
Scientific Name:
Geochelone sulcata

Other Names:
Spurred tortoise

Range:
Southern fringes of the Sahara including 
Senegal, Mauritania, Niger, Chad, Sudan 
and Ethiopia

Habitat:
Very dry grasslands and plains

Average Size:
Length:  24 - 30 inches
Weight: 100 - 200 lbs.

Description:
Male: Large tortoise with a flattened top shell. 
Coloration is brownish-yellow to light tan.
Female: Much smaller than the male

Lifespan:
In the wild or zoo: Estimated at 100 years

Diet:
In the wild: Grasses, carrion
In the zoo: Assorted vegetables and hay

Clutch Size:
Up to 15 eggs

Incubation Period:
Estimated at 90–100 days

Sexual Maturity:
Male: Estimated at 10 years of age
Female: Estimated at 10 years of age

Predators:
Carnivores, birds of prey and humans    

Population Status:
Vunerable

Conservation
Turtles and tortoises throughout the world are hunted extensively for their 
meat and shells. Because it takes so many years to reach adult size and 
sexual maturation, killing juvenile tortoises can render the species unable to 
maintain its population size. 

Changes in the habitat and general climate of the region caused by human 
encroachment and settlements is a growing problem for this and many 
other tortoise species in Africa. While a growing number of dealers sell only 
captive-bred individuals, the capture of these creatures for use in pet trade 
continues to threaten their survival. It is also extremely difficult to manage 
these tortoises in captivity; many do not survive to their potential longevity.

Behavior
These tortoises are solitary and very territorial. Even females will compete 
with other tortoises that come into their feeding grounds or burrowing areas. 
Fights consist of ramming shells and trying to flip one another over. 

Like most tortoises, this species is an excellent digger. While their burrows 
are rarely deeper than three feet, they can be many yards in length. Their 
tunnels provide shelter during the dry and rainy seasons. 

When the rainy season arrives, spurred tortoises range throughout the 
plains in search of grasses and new vegetation growth to bulk up for the 
coming dry season.

The spurs on the hind legs may serve as a defense against predators.

Reproduction and Breeding
As with all African tortoises that live in the dry regions, breeding season 
is in the rainy months. Males search for females and must compete with 
neighboring males for breeding rights. Fights last until one tortoise flips the 
other over, or one gives up. Actual mating takes roughly 15 minutes and is 
repeated several times a day. Within a week’s time, the breeding period is 
complete. The male leaves the female to continue his search for food and 
plays no further role in parenting.
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When the female is ready to lay her eggs, she digs a deep hole in the dirt, covers up the eggs, and leaves. She does not assist them 
any further.

The hatchlings are precocial when they break out of their shells and must find shelter quickly to avoid predators. It will take them 
many years to reach adult size and sexual maturity.

Amazing Facts
The African spur-thighed tortoise is the largest mainland tortoise in the world!

The top shell is called a carapace, while the bottom part is called a plastron!

The young are only two inches long when they hatch!
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