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Scientific Classification 
 

Kingdom: Animalia Class: Reptilia Family: Testudinidae 

Phylum: Chordata Order:  Testudines Genus: Testudo 

Species: Testudo wernerii 

Description 

 

One of the smallest species of tortoise in the world, with females larger than the males. 

Their shells have high domes, and range in color from ivory to pale gold to dark brown to pink or dull 

yellow. This coloring helps to regulate the impact of sunlight by allowing the paler tortoise to stay in the 

desert heat for longer as well as being an effective camouflage in the desert. The bottom of the shell is 

light yellow and the head and limbs are a very pale ivory-yellow to yellowish-brown color. 

Distribution 

 

Its range is very small, being limited to the sandy deserts of northern Egypt, and Israel`s Negev desert. 

They live in deserts and semiarid habitats, usually with compact sand and gravel plains, scattered rocks, 

shallow, sandy wadis, dry woodlands, shrubby areas, and coastal salt marsh habitats. 

Diet 

 

The Desert Tortoise is exclusively herbivorous eating grasses, fruits, and vegetables. 

Behavior and Reproduction 

 

They are least active when the weather is very cold or very hot. During the colder months, they are out 

most during midday. During the warm season, they are active in the mornings and evenings. The rest of 

the day is spent under bushes or in rodent burrows. 

Unlike most other tortoises the Desert Tortoise does not hibernate in the winter so that it can take 

advantage of the wetter conditions for breeding. In this way, the young have plenty of nourishment before 

the dry summer arrives. The female tortoise lays 1-3 eggs in a shallow hole. 

Conservation 

 

Main threats to the species are destruction of habitats because of the construction of military training 

areas in the Negev, all-terrain vehicle tourism, livestock over-grazing, invasive species, and unrestricted 

sand removal. The Biblical Zoo is conducting a long term conservation program combining genetic 

research, research in the field, and the establishment of a breeding nucleus at the Zoo. A pilot 

reintroduction program has begun in the Negev as a feasibility test in preparation for a full-scale 

reintroduction program. Individuals from the Zoo’s breeding nucleus have been transferred to other zoos 

in Israel and throughout the world, to ensure the species’ future. 
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