Indian stars can be identified based on the area of their range from which they originated. 
Sri Lankan stars, for example, exhibit a distinct appearance because of their size (more than 12 inches), as well as the patterns and natural formation of the carapace. Stars from Sri Lanka appear to be extremely pyramided, which adds to their mystique. Truly striking contrasting colors and patterns also identify this G. elegans.
Generally speaking, star tortoises prefer a dryer environment, although higher humidity is tolerable if temperatures in the mid 80s are maintained. A breeder I know told me that a veterinarian friend of his, who was from India, told him how he would often see star tortoises swimming across small bodies of water to reach dry ground during the monsoon season!
The Tortoises Settle In
My small group of four males and one female hatched in May 2000. They and their siblings were started on various greens, chopped in a blender and fed daily. No supplements were added initially. 
When they came to me in October 2004, they all measured 4 inches in length. This indicated to me that the males wouldn’t grow much larger, but the female would. The following spring she was beginning to show a little growth, and the males were definitely identifiable as males. They started to act like it anyway; it was hilarious to watch them practice mating behavior with each other, sometimes even approaching from the wrong direction (eventually, in the summer of 2007, they got it right; although no actual breeding was observed). Hopefully in 2008!

In the fall of 2005 the female was really beginning to grow into a beautiful young adult star tortoise. She was approaching almost 6 inches, and the summer sun certainly worked wonders for her. The humid Tennessee environment worked quite well with them all, the female especially. She is now (in September 2007) a little over 7 inches in length.
Spring and Summer Care
During the summers of 2005 and 2006 the stars’ outside enclosure was a simple 3 foot by 8 foot pen that was created by fencing off a corner of my redfoot tortoise pen. In the summer of 2007 it was replaced by a 4 foot by 12 foot pen that adjoined the redfoot pen.
I placed a hinged canopy over one end of the pen, which spanned the enclosure’s 4-foot width (it measures about 2 feet deep). This covered area is full of loose hay, which the stars love to burrow into. 
Toward the middle of the enclosure an 8-inch flower pot saucer with a flared perimeter is sunk into the ground. This serves as a watering and soaking spot that allows the tortoises to enter and exit easily. 
During the hot summer months I will mist the grass in my mainland stars’ outdoor enclosure, and they don’t seem to mind being lightly sprayed (of course, they’re nothing like my redfoot tortoises; I will spray them until they drip!).
I’ve also noticed that the star tortoises really enjoy basking, as long as the temperatures from the direct sun stay below 90 degrees Fahrenheit. If it gets hotter than that, the tortoises will huddle up in the mound of hay in their hide area.
Indian stars are strictly herbivorous. During the spring and summer months mine thrive on dandelion greens and various grasses and weeds growing in the pen. I used four 8-foot lengths of vinyl siding to fence off a “dandelion garden” in the redfoot enclosure, which gave the seeds and dandelions I transplanted an opportunity to get started. This area grows thick with rich dandelions, a great source of calcium and fiber.
While my neighbors were killing their weeds, I was nurturing and transplanting mine! Nothing eccentric about that, is there?
Winter Quarters
Their winter enclosure is a new ‘table’ that overall measures 32 inches wide x 14 foot long. The Star portion of this new table is about 8 foot which includes a 4 foot wide by 32 inch deep 'bedroom' in the corner and next to the partition wall is a 32 inch by 2 foot "nest-box" about 6 inches deep filled with a loose soil and peat moss mixture. The top of the nest box is flush with the floor and currently has a removable cover until needed next summer!? The entire floor is ‘lined’ with a thick vinyl (flooring) to make it “waterproof”.  The 'bedroom' corner is filled with about 6 inches of loose hay with 2-3 inches of hay also thru-out the reminder of their enclosure; which basically acts as the substrate also. A water dish is supplied in the winter enclosure also, which they like to soak in and drink from.

I maintain mine during the winter months on calcium-rich greens such as endive, escarole, turnip and collard (and occasionally, but very seldom, kale). A staple diet of a few greens has worked best with my stars. I have also observed hay sticking out of their beaks on occasion. (For the record, Geochelone elegans are also known to eat the feces of their pen mates.)
Breeder Stats
The breeding program that produced my small group of Indian stars consists of five male and five female wild-caught “Northern” G. elegans that have been in captivity for about 15 years. Their keeper tells me he suspects that most of the producing females are likely at least 40 years old, based on the wear displayed on their plastrons. The wear is obvious with no signs of new growth, indicating older tortoises.
These females started producing viable eggs at 1500 grams and about 7 inches. They will lay an average of three eggs initially, and as they mature and grow larger in mass, the number and percentage of fertile eggs will also increase.
The winter enclosure for this breeding group is a table measuring 4 by 8 feet. It features a combination heat/UVB bulb and large 12 inch PVC pipes cut in half that are used for hiding places. A plastic container measuring 2 by 2 1/2 feet and 6 inches deep is sunk into the floor of the tortoise table and acts as the nest box. Loose peat moss has proven to work very well as the nesting medium for this group.
Their keeper tells me he incubates the eggs in coarse vermiculite. Incubator temperatures range between 84 and 88 degrees Fahrenheit, and the incubation term lasts between 80 and 200 days. That’s tortoise incubation for you! I’ve said it before: “Incubating tortoise eggs brings new meaning to the word ‘patience!’”
SIDEBAR
Saving Stars
A number of zoos and organizations are active in Geochelone elegans breeding programs. This includes the Turtle Survival Alliance (www.turtlesurvival.org), which is “Committed to ZERO turtle extinctions in the 21st century.”
All of our efforts are vital for the survival of these incredible creatures!
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