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DISCLAIMER 
 
The information contained within this manual was produced/compiled by the 
author as part of an assessment for completion of Certificate III in Captive 
Animals, course number 1068 from TAFE NSW – Western Sydney Institute, 
Richmond College, NSW Australia.  
 
As the manual is a result of a student project work, care should be taken when 
interpreting and using the information within this manual. The information 
contained within this manual was assembled from sources believed to be reliable 
and to represent the best current view on the subject, but no responsibility is 
assumed for any loss or damage that may result from the use of these 
guidelines. It is offered to the industry for the benefit of animal welfare and care.  
 
The author recognizes that husbandry guidelines are utility documents and as 
such are ‘works in progress’ so improvements to these guidelines are invited but 
the author reserves the right to modify, revoke, suspend, terminate or change 
any or all information, at any time, without prior notice. 
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OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY RISKS 
 
Black-Headed Monitors are capable of delivering a painful bite which can draw 
blood. They also have extremely sharp claws that can leave relatively deep 
scratches in the skin. I would class them as a medium risk animal as they can 
inflict damage but will not prove fatal.  
 
First aid may be required if an adult Black-Headed Monitor bites or scratches you 
too badly, although juvenile  Black-Headed Monitors that have not yet reached 
maturity will rarely cause serious damage. 
 
I have received a feed bite at my own fault from an adult male Black-Headed 
Monitor, it only got a small portion of my skin and didn’t cause any damage. 
 
To treat a bite or scratch, you simply clean the wound and use a disinfectant 
spray to reduce the chances of any possible bacterial infection. Below is an 
image of a Black-Headed Monitor foot. 
 
Even a small monitor such as this Storr’s Monitor Varanus storri, which reaches 
an average length of 40cm, can produce a rather unfriendly bite. 
 

 
(Storr’s Monitor)   (Black-Headed Monitor Foot) 
 
There are possibilities to transfer zoonotic diseases from monitor to human. Most 
common is salmonella poisoning which is rarely obtained from this species. 
General safe hygiene practices such as washing your hands thoroughly and 
regularly keeping cages clean are the best practices to reduce the risks of 
zoonotic diseases. 
 
OHS practices are very important to follow, because not only are you taking 
precautions for the safety of you and the animals you are working with, but also 
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other keepers you work with. OHS requires you to follow certain laws and 
legislation. All industries are required to hold MSDS (Material Safety Data 
Sheets) and follow SOPS (Standard Operating Procedures) to ensure and 
encourage safe work practices. PPE (Personal Protective Equipment) is also 
required when undertaking certain tasks. 
 
 
 
Some PPE that is required include: 

- Boots - required as a general rule during maintenance and cleaning of the 
enclosures but also to prevent injury if monitors attempt to bite you. 

- Gloves - necessary when handling the animal to reduce risks of injury. 
 
The exhibit itself can also be an environmental safety hazard as they may have 
faults and other objects that may cause harm to your animals, your colleagues 
and more importantly yourself. Some examples include: 

- Wire dags. 
- Gaps in the enclosure walls allowing animals to escape or others to enter 

(rodents etc.). 
- Substrate clear of hazardous objects and is easily digestible. 
- Non-toxic plants that is suited to the animal’s natural habitat when on 

public display. 
- Enclosure should be clear of any damage and is properly fitted (cracks in 

glass). 
- Public access must be limited or inexistent under keeper supervision and 

limited to staff with low experience. 
 
Hazard signs are a good way to ensure that all staff know where their limitations 
are, other ways of notifying is using staff emails, whiteboards and addressing 
these issues at regular meetings. 
 
Here is an example of a sign that may be seen when entering an exhibit. There 
are many other signs that can be used to inform people although this would be 
one of the most popular. 
 
 
 

(Do Not Enter Sign) 
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1 Introduction 
This manual is about the Black-Headed Monitor, with some reference to its 
subspecies Varanus tristis tristis and Varanus tristis orientalis. 
 
Scientific Name: Varanus tristis 
Family: Varanidae 
Order: Squamata 

Monitor lizards make up the family Varanidae. Some are very small that measure 
less than a foot in length, while the largest monitor in the world, the Komodo 
Dragon grows to a maximum of 3 metres in length. They are very active lizards, 
they may be very hostile, and lash out with their long tails upon the smallest 
amount of provocation. Even a very small monitor can produce a stinging lash 
with their tiny tail. The jaws and claws of monitor lizards are very long and sharp 
and jaws very strong. Once they bite onto something, it is very difficult to get 
them to let go. 

Monitors are almost strictly carnivorous, with some individuals occasionally 
having small portions of vegetation. Monitors are capable of chasing down, and 
dismembering almost anything they can catch. Species of monitor which live in or 
close by water will readily take down fish.  

Monitors do not divest themselves of their tails, once they are lost, their tails will 
not grow back, although some lizards do have the ability to do that. (Honolulu 
Zoo) 

Some captive monitors will reach very large sizes, this means that they can be 
very dangerous to keep as pets, some lizards are easily domesticated and 
relatively small in size, like the savannah monitor and white throat monitor, both 
these species are not kept as pets in Australia. (Lizards) 

 

 
(Black Headed Monitor) 
 

http://www.lizards.com/index.php/ml.html
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1.1 ASMP Category 

ASMP (Responsible Species, Management Program). 
 
According to the ASMP Regional Census and Plan of 2010, the ASMP Reptile 
and amphibian TAG has no regional program for the Black-Headed Monitor. 
 

1.2 IUCN Category  

IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature). 
 
The Black-Headed Monitor is not listed on the IUCN red list. This means that this 
species of monitor is not under any threat to extinction. Although the closely 
related Spotted Tree Monitor Varanus scalaris is listed as ‘least concern’ 
because this species is widely distributed and faces little harm from harvesting. 
 

1.3  EA Category  

As known for being EA (Environment Australia) is now named the Australian 
Government, Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population and 
Communities has listed the Black Headed Monitor with: 

- Negative state protection. 
- No threat status listed as it is not considered under threat. 

 
All species from the reptilian family are protected. It is illegal to obtain and 
keep reptiles caught from a wild environment. National Parks and Wildlife 
issue licenses and permits that are required to keep certain species of 
reptiles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NSW contact information: 
National Parks and Wildlife Service 
Phone: (within NSW) 1300 361 976 or (02) 9253 4600 
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1.4 NZ and PNG Categories and Legislation 

NZ (New Zealand) and PNG (Papua New Guinea). 
 
The legislation and categories for the locations listed above is non-applicable 
because the Black-Headed Monitor is native to Australia and are not legal to 
keep privately in New Zealand and Papua New Guinea. 
 

1.5 Wild Population Management 

The Black Headed Monitor is not listed as a threatened species, so the wild 
population management is not applicable. 
 

1.6 Species Coordinator 

There is no current Species Coordinator. 
 

1.7 Studbook Holder  

There is no current Studbook Holder. 
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2 Taxonomy  

2.1 Nomenclature 

Kingdom - Animalia 
Phylum - Chordata 
Class - Reptilia 
Order - Squamata 
Family - Varanidae 
Genus – Varanus 
Species - tristis 
(Australian Wildlife) 
 

2.2 Subspecies  

This species contains two sub species which both look very similar in size and 
typical body structure, but vary greatly in colour and pattern. Patterns change 
throughout the life of both these sub species, and can easily be distinguished 
when they reach adulthood, although both look very similar as hatchlings. 
 
The subspecies are generally separated throughout their distributed area, black 
headed monitors being found further west of the country and freckled monitors 
closer to the east although they clash when meeting in the middle. 
 
The Freckled Monitor can be distinguished by the lack of melanistic pattern and 
by the less spiny scales on the tail. 
 
This husbandry manual refers to both subspecies in general. Below are the two 
subspecies: 
 
(Left) - Black-Headed Monitor – Varanus tristis tristis  
(Right) - Freckled Monitor - Varanus tristis orientalis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo taken by Author from Sydney               (Freckled Monitor) 
Wildlife World 
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2.3 Recent Synonyms 

Goanna (Australia’s term used for any monitor lizard) 
Monitor Lizard (generally used for any lizard belonging to the Varanidae family). 
(Sensagent) 
 

2.4 Other Common Names  

The Black-Headed Monitor has a number of other common names, these 
include: 

- Black-Tailed Monitor. 
- Black-Throated Monitor. 
- Mournful Goanna. 

 
 

3 Natural History 
Monitor lizards have been around for the last seventy million years, and in that 
case have gone through much climate change and as a result of this have 
diversified dramatically inhabiting tropics and deserts. Over many millions of 
years, this process has resulted in the emergence of many species which only 
seventy or eighty are known to science. Some appeared to die out quickly, while 
others, apparently ancient, have survived until present.  We do know, that at 
least 300 million years ago, there were three major groups of reptile that had 
established themselves on earth.  

- Synapsids – this group included the lizard like pelycosaurs, some of which 
closely related to monitors (varanasaurus what were from the swamps of 
today’s Texas) and the group therapsids which may have survived in the 
present in the form of modern mammals.  

- Anapsids – this group included the living turtles and tortoises and other 
orders. All of which had died out about 250 million years ago.  

- Diapsids – this group gave the rise to dinosaurs and other ruling reptiles 
as well as birds, crocodiles, tuataras, snakes and lizards. 

 
These groups gave rise to groups such as the aigialosaurs (small aquatic lizards) 
and mosasaurs (large aquatic lizards), as these disappeared monitor-like lizards 
first appeared on land in the late Jurassic era about 180 million years ago. 
According to available evidence, monitor lizards and their close relatives 
heloderms (Gila Monsters) and lanthanotids (Borneo Earless Lizards) originated 
on northern Asia at least 90 million years ago, at this time the rein of dinosaurs 
was coming to an end. 
 
The oldest monitor-like lizards known are from Mangolia, this included 
Telmasaurus granger and all of which have been very similar to modern monitor 
lizards in appearance, but the latter possessed grooved teeth which probably 
transmitted venom in the same manner as modern day Gila Monsters. 

http://dictionary.sensagent.com/monitor+lizard/en-en/
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Unfortunately virtually nothing is known of the monitor lizard history in Australia. 
The earliest fossils known come from South Australia and are around 10 million 
years old. Fossil vertebrae similar to V. giganteus from New South Wales are 
less than 2 million years old. 
 
Varanus priscus was the largest land dwelling lizard that has ever lived. Adults 
may have weighed over 600kg and measured more than 7 metres in length. 
They appear to have been widespread throughout Australia (remains have been 
recovered in NSW, QLD and SA). This immane goanna is not a long dead and 
buried species. They may have survived until less than 25,000 years ago and are 
believed to have preyed on the giant ancestors of kangaroos and wombats. Giant 
goannas may have also preyed on the early human settlers, who must have 
regarded its extinction with great relief, even if they did not play a direct role in its 
demise themselves. 
 
Nevertheless, they are a very young group of lizards and already account for 
two-thirds of the living species of the varanidae in Australia and a third of the 
family world-wide. The larger monitors have also persisted in Australia with at 
least 9 species living there today. 
 
At least 45 species of monitor lizards are known to exist in Africa, Asia and 
Australia. It is suggested that all living monitors have evolved from a common 
ancestor within the last 40 million years. 
Daniel Bennett (1998) Pages 16-18 
 

3.1 Morphometrics 

3.1.1 Mass and Basic Body Measurements 

Measurements can be based from several angles. This includes: 
- Full length from snout to tail. 
- Height and weight. 
- Snout to vent length (SVL) 
 

Black-Headed Monitors maximum length is 90cm from snout to tip of tail 
averaging at 76cm. They can also stand about 20cm tall when extending their 
neck.  They have a long neck like most lizards in the monitor family, and they 
have a rather long tail which takes up at least half of the body measurement. 
(Reptiles Down Under) 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559 
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3.1.2 Sexual Dimorphism 

Unfortunately it is not very easy to properly determine the sex of the Black-
Headed Monitor just by looking at it. 
 
The most reliable way to get a correct sex is usually by probing the lizard. This is 
not advised for inexperienced keepers as it can cause damage to the organs and 
in a serious case can cause infertility. 
Unlike other families of lizard, monitors are the only ones to have bones in their 
hemipenes, this means x-rays can also be undertaken as a reliable way of sexing 
although not always necessary. 
A technique called “popping” is also used but can also be harmful or painful to 
the monitor if done the wrong way. 
There are however some signs that can contribute to proper sexing just from 
observation. 
Black-Headed Monitor males will generally be larger than the females. They will 
also have larger heads, and the base of their tail will be thicker than the females. 
 

3.1.3 Distinguishing Features 

The Black-Headed Monitor can be mistaken with the Spotted Tree Monitor 
Varanus scalaris. When the Spotted Tree Monitor reaches adulthood, they are 
considerably smaller than the Black-Headed Monitor, about half the size. They 
can also be distinguished by the differentiation of the supraocular and the 
interocular Scales. Most obvious, there is a wide range of colours that spread 
through the species so it is not always easy to tell the difference, but the pictures 
provided are the main common colours found in the wild. (JCU) 
(James Cook University) 
 
Image below is of a Spotted Tree Monitor Varanus scalaris 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Spotted Tree Monitor) 

http://www.jcu.edu.au/school/tbiol/zoology/herp/Varanustristis.PDF
http://www-public.jcu.edu.au/discovernature/herps/JCUDEV_008550
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3.2  Distribution and Habitat 

This species occurs across most of Australia, from Perth on the west coast, 
across northern Australia and north eastern New South Wales, to around 
Bundaberg on the east coast (D lisle 1996, Cogger 200)  
(JCU) 

 

 
(Black-Headed Monitor Distribution Map) 
 

Their environment consists of: 
- Hot temperatures reaching above 40°c. 
- Lots of trees and hollow logs to hide in. 
- Limited water resources. 
- Dry land and open areas.  
 

 
(The Northern Territory) 
 

http://www.jcu.edu.au/school/tbiol/zoology/herp/Varanustristis.PDF
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3.3 Conservation Status 

This species is not listed under the IUCN red list and there is no conservation 
program in place. 
 

3.4 Longevity 

3.4.1 In the Wild 

As a general rule, the larger the species of reptile, the longer the species life 
span. Among lizards, the death rate is relatively high at young ages as they are 
small and defenseless. There have been no long term field studies on individual 
monitors referring to the lifespan, however anecdotal evidence suggests they do 
fit the general pattern for lizards their size. 
 

3.4.2 In Captivity 

The only data on longevity is that for captive individuals. These are provided in 
the table below, very few individuals make it to old age in the wild. (Longevity 
Records For Captive Varanids, Harold F. De Lisle, 1996) 
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3.4.3 Techniques Used to Determine Age in Adults 

There are a variety of techniques used to determine age of wild and captive 
animals, although they are not accurate and are more of an estimate. 
 
Some of these techniques include: 

- Records kept within institutions or in ISIS (International Species 
Information System) or ZIMS (Zoological Information Management 
System. 

- Knowledge of the animal/s that you care for. 
- Size can be a way of determining age although not always accurate. Size 

is determined by how much the animals eat e.g. monitors could reach full 
size between a year and two years, for animals that eat less it could take 
three or four years. 

- Weight once again is determined by size and how much the animal 
consumes. 

- General body condition could also give a rough estimate. 
 
 

4 Housing Requirements 

4.1 Exhibit/Enclosure Design 

When designing an exhibit for the Black-Headed Monitor, there are many things 
that you need to take into consideration. An exhibit enclosure will usually be on 
display unless you are a private keeper or the lizard is in a holding area. In this 
case the exhibit must be aesthetically pleasing to visitors and guests.  
 
Not only do you have to make the display appealing to visitors, you have to meet 
the monitor’s behavioural and physical needs. This can be easily accomplished 
and must include the following requirements: 

- Enclosure must be secure, this means no gaps in the fencing or gate, 
ensuring the cage is escape proof and the lizard has no chance of getting 
out. 

- Limited access into exhibit with locked gates. This includes no access to 
the public for security reasons. 

- For this species of lizard a heat source is required depending on the 
location. If housed in the top regions of Australia, an outdoor exhibit can 
be used, providing an escape from the heat. If in cooler parts of Australia, 
an indoor exhibit should be used because the temperature will be too low 
and natural body functions will be corrupted. 

- A place to cool down/shade. 
- Security from wild animals, mainly birds of prey which may be inclined to 

pick on or take your captive animals.  
- Water source. 
- Variety of food locations. 
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Precautions that need to be taken are in accordance with the safety of your 
animals for example keeping the public away from the animals unless keepers 
are present, and making sure other species of animals that are not compatible 
with the black headed monitor are not housed together.  
 
Here is a drawing of an indoor exhibit in which all arboreal species of goanna can 
happily live in. (Monitor Enclosure, Harold F. De Lisle, 1996) 
 

 
 
As you can see it provides the necessary ventilation, heat source, UV, perching, 
water supply and security. 
 
Most zoos like to provide and exhibit that mimics or replicates the natural 
environment of where the lizards come from. This is usually done providing 
colours or furniture similar to the region. This usually includes native plants also 
to assist with a get away from heat and protection from predators. 
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Some plants such as Sturt’s Desert Pea Swainsona Formosa and  
Spotted Emu Bush Eremophila maculata are aesthetically pleasing plants and 
come from the same region as the Black-Headed Monitor. These can both be 
used in your exhibit. 
 
Common Name: Sturt’s Desert Pea 
Botanic Name: Swainsona formosa 
Size and Spread: 0.1 - 0.2 m High and 3m Spread 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Sturt’s Dessert Pea) 
 
Common Name: Spotted Emu Bush 
Botanic Name: Eremophila maculate 
Size and Spread: 1-3m High and 2m Spread 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Spotted Emu Bush) 
 

4.2 Holding Area Design 

In general, all captive reptiles must be ensured the proper temperature, humidity 
and light requirements for a reptile to maintain and allow normal physical 
behaviours and body functions. The levels in which they require will depend on 
the species and what their natural habitat consists of. 
The holding area must also have adequate ventilation and relative access to cold 
and hot temperatures.  
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Holding areas should also include a nest/hide box, water bowl, and at least one 
branch to perch on/assist with sloughing (depending on the health of the animal. 
If it was there for rehabilitation you would not have a perch). 
Standards for Exhibiting Reptiles in New South Wales Booklet Version 6(Draft): 
pg3-4 
 
Holding areas can be made of a variety of material and it does not have to be 
aesthetically pleasing. Usually a holding area is much smaller than a permanent 
home. This is because a holding area is designed to accommodate the animal for 
a short period of time. Reasons for temporary holdings could be: 

- Quarantine. 
- Sunning. 
- Short transportation trips. 
- Observation and examination. 
- Holding area while the main exhibit is being cleaned or renovated. 

 
There are many varieties of cages keepers will use to temporarily house their 
animals. These include: 

- Noegel cages. 
- Fish tanks. 
- Spare cages not in use. 

 
Unfortunately I found it quite difficult to find an image of a noegel cage, this is 
technically a dog cage but noegel cages are very similar. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Noegel Cage) 
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This is an empty fish tank that can also be turned into a temporary home for the 
Black-Headed Monitor. 
 

 
(Fish Tank) 
 
This is a basic image I have drawn from a birds-eye view of how a holding area 
should generally look including furnishings. I apologize for my lack in drawing 
skills. 
 

 

4.3 Spatial Requirements 

There is an act called the EAPA (Exhibited Animal Protection Act) which all 
keepers are required to follow, results of disobeying this act could be fines and 
the possibility of animals being removed from your premises.  
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An enclosure should be able to provide all the natural movements and 
behaviours of the animal, this means the height and length of the enclosure 
needs to be sufficient. An additional 20% of ground space should be added per 
animal that is introduced, the reason for this is so that the monitors have a 
chance to get away from each other if there becomes a dominance issue and just 
providing more room to be more active. 
Standards for Exhibiting Reptiles in New South Wales Booklet Version 6(Draft): 
pg10 
 

4.4 Position of Enclosures 

Black-Headed Monitors will prefer to be out of the rain so a closed enclosure is 
always best. This position can be changed and altered when the weather 
changes, the monitors need a place to bask and a place to get away from the 
heat. This can mean the whole cage needs to be moved, or supplying a hide box, 
nice cool corner and a thermal gradient. If the temperature is too hot this could 
kill your monitor. 
 
Although it sounds easy to protect them from the heat, protecting them from the 
cold is much harder. Cold temperatures will limit your monitors digestive system 
and PBT (preferred body temperature), if temperature gets too cold this could kill 
your monitor also. 
 
A heated end and a cool end should be provided at all times so they can thermo 
regulate as they please.  
 

4.5 Weather Protection 

If the Black-Headed Monitor is housed out of its home state, the species should 
be kept fully enclosed as it will not often be subdued to cold/wet weather.  It is 
possible to house them outside, ensuring you provide a heat lamp but should 
also be sheltered from wind and rain.  
 
The weather can pose health risks to the animal if not controlled properly, 
hyperthermia can be an issue if the body temperature is too high and 
hypothermia if the body temperature is too cold. 
  

4.6 Temperature Requirements 

Being a reptile, Black-headed monitors are ectothermic, also known as cold-
blooded, they use a method called thermoregulation to control their preferred 
body temperature (PBT) which is 35.4°c. They do this by moving around the 
enclosure deciding whether they want to be warm or cold.  
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Individual monitors have different preferred body temperatures depending on 
what the individual lizard likes it could be higher or lower. Coming from all over 
the top regions of Australia, These monitors require a temperature of 40-50 
degrees Celsius and a humidity of 75-80%.  This can be done by providing heat 
lamps, UVA or UVB lights. 
 
These lights can be bought at a variety of pet shops that provide reptile products, 
where not only lights are provided but other heat sources as well. Some 
examples are heat rocks and heat mats, these are also decorative.  
 
Below is a table showing the active temperatures and PBT’s of a few of the 
varanids. (Activity Temperatures of Varanid Lizards, Harold F. De Lisle, 1996) 
 

 

4.7 Substrate 

For an off display cage, a paper substrate is quite popular, as it is much easier to 
keep clean although needs to be changed frequently. (Never use paper for 
displayed enclosures as it is not aesthetically pleasing or naturalistic). For a 
displayed Black-Headed Monitor, you would use its natural substrate being 
dessert sand, white sand, soil, and mulch can also be used. 
Standards for Exhibiting Reptiles in New South Wales Booklet Version 6(Draft): 
pg7 
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Natural substrates are preferred, not only for aesthetics but because the monitor 
would prefer it as well. Using furniture and natural substrates will make the lizard 
feel more comfortable because it makes it easier to camouflage and makes the 
animal feel safer. 
 
There are no substrates that necessarily need to be avoided, they all have their 
advantages and disadvantages. Sand is not easily digested and can cause bowel 
impaction and possibly kill your monitor, but it is also easy to clean. There are 
digestible substrates that can be used and paper is also a favourite because it is 
easy to maintain but must be changed on a regular basis.  
 
My personal favourite is a product called kritter’s crumble, this is a natural, soft 
substrate which is absorbent like kitty litter, it has the appearance of bark so 
looks great in an exhibit, also easy to maintain and clean. It comes in a variety of 
thicknesses and texture. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Kritter’s Crumble) 
 

4.8 Nest boxes and/or Bedding Material 

The substrates that I have mentioned above (refer to 4.7 substrate) will comfort 
the monitor with no hassles, this lizard will sometimes sleep on the ground, but 
would usually prefer a hollow log, rock crevices or just some high tree branches 
to sleep on . 
 
Monitor lizards are oviparous, meaning they lay eggs instead of live birth. A nest 
box for the Black-Headed Monitor should be at least the total length of the 
monitor if not more, allowing the lizard to be able to dig a burrow, turn around 
and lay her eggs without any hassle. Most commonly, people would use any old 
material for a nest box, I suggest using a coco peat brick of a decent size, 
placing wood on top with a big enough hole for the monitor to fit in and out. This 
strategy is often used in off display exhibits. On display is a different story.  
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For an on display lizard, the substrate should reach a depth of roughly 20cm to 
give the monitor enough room to completely bury her eggs. using man made 
nesting boxes isn’t going to look great in your exhibit.  
 

4.9 Enclosure Furnishings 

Depending on whether your monitor is off or on display, depends on the furniture 
used (in most cases).  An on display cage will have much more natural furniture 
and will be strategically placed to look like a natural environment. It can also be 
enriching to refurnish, or change the design every once in a while. 
All cages housing Black-Headed Monitors should include branches and climbing 
material, a water source, rocks, nest box/hide box, hollow logs and any other 
natural objects you can access.  
 
In an outside enclosure, you might find live plants, which are pleasing to the eye, 
but also provides the monitor with a place to hide, and the smell of live plants 
seems to be enriching instead of having none at all. Natural light cycles and heat 
sources are nice to see compared to heat lights.  
Termite mounds are also an enriching item, live insects can be placed in the 
mound and they can slowly escape and provide the monitor with activity for a 
number of hours. A nest box or laying site should be provided during the mating 
season. 
Standards for Exhibiting Reptiles in New South Wales Booklet Version 6(Draft) 
 
Black-Headed Monitors enjoying a basking site.  
 

 
(Black-Headed Monitors Basking) 
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Black-Headed Monitor indoor exhibit showing furniture. 
 

 
(Black Headed Monitor Exhibit) 
 
 

5 General Husbandry 

5.1 Hygiene and Cleaning 

First things first, hands must be washed before and after handling a reptile and 
its exhibit as there are many zoonotic disease that can be transferred to you. All 
reptiles should also be routinely checked for internal and external parasites.  
A cage housing Black-Headed Monitors should be spot cleaned on a daily basis 
if the animal does defecate or shed. Monthly full substrate changes should be 
undertaken depending on whether it is a small holding cage or a large exhibit. 
Nest boxes should only be cleaned after any eggs have been laid (check daily 
around the time the eggs are due).  
Branches and perching items do not need to be changed unless they are broken 
or become a hazard to the animal, these should be cleaned whenever they are 
subdued to the animals waste. Nest box substrate will only need to be changed 
after eggs have been laid, otherwise the sand within the nest box will still be 
clean unless the animal defecates. 
Standards for Exhibiting Reptiles in New South Wales Booklet Version 6(Draft): 
pg18  
 
Food bowls need cleaning after feeding to stop the harbor of pests or disease. 
Windows or panels would need cleaning if your enclosure is made from glass, 
high lamps need to be replaced when blown and UVA or UVB lights need to be 
changed every six months as they lose their UV quality. The most preferred 
chemical to be used in the cleaning of a reptile enclosure is F10 which is 
harmless to the animal when wiped clean. 
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If bleach should be used, the animal is required to stay clean of the cage until all 
smells and other chemicals have disappeared. Top of descent is a commonly 
used mite spray that can be used snakes and lizards. This is a spray used for the 
cage, not directly for the lizard which does not only kill mites but will also kill most 
invertebrates that may be living within the enclosure. A small variety of MSDS 
sheets can be found in the appendix. 
 

5.2 Record Keeping 

There are a number of different records that can be kept in relation to the Black-
Headed Monitor. These include: 

- Daily/weekly feeding schedule. 
- Monthly weighing and body length measurements. 
- Breeding behaviours. 
- changes in their diet (may it be how much they ate or if it is a different diet) 
- Any health problems that become known or that can be prevented at a 

certain age. For example vaccinations and worming treatments. 
- Acquisitions, dispositions or deaths. 
- Identification, enclosure numbers and locations. 
- Relatives. 

 
Records are kept to sustain the importance of maintaining information and 
keeping it up to date. This will help all the keepers know what’s going on with the 
animal so no mix ups will take place. All records are eventually placed into a 
database, this helps future keepers get to know the animals more and records of 
any odd or new experiences keepers have come across can be uploaded and 
studied. 
 

5.3 Methods of Identification 

There are many methods used to identify individual specimens. Some which are 
visible and some that cannot be seen but are very reliable. Some of which 
include: 

- Microchipping. 
- Size.  
- Colour.  
- Markings. 
- Missing limbs/toes. 

 
Photos are also a good identification method as you can easily see differences in 
scales and colours. Another way which is very popular is cage cards which is a 
sheet of paper designated to one cage and record for the population in that cage. 
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Identification is very important as it allows you to follow the animal’s progress and 
note any change in health or behaviour. It is also important when administering 
medications because the last thing you want to do is give it to an animal that is 
not ill. 
 

5.4 Routine Data Collection 

There are many forms of data that need to be record for the purpose of keeping 
up to date with your animal’s health and for research reasons. Some of this data 
includes: 

- Weights. 
- Lengths. 
- Breeding. 
- Food intake. 
- Social behaviour. 
- Fecal matter and consistency. 

 
This is essential when keeping animals. Records help you to understand whether 
the animal is unwell, stressed, loosing appetite, getting bullied or becoming 
inactive. 
 
 

6 Feeding Requirements 

6.1 Diet in the Wild 

Black-Headed Monitors are carnivores, meaning that they are meat eaters, 
although I have been surprised to witness them eating small portions of 
vegetables in captivity. In the wild, all monitor lizards will eat whatever they can 
catch, kill and swallow. As a juvenile, they will hunt done small insects. As they 
get older, their diet will vary a lot more. This diet can include small mammals and 
a variety of insects, including snails, grasshoppers, beetles, crabs, fish, bird eggs 
and sometimes other lizards. 
(Honolulu Zoo) 
 

6.2 Captive Diet 

As with most captive animals, they very rarely get fed what they would usually 
eat in the wild. As a keeper, you must provide a decent and reliable supply of an 
alternative diet. This is widely supplied and easily accessible in a variety of 
places. For the Black-Headed Monitor, their diet will consist of insects including 
crickets, mealworms, super worms, grasshoppers and woodies. Black Headed 
Monitors can also get fed whitebait, cut up day old chicks/quails and pinky mice 
as a treat.  
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A variety of food should be fed out a few times daily to juvenile monitors to 
promote growth and development including as much UV light as possible.  
 
Adults do not require food as often as juveniles, as adults are fully grown and the 
required nutrients are not craved as much as a younger monitor, feeding them 
every one-two days will leave them fully satisfied, at all ages they will be keen to 
feed and can easily become overweight. You can supply them with food bigger 
than themselves, this can be enriching and give them something to do for a 
number of hours although left over food should be removed by the end of the 
day. 
 
This diet is usually pretty standard and there aren’t many variations. Black  
Headed-Monitors, alike all other reptiles go into a form of torpor during winter and 
will rarely eat during this period. 
 
Keep in mind that it is also illegal to feed out live vertebrates, it is considered as 
animal cruelty and should not be encouraged.  Dead vertebrates are often feed 
out freshly killed or thawed out after being frozen. Freezing temperatures should 
be monitored as the deceased food can get freezer burnt. 
 
Care must also be taken when feeding out food. When feeding time comes, 
some individuals do have a drastic change in behaviour and their hunting 
instincts kick in. I advise not to feed them by hand unless you are tong feeding. If 
you do get a feed bite from a monitor, they will usually shake and pull on your 
fingers, so it can be painful. 
 

6.3 Supplements 

In captivity, all lizards require vitamin and calcium supplements as the food we 
supply does not have the necessary levels of nutrients needed to keep the 
monitor healthy. These are both provided as a powder which is dusted onto live 
food. These supplements support bone development and strength, activity and 
overall health of the animal. These are supplied at pet shops and are easily 
accessible. Here is an image of calcium and vitamin supplements: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Calcium Supplement)     (Vitamin Supplement) 
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6.4 Presentation of Food 

The presentation of food should be a replica as it would be in the wild, to 
influence behavioural enrichment and stimulation. Insects will often be scattered 
around an enclosure to encourage the monitors to chase and stalk it as they 
would have to in a wild environment. At both stages of life, there isn’t a maximum 
of food they should be receiving, because of their metabolic rate when correct 
temperatures are provided, they will not necessarily put on weight, but get larger 
and digest their food quicker. Adults will be more prone to becoming overweight 
so they do require some exercise. 
 
Live food can be placed into a fake termite mound, allowing them to leave the 
mound when they wish and encouraging the monitors to wait for them, or make it 
enriching and have them trying to get in and access them. On a rare occasion, 
euthanized pinkie mice or rats (depending on the size of your monitor) can be 
given as enrichment or just a change in diet. Ensure mice are tong fed to your 
monitors as they can inflict a painful bite. 
 
This is an image of a Black-Headed Monitor being tong feed out of a hollow log. 
 

 
(Black-Headed Monitor Tong Feeding) 
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Below is a table showing the suggested nutrient levels for captive monitors. 
(Suggested minimum nutrient levels in diets of captive varanids, Harold F. De 
Lisle, 1996) 
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7 Handling and Transport 

7.1 Timing of Capture and Handling 

Being a reptile, Black-Headed Monitors will be less active at night because they 
are ectothermic. When their body is cold they will be less active, resulting in them 
being easier to catch. The best time would be early morning or late at night, not 
only because their body is cold but the food they would have eaten previously 
would be fully digested. It is most likely you will find them sleeping, which makes 
it safer for you to perform the capture. When caught, like most animals, covering 
their eyes, hence removing their visual stimulus will make them less stressed as 
well. 
 

7.2 Catching Bags 

The Black-Headed Monitor is a very fast animal and can be hard to capture, with 
the aid of cotton nets, hessian bags or pillow cases. These are the most 
commonly used for the capture of reptiles. Wild monitors will very quickly run off 
although captive ones are easier to catch and trap. When placing in the bag, 
make sure the bag is inside out so that the lizard cannot tangle itself in loose 
cotton. These bags vary in sizes so make sure you have a bag that is big enough 
to comfortably house it there for a short period of time. Once inside the bag, the 
bag should be placed in a box depending on how far the monitor is traveling e.g. 
it should be in a box if traveling overseas. 
 
Below is an example of a hessian potato bag, this can be used to secure the 
monitor. 

 
(Hessian Bag) 
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This is a catching net that can also assist in the capture of monitors  
(Catching Net) 
 

7.3 Capture and Restraint Techniques 

To capture and restrain the Black-Headed Monitor you will need the aid of a 
catching bag. To capture them safely and properly, there are a couple of 
techniques that need to be followed. These include: 

- Make sure the bag is round the right way and has no holes in it before 
capture. 

- Approach the monitor slowly and from behind. This will lower the chance 
of you being seen but this is not always achieved. 

- To securely hold the lizard, hold the monitor around the neck, this will stop 
it from turning around and biting you. Using your other hand, secure the 
tail far enough away so that it can’t scratch you with its hind claws. . 

- Much easier with two people, hold the monitor securely and maneuver the 
bag around the animal and quickly let the lizard go, removing your hand 
very quickly. 

- When the monitor is in the bag, spin the top of the bag around so it is 
twisted and closed. Then fold the bag over and secure a rubber band 
around the top. 

 
A word of caution about the monitors large teeth and claws, these are very sharp 
and can inflict painful and serious injuries. Below is a photo of a man holding a 
large Nile Monitor Varanus niloticus. This technique is very similar to smaller 
monitors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Nile Monitor Restraint) 
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7.4 Weighing and Examination 

Weighing the monitor can be done a few different ways depending on how tame 
the monitor is and if it’s wild or housed in captivity.  
For a monitor that does not tolerate human interaction, weighing can be done 
from inside a restraint bag. With bag secure, and the bag weighed before the 
monitor is put into it, the bag can be put onto a set of scales. Weighing the 
animal should be done regularly so that you can observe and have records of 
whether the monitor is losing weight or if it is in stable condition. 
 
Observing the lizard from a distance is usually the best way to get an accurate 
result when examining it. Usually if the monitor does not know you are watching 
it, it will act much more normal because it does not have to concentrate on you. 
Close examinations should also be carried out if needed. When close up, things 
that should be examined are mouth although this can be hard to do. Also eyes 
and nostrils should be looked at.  

7.5 Release 

To release this animal, remove the bag from the box and gently open it. Then 
slowly pour the animal out and let it walk away on its own. 
The Black-Headed Monitor should be released during the day when it is most 
active. This will give the lizard a chance to get away from you. This will also 
minimize stress to the animal. 
The lizard should be released so it can easily get away from you. Preferably 
having a tree in sight or rocks and bushes to hide in. 
 
 

7.6 Transport Requirements 

7.6.1 Box Design 

A hessian bag is sometimes used to first secure the lizard, and then placed into a 
box to prevent crushing the lizard. This is used to make it easier to remove the 
monitor when releasing it from the box. The transport box should measure 
minimum of the total length of the lizard and 10-15 centimetres high and 15-20 
centimetres in width. 
 
Ventilation holes must be provided to ensure the survival of the monitor during 
transportation because everything needs to breathe. This will also help to control 
the temperature inside the box. The box should also be labeled with a few details 
such as date, species and time of capture. 
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Below is an image of a temporary transport box that can be used to transport the 
monitor. Ensuring this container can come in the appropriate sizes, it is very easy 
to come by. 

 
(Transport Box) 
 

7.6.2 Furnishings 

Depending on how long the lizard is going to be in this box, no furniture is 
required as it could just get messy and could injure the animal. If the monitor is 
going to be in the container all day or longer, furniture from its permanent home 
can be used. A handful of the substrate can be used, this keeps the individuals 
scent around, this can make it less stressful for the monitor. A small log or rock 
can be used to grip onto. 
 

7.6.3 Water and Food 

Once again, depending on how long the monitor is in a transport box, water and 
food may or may not need to be provided. If the monitor is housed temporarily for 
more than a day, water must be supplied. Food should be fed out as per usual if 
it is undertaking a short trip, otherwise food should be stopped until the journey is 
completed. 
 

7.6.4 Animals per Box 

Depending on the lizards size, they can be transported together, also depends 
on their sex and whether they have previously been housed together. If they 
have they can be transported for a short time together. Transporting the lizards 
together can have bad consequences such as injuries and deaths, so I would 
recommend individual transportation. The lizards should be transported 
separately and reunited at the end of the trip. It is possible for them to get really 
stressed and become defensive towards each other and could injure one another 
or themselves. 
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Note that the number of animals being transported together need to be 
accounted for, meaning more water, food and possibly furniture must be 
supplied. 
 

7.6.5 Timing of Transportation 

The best time to transport any reptile is colder days, avoiding the heat of the day. 
When dealing with an institution, guests and visitors would prefer animals to be 
moved and rehoused before the gates open to the establishment. There are also 
many factors that need to be taken into account including the health, breeding 
status and the age of the monitors.  
 

7.6.6 Release from Box 

When releasing the lizard, ensuring the animal is fully conscious and alert 
(especially when releasing into the wild).  
 
The method used to release these monitors is to just slowly tip them out of the 
bag, making them slide down towards the top of the bag, when they see the light 
or a tree to climb up, they will usually run straight out of the bag and up a tree. 
 
 

8 Health Requirements 

8.1 Daily Health Checks 

In my experience, daily health checks should first be taken from a distance. This 
will prove to you how the animal behaves when you are out of sight and the 
monitor is oblivious to your presence. In a distant examination, you should look 
for things like:  

- Freely moving limbs. 
- Eyes are open and clear. 
- Good body condition and shedding properly. 
- No discharges from eyes, nostrils, mouth or cloaca. 
- Consistency and colour of fecal matter is normal. 
- Furniture still properly secured and entries to enclosure still sealed. 

 
During feeding is the best time to observe your monitors as this will be there 
most active time of day. Watching your animal feed is a good start in 
understanding there health either they are backing off from food or showing less 
interest than usual. 
During this time a cage clean can take place and the animals fecal matter can be 
briefly checked for any abnormalities such as colour, consistency, smell and 
frequency. 
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8.2 Detailed Physical Examination 

8.2.1 Chemical Restraint 

Reptiles respond quite differently to an anesthetic compared to the mammalian 
group. The anatomy and physiology of a reptile makes them harder to 
anesthetize. There are a variety of techniques that can be used such as pre-
anesthetic medications, injectable anesthetics, muscle relaxants and inhalant 
anesthetics.  

For a Black-Headed Monitor it is unnecessary to use a chemical restraint unless 
the animal needs to be treated. The relative size of this species of monitor will 
make it fairly easy to deal with for a general physical examination. 
(j stor) 
 

8.2.2 Physical Examination 

A Healthy lizard should carry the following healthy Statistics. 
Monitors should have clean scales which is free from parasites, freshly caught 
monitors are likely to carry some external parasites and possibly internal. 
Sloughing can also be mistaken for a bad scale/skin condition, it does look bad 
but in almost every case it is not. 
Like all reptiles, some individuals may have trouble sloughing and require 
assistance. Body muscles should be firm to touch and the animal’s backbone out 
of sight. Mouth should be seen clean and closed, with no mucus or surrounding 
liquids. Monitors can be seen tongue flicking fairly often so this can’t be mistaken 
as an illness. Overall the animal should be able to hold itself steady, upright and 
capable of regular movement and if the monitor is able to feed itself without 
requiring assistance is also a good sign. 
Mike Swan (2008), Page 23  
 

8.3 Routine Treatments 

The Black-Headed Monitor is not required to have any routine treatments as 
most of them are administered upon illness of the animal. Routine weighing is 
advised at minimum monthly, to ensure the animal is not losing weight. 

Quote by Ross, Camo’s Reptiles. 
Prevention is better than treatments, so providing proper nutrition and husbandry 
to your monitors is essential.  
 
All newly acquired monitors should be kept away from current reptiles on hand 
for quarantine purposes. This will ensure that the monitors already housed on the 
premises cannot get any diseases that the new collection may have. 
 

http://www.jstor.org/pss/20095160
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8.4 Known Health Problems 

Almost all species of lizard can suffer many of the same illnesses and diseases, 
although I will be relating specifically to monitor lizards. Some of these diseases 
are easily found out and treated, but some are only discovered when it is too late. 
Behaviour will often change when something is wrong such as: 

- Lack of alertness. 
- Not feeding. 
- Difficulties in breathing.  
- Cuts, scratches or sores. 
- Lumps or swellings. 
- Swollen toes or feet. 
- Feces with blood content or diarrhea. 

 I am not going to list every disease known for monitor lizards but here are some 
of the most common. 

 
There are many things you need to be aware of such as quarantine procedures 
because there are many diseases that can be transferred from one monitor to the 
other. Food that the monitor eats could also contain a disease such as feeding 
out chickens which have salmonella. 
Furniture acquired from the wild must be washed and disinfected before adding 
to the enclosures as they may be the home to external and internal parasites. 

One of the most well-known health problems for all species of lizard is nutritional 
disorders. One of these include metabolic bone disease (MBD), this can occur as 
a consequence of nutritional imbalance or less commonly a systemic illness such 
as renal, liver or thyroid disease. This is commonly seen in juvenile animals but 
reptiles of all ages have been seen contract it. To prevent this requires good 
husbandry skills and providing a good diet and the required UV and lighting. 

 
A reproduction disorder known as dystocia can also be seen in all species of 
lizard. This is where a whole or part of the clutch is retained inside the mother’s 
body. This is usually the cause of inadequate temperature, lighting, nesting sites 
and nutrition. This will then result in the need to surgically remove retained eggs. 
 
Strangely enough the snake mite commonly found on snakes can be found on 
captive lizards as well. This can result in anorexia, dermatitis, itching and 
anemia. These mites are visible to the naked eye and are most commonly seen 
crawling on the face and around the eyes of the lizard. Fecal matter from the mite 
can also be seen as white dots on the surface of the lizard’s skin. A brand of mite 
control called ‘top of descent’ can be used to treat the infestation. 
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Foot and skin diseases are also very common in monitor lizards, this can be 
caused by humidity temperatures exceeding the required level and lack of 
husbandry. Occasionally a monitor will become infected with dry gangrene, which 
is a fungal disease which results from unclean conditions or a wound. Harold F. 
De Lisle, the Natural History of Monitor Lizards (1996) Krieger Publishing 
Company, Malabar 
 
Respiratory infections usually a result from keeping the monitors too cool without 
a basking site. A collection of mucus or liquid around the mouth and nose are 
classic signs of a respiratory infection. Harold F. De Lisle, the Natural History of 
Monitor Lizards (1996) Krieger Publishing Company, Malabar 
 
Gout is a relatively common disease, it is the excessive precipitation of urate 
crystals in the joints, kidneys, or other organs. This disease is fatal if left 
untreated. Harold F. De Lisle, the Natural History of Monitor Lizards (1996) 
Krieger Publishing Company, Malabar 
 
Dysecdysis is a common condition in captive reptiles, most commonly snakes 
and lizards. This is the means of abnormal shedding. This is causes by low 
humidity, lack of abrasive substrate, ectoparasitism, dermatitis and scar tissue. 
Retained skin will form a constriction band and can eventually result in the loss of 
limbs. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 58-68  

Below is a photo of a White-Throated Monitor Varanus albigularis showing a tick 
infestation. Ticks are present in the nostril and just to the right of the eye. (White 
Throated Monitor, Harold F. De Lisle, 1996) 
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8.5 Quarantine Requirements 

All acquisitions of Black-Headed Monitors should be quarantined for a minimum 
of 30 days to ensure any contagious diseases are not passed on throughout your 
collection. Owners must ensure that disease and pests in the acquired animals 
are no longer present before introducing them to the rest of the current collection. 
Mike Swan (2008), Page 23 

Regular faecal examinations should be collected and taken to a vet, so that it can 
be tested for any internal parasites, if anything is found then it must be treated. 

When housing a new animal, please make sure a clean cage is provided for the 
new animal to live in and basic furniture should be supplied to provide locomotion 
and natural behaviour. 

 

 

9 Behaviour 

9.1 Activity 

The Black-Headed Monitor is a diurnal species, meaning they are most active at 
dawn and dusk when their food quantity is at its highest. This also means they try 
to avoid the heat of the day, but they still need to get warm to catch their food. 
Because they distribute all the way across the top end of Australia it is always 
quite warm and dry. 
 
These monitors will not travel far from their home which they will protect and 
dominate. Their homes will cover a large amount of area, consisting of up to 
80sq metres. Most of their day is spent basking to warm up, and then use that 
energy on feeding themselves. This activity will take up the majority of their day. 
The rest of their day will be spent resting and keeping their eye out for predators 
and rivals. 
(Magentic Island Wildlife) 
 
most reptiles in the colder months of the year will go into a form of hibernation 
called brumation. During the wet and cold months of the year, they will find a tree 
hollow or rock crevices, where they will stay until it warms up again and they are 
able to become a lot more active. 
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9.2 Social Behaviour 

When in captive, Black-Headed Monitors are often housed in pairs or small 
groups.  
 
They will socialize and develop a hierarchy consisting of an alpha male, alpha 
female and the remaining monitors will sort out their own dominance issues. 
When it comes to dominance, an individual monitor will usually get defensive if 
the individual’s favourite hot spot or observation point is stolen by another 
monitor. Usually the hierarchy will be determined by size of the monitor. 
 
Although when in the wild, these monitors are usually a solitary reptile, meaning 
they prefer to live and socialize on their own. Males will seek out females during 
the reproductive season but otherwise they spend most of their life on their own. 
 

9.3 Reproductive Behaviour 

At different times of the year, their behaviour will change immensely. Some 
behaviour that may be seen include fighting between males over the females, 
courtship between the males and females, and a rise in activity will be noticed.  
 
This behaviour usually starts just after the brumation period, because when the 
hotter months start back up again, it is an environmental cue that it’s breeding 
time. 
Males will seek out females during the reproduction period. Alike, all male 
monitor lizards will jerk and bob their heads as a seduction and courtship 
technique for the females. 
 
Usually when a female is gravid she will show no interest in other male monitors 
and if any show interest she will run off, although if she is ready to breed there is 
usually no hesitation. Males will often fight for rights to a female as she sits and 
watches. A male will show dominance by head bobbing, arm waving, tail whips 
and gaping. If neither monitor backs down they will stand up on their hind legs, 
and go into combat. This behaviour can inflict serious injury to the opponent or 
defender which can cause death. 
 
After eggs are laid, they will sometimes be protected depending on the individual. 
Once removed the monitor should resume normal behaviour. 
 

9.4 Bathing 

In general, reptiles don’t need bathing, on occasion if husbandry isn’t up to date, 
it may be required to eliminate specific diseases. 
This is usually done when acquiring a new animal for an extra precaution to bring 
in unwanted diseases. Sometimes it is nice to provide a water body for the 
monitor to explore and swim in at its leisure. 
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9.5 Behavioural Problems 

Most reptiles are fairly easy to captivate, although majority start out to be very 
defensive and protective. Black-Headed Monitors specifically are skittish when 
they first hatch and will attempt to escape, if they are handled regularly overtime 
they will accept being handled, although they should be handled when it’s ok with 
them. I have heard hobbyists say with lace monitors Varanus varius that handling 
them too often makes them even more skittish. I’m not sure if this applied to 
Black-Headed Monitors but it is something to think about. 
 
There any no stereotypical behaviours that come with the Black-Headed Monitor 
because the majority of their day is spent basking and resting and will usually 
only be active when searching for food. 
 
If you do have monitors that do not hesitate to bite and are highly protective, it 
makes it harder not only to handle them, but to maintain the standards of their 
exhibit as well. It will also make it harder to check the animal for any health 
issues that may occur. 
Monitors behaviour also changes dramatically when it comes to food. Many 
cautions must be taken because they will do anything to get their food. 
 

9.6 Signs of Stress 

Stress can be a hard thing to manage, but if you know what you’re looking for its 
easy to spot. The main signs include reluctance to eat, making them susceptible 
to weight loss. They will also become very inactive and be seen lying on the 
ground, eyes half closed and seem to have no energy. Aggression can also be a 
sign as well as being timid and hiding. 
Stress can be caused by many reasons, main reason would be bullying by other 
monitors and incorrect environment.  
As a tree monitor, it is not always like them to be on the ground, this also 
depends on the individual animal and what they prefer. 
 

9.7 Behavioural Enrichment 

Enrichment is a big deal when it comes to the happy and natural life of any 
animal in captivity. Some ideas for the Black-Headed Monitor include: 

- Furnishing re-arrangement. 
- Providing larger enriching food items such as mice on occasion. 
- Scatter feeding live food and making them hunt to catch it. 
- Cricket tubes to delay the feeding and making it last an hour or so instead 

of ten minutes. 
- Scenting the enclosure with food and not necessarily feeding them. 
- Urine or fecal scents of another animal of the same species for social 

stimulation. 
- The introduction of new animals. 
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Additional enriching furniture can include: 
- Bushes to hide in. 
- Hollow logs to hide in.  
- High perches to stimulate natural climbing behaviours. 
- Live plants for natural smells – even browse does the job. 
- Nest boxes for hiding, this can stimulate mating during the right season. 
- Sunning platforms in a variety of locations. 
- Variety of substrates including leaves, sand, wood chippings etc. 
- Misting to simulate rain. 
- Variety of high rocks for observation sites. 
- Variety of feeding times throughout the day. 

This is a fantastic prop to have to assist with enrichment. This allows crickets or 
woodies to slowly make their way out of the termite mound, leaving the monitor 
with hours of activity. I have one of these for my monitors and it is a fantastic tool. 
I watch them try to find a way to get into the mound and stare at the opening 
waiting for them to come out. 
 

 
(Termite Mound Feeder) 
 

Below is an enrichment calendar I have put together which shows a few of the 
possible enrichment ideas that can be done on a weekly basis to provide 
behavioural activities. 
 

Weekly Enrichment Calendar 

Monday Scatter Feed Live Insects Throughout The Day 

Tuesday Provide Browse (New Smells And Perching) 

Wednesday Feed Out Thawed Pinkies 

Thursday Rearrange Enclosure Furnishings 

Friday Scent Enclosure With Mice Or Skins From Other Monitors 

Saturday Scatter Feed Live Insects Throughout The Day 

Sunday Provide Browse (New Smells And Perching) 
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9.8 Introductions and Removals 

If you decide you are going to keep your monitors in a social group, it is best to 
have them in groups of one male and three females. Having more than one male 
will usually result in fighting if not enough area is provided, especially during the 
breeding season and possibly all year round. This can lead to serious injury and 
possibly death.  
 
Introductions should be made slowly and they should be able to see each other 
visually before physically introducing them. The whole group should be 
introduced to a clean enclosure that has been disinfected. This will eliminate all 
current smells and dominance issues and give them all a fair chance. 
Rearranging furniture is also a good way to make it seem like the lizards are in a 
new environment. 
 

9.9 Intraspecific Compatibility 

Males should be housed separately unless they have a large enough area so 
that they can have their own territory to dominate otherwise fighting will occur. 
Females on the other hand are much easier to deal with. In a group scenario, 
there is usually one female which will be the dominant individual and the rest fall 
in line. Smaller groups usually work better though when it comes to breeding. 
 

9.10  Interspecific Compatibility 

At Sydney Wildlife World, Black-Headed Monitors are currently housed with five 
(5) Frilled Lizards Chlamydosaurus kingii and three (3) Hosmer’s Skinks Egernia 
hosmeri. This seems to work well and they generally keep to themselves, they all 
get along when feeding and usually stay in their one area.  
 

9.11  Suitability to Captivity 

Monitors get on very well in captivity, they can thrive just as easy as they do in 
the wild and in most cases live much longer. Monitors are becoming very 
common as pets in Australia and will continue to grow for years to come. 

Black-Headed Monitors make a great addition to your collection, they are also 
very interesting to study as they have different personalities. 

 
According to the 2010 regional census and plan there are three (3) institutions 
where they are kept in captivity, these are: 

- Wildlife Sydney – housing 1.1.0 
- Melbourne Museum – housing  1.0.0 
- Australian Reptile Park – housing 0.0.1 

As you can see this species of monitor is not largely kept and bred in captivity, 
this is because they are so common in the wild. 
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10 Breeding 

10.1  Mating System 

Monitor lizards are polygamous, this means that once a viable pair of adults, one 
male and one female are put together, there is a high chance of successful 
breeding. In captivity, the best genes are seeked by keepers to breed with, so 
that the offspring get good genetics and a better chance at succeeding. In the 
wild, females don’t usually wait to find the perfect mate, when one comes along 
they are usually happy to breed. 
Males in captivity will fight for mating rights and the winner will mate with the 
females. 
 
Unlike other families of lizard, some individual monitors are lucky enough to carry 
a special capability. Some monitor lizards are parthenogenic , this means that 
female monitors are able to lay viable eggs without the assistance of fertilization 
from a male. Monitors are able to switch between asexual and sexual 
reproduction. With the help of a male, the offspring would come out mixed with 
males and females. But in the case of no male interaction, all offspring would be 
born female and identical clones of the mother. I am unsure if there is any record 
of Black-Headed Monitors being parthenogenic, but komodo dragons and Argus 
Monitors have been. 
 

10.2  Ease of Breeding 

Breeding of the Black-Headed Monitor is on general terms not too hard to 
accomplish if you know what you’re doing. The main thing that needs to be done 
is allowing the monitors to have their cool down (brumation) period during the 
colder months, this triggers a seasonal change and they will know the time of 
year that they need to breed. This is accomplished by cooling down the 
enclosure and making the daylight hours shorter, the main requirements for 
successful breeding include a male and female pair, a high supply of food with 
calcium and vitamin D3 supplement and an adequate heat source. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559  
 
 

10.3  Reproductive Condition 

10.3.1 Females 

Females are required to be at breeding age otherwise the thought of breeding 
will not be present. The female also need to be strong, fit and healthy otherwise it 
is possible for complications during the egg development and laying stage. 
During these stages, food intake will increase by almost double, to increase their 
fat storage so they can produce eggs.  
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The eggs are buried underground and she may still protect her eggs from 
predators. Once the eggs have hatched and she has left them, she will start to 
lose weight and food intake will decrease. 
  

10.3.2 Males 

Males, just like the females need to be of appropriate breeding age and have 
physical contact with the female. After the brumation period, reproduction will 
usually be the first thing on his mind. Sometimes the pairs are incompatible and 
the female will not be interested otherwise she won’t show hesitation. The males 
will also start to eat more than usual. The male will have to have a high energy 
level to be able to attempt the breeding process, if the male is unhealthy, he will 
not try to breed. 
 

10.4  Techniques Used to Control Breeding 

In most cases, the easiest way to ensure breeding does not occur is to separate 
the sexes. This can sometimes be a last resort for some zoological parks and 
private keepers, in this case the animals may be sold to other interested license 
holders. Another way is to let the lizards breed without your help and discard or 
sell the eggs.   

Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559  
 

10.5  Occurrence of Hybrids 

Hybridization is only possible with the Black-Headed Monitor and subspecies 
Varanus tristis orientalis. I don’t think that this monitor is very unlikely to attempt 
mating with any other species of monitor, although this hybridization isn’t very 
common. 
 

10.6  Timing of Breeding 

Breeding can take place all year round, this will depend on the individual animal’s 
willingness for brumation and if the environment is in a stable condition, hot and 
dry not cold and wet. After this period, the urge to reproduce is at its highest. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559 
 

10.7  Age at First Breeding and Last Breeding 

Unlike mammals, lizards reach sexual maturity not based on their chronological 
age, but more so their size and weight. Some factors that influence this are high 
levels of nutrition, overall health and limited vet care and stress. These factors 
will affect the age/size in which the animal will be become sexually mature. 
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Larger lizards in general will usually become sexually active between three and 
four years of age prior to becoming physiologically ready to reproduce. 
(Exotic Pet Vet) 
 

10.8  Ability to Breed Every Year 

Black-Headed Monitors can breed every year as long as a viable pair of adults 
are together. If the lizards breeding requirements are met, including 
environmental cues, food supply, temperature and spatial requirements are 
provided breeding can be accomplished yearly. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559  
 

10.9  Ability to Breed More than Once Per Year 

For this species of monitor, several clutches have been recorded to be produced 
annually and at various times of the year. So if breeding is your main priority be 
prepared. A lot of the time it is not noticed or visually observed as this species of 
monitor is very secretive. A couple of incidences have been recorded during the 
copulation of this species, a pair of captive monitors have been observed lasting 
extended periods, up to several hours with the pair still locked together whilst 
they have slept. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559  

 

10.10 Nesting, Hollow or Other Requirements 

The most popular and preferred method is to provide a plastic container large 
enough to comfortably inhabit the gravid female, and ensure the box is not 
directly under a heat lamp as the recently laid eggs will not last long. The 
alternative is to pile up an area of substrate into one corner of the enclosure and 
keep it moist at all times. The female will then use this mound to lay her eggs and 
lightly cover them up again. Digging commences roughly a day before the eggs 
are laid, this will become quite obvious as you will notice the substrate has been 
aggravated. When she has laid her eggs she will usually look very emaciated  
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559  
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These photos were taken by the author, image one shows the measures we had 
to take to keep the enclosure private, image two shows a gravid female 
investigating the nest box. 

 

10.11 Breeding Diet 

The diet for this lizard does not change during the breeding period, although 
when the female is gravid, feeding will take place a lot more often with a higher 
abundance of food. This will fatten the female up and give her more energy when 
it comes to laying her eggs. Supplements such as calcium and vitamins should 
be increased, this will give the monitor more strength to be able to lay her eggs. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559  
 

10.12 Incubation Period 

A four litre plastic ice-cream container is the perfect piece of equipment for 
holding the eggs. The container should be half to two thirds filled with a mix of 
perlite or vermiculite with water and the top sealed with plastic wrap which should 
be held in place with rubber bands. The container should then be placed in a 
suitable incubator with the temperature set at between 29-30 degrees. It will take 
between 110-130days for the clutch to hatch. New hatchlings can be very agile 
and as a preventative measure, it is advised to ensure that the monitors cannot 
slash the plastic with their tails and escape out into the incubator. It is a good 
idea to make sure that the level of vermiculite is at a level where the hatched 
monitors cannot get out of the tub. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559  
 

10.13 Clutch Size 

There is a high variety in the number of eggs laid through species of monitor. The 
average for Black-Headed Monitors is 4-12 eggs per clutch. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559 
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Below are images of Black-Headed Monitor eggs beginning the hatching 
process. 

  
(Aussie pythons) 
 
This is an image which shows the beginning of development of a varanid egg. 
(Varanid Egg, Harold F. De Lisle, 1996) 
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Below, there is a chart which shows a summary of data from various monitor 
lizards. (Summary of data on eggs of varanus, Harold F. De Lisle, 1996) 
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10.14 Age at Weaning 

Like most reptiles, they are completely altricial after hatching and do not need 
any assistance from their parents. First they will consume the yolks of their eggs, 
this gives them the first nutrients that they need. They will usually stay 
underground for a day or so until the rest of the young hatch. When the time 
comes, they will all leave the nest sight together, because there is safety in 
numbers. They will then leave each other and scramble up the closest tree to 
safety. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559 
 

10.15 Age of Removal from Parents 

In the wild, the monitors will leave their eggs after laying them and never return. 
Eggs can be removed as soon as they have been laid, this will prevent the 
monitor from eating its own eggs as this quite often happens. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559 
 

10.16 Growth and Development 

Hatchling Black-Headed Monitors measure a length of roughly 19cm and weigh 
4.5g. All monitor lizards grow and develop inside the egg, starting from a small 
embryo into a fully formed lizard. Once hatched they have the ability to take care 
of themselves and will grow at an amazing rate. In relation to all reptiles, they will 
grow depending on the amount of food consumed. They grow very fast and can 
reach adult length in under 12months. Feeding will increase over time and this 
will be their main priority, the smaller they are the more vulnerable they are.  
 
As the monitor matures their diet will also change, larger items of food will be 
eaten and larger quantities will be consumed. 
Mike Swan (2008), Pages 552-559  
 
During the time I was incubating Black-Headed Monitor eggs, I witnessed a 
rather strange issue. The eggs incubated for the full period of time and were fully 
developed, although not one of them hatched. This happened on a few 
occasions with clutches of the same parents and I don’t think the issue has been 
resolved yet. 
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This is a picture of a hatchling Black-Headed Monitor that is still inside the egg 
and hasn’t completely hatched yet. This one may have needed some assistance 
in the hatching process. 
 

 
(Black-Headed Monitor Hatching) 
 

11 Artificial Rearing  

11.1 Incubator Type 

There are a wide variety of different incubators out there on the market, either 
incubators for bird’s eggs or reptile eggs. Because they are very different, it is 
essential that a reptile incubator is used. An incubator is used when the eggs are 
removed from the enclosure and should sustain a steady temperature and 
humidity increased or decreased when the keeper chooses to.  
 
Some of the most common used incubators are from reptile one, reptiles Inc, 
kimani and brinsea.  
 
This is an image of a Kimani incubator which is used for generally all reptile 
eggs. This will have temperature control settings and humidity temperature 
gauges. (kimani incubator) 
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11.2  Incubation Temperature and Humidity 

Your incubation temperature should range from 25-30 Degrees Celsius, a good 
variation in temperature should keep the egg mass even until the monitor 
decides to hatch. The incubation period will range from 93 to 137 days given 
proper temperature is received and the eggs are fertile. 
 

11.3  Desired % Egg Mass Loss 

Once the eggs have been laid, the eggs weight and length should be recorded. 
Eggs should then be weighed a second time about 3 or 4 days later, and they 
should have gained more weight as the embryos grow and develop. If the egg 
mass has decreased or stayed the same, it means the temperature of the 
incubator needs to rise, or the egg is infertile. 
 
Monitors start to develop really quickly after they are laid, so the weight of the 
egg should be heavier than when it was first laid. 
 
Whilst dealing with the fluctuation in temperatures and egg weight, it is best to 
check on the development of your eggs to insure you not incubating eggs that 
are not going to hatch. There is a technique called candling which is a great way 
to check the environment inside the egg. When this is done you can see the 
inside of the egg and its vein development. 
 

11.4  Hatching Temperature and Humidity 

When the hatchlings are ready to pip, the temperature should be relatively close 
to their PBT (preferred body temperature) which is 35.4 Degrees Celsius. This 
will assist them during the piping process and ensure they will make it out of their 
shell. 
 
The humidity should be increased around the time the eggs are ready to hatch, 
this will make the egg shell softer and easier to escape from.  
 

11.5  Normal Pip to Hatch Interval 

The interval between normal pip times to hatching will vary depending on the 
individual. Some monitors will come straight out of the egg when it pips, others 
could wait up to 3 days to exit the egg to ensure their safety from predators when 
they hatch.  
 
Movement of the hatchlings should be monitored whilst they wait in the egg to 
make sure they receive air. Human intervention may be needed if the monitor is 
in danger of dying. 
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11.6  Diet and Feeding Routine 

Juveniles will begin to eat a few hours after they hatch, therefore making sure 
you have food ready is essential. In the wild they will usually hatch and fend for 
themselves without the help of their parents. 
 
These monitors will start feeding on a variety of small insects including crickets 
and woodies. Ensure that the crickets are not too big for the young monitors as 
they could possibly choke on the food you provide as they are such vigorous 
feeders. 
 

11.7  Specific Requirements 

There are a few ways to house young monitors and some certain methods are 
preferred. It is up to the keeper whether they wish to house young animals in 
groups or as individuals. Both methods have been used but group housing is 
preferred, this gives them social activity and may assist with their behaviour. As 
they get older you can split them up into groups of three, this will make feeding 
time more peaceful and easier to monitor. 
 
An ideal nursery enclosure size would be 55cm x 35cm x 30cm plastic container 
which they will grow out of quickly. The tub used should be accessible from the 
top as this will lower the risk of these fast moving animals to escape. 
 
A water dish should be provided ensuring that it is not too deep, the temperature 
should be the same as it would be for an adult which is between 40-50 Degrees 
Celsius and a humidity of 75-80%. 
 

11.8  Data Recording 

It is important to collect data throughout the process including breeding, laying, 
incubation, hatching, growth and development. Notable events should also be 
recorded, these may help you become aware of any issues that may be 
occurring. Notable events include: 

- Diet change. 
- Behaviour change. 
- Deaths in collection. 
- Related monitors and their ID. 
- Illnesses, disease and parasites. 
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11.9  Identification Methods 

The identification often used is visual markings, although you will find lots of 
places don’t identify hatchlings at all. Some of these signs will be: 

- Missing toes/tail tips. 
- Colour differences. 

 
Some keepers will often mark their individual monitors with white-out, do not use 
permanent marker because it is toxic and can harm your monitor. They say 
white-out does not affect them in any way but it is not appealing if they are on 
show to the public. 
 

11.10 Hygiene 

Hygiene is important at any stage of the monitors life, even more so as they are 
growing because not only is their body growing and getting bigger, but so is their 
immune system. It is important to keep their rearing tubs clean and free of fecal 
matter as often as you can. 
 
As time goes on you can introduce new substrates which can be purchased and 
are clean of parasites and other content that can cause disease. 
 

11.11 Behavioural Considerations 

Monitors are very inquisitive and will do a lot of exploring throughout their cage. 
In this sense, ensure that all your furniture is relatively low and secure so they 
cannot injure themselves, also making sure they cannot climb out of their tub. 
 
Make sure the enclosure is sealed so that other insects cannot get in as they will 
no doubt try to consume it. Foreign insects like cockroaches can carry disease 
and may be too large for the monitor to swallow. 
 

11.12 Weaning 

Black-Headed Monitors are not raised by their maternal parents so weaning does 
not take place among reptiles. Commonly keepers will find it interactive and good 
to do a lot of tong feeding with these monitors, this will assist in the process of 
taming them. Take into consideration that you need to ensure that they do not 
become dependent on you giving them their food. Monitors need to learn to catch 
their own food and drink on their own. As mentioned in the feeding requirements 
section, scatter feeding can be very enriching and keeps them occupied for a 
number of hours. 
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Black Headed Monitor Exhibit, Viewed 14 April 2011, 
<http://cheerall.com/pictures/audi4plus.com.hr> 
 
Vitamin Supplement, Viewed 28 April 2011,  
<http://www.repcal.com/supp.htm>  
 
Black Headed Monitor Tong Feeding, Viewed 15 July 2011, 
<http://www.flickr.com/photos/seijdel/page81/> 
 
Hessian Bag, Viewed 22 June 2011,  
<http://topveg.com/tag/hessian/>  
 
Catching Net, 11 September 2010, 
<http://www.flytesofancy.co.uk/chickenhouses/Chicken_Catching_Nets.html>  
 
Transport Box, Viewed 1 October 2010,  
<http://rsreptilesupplies.co.uk/ExoTerra-Standard-Medium-Faunarium> 
 
Termite Mound Feeder, Viewed 30 October 2010, 
<http://www.thereptileshop.com.au/?page=121&item=310&list_cat=24&ps=&prod
uct_search=&dosearch=&do=zoomprod&imgslot=1>  
 
Black Headed Monitor Hatching, 13 September 2011, 
<http://www.aussiepythons.com/forum/general-reptile-discussion-42/s-m-
incubation-method-119657/> 
 
Sturts Dessert Pea, Viewed 30 May 2011,  
<http://www.plantfileonline.net/> 
 
Spotted Emu Bush, Viewed 30 May 2011,  
<http://www.plantfileonline.net/> 
 
Black Headed Monitor, Viewed 12 September 2011, 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/seijdel/sets/72157604444997333/detail/?page=2 
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15 Glossary 
Hybrid – is an animal or plant resulting from a cross between genetically different 
individuals. http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/hybrid?&qsrc 
 
Intraspecific – Meaning being two separate species. 
 
Interspecific – Meaning of the same species. 
 
Hemipenes – Hemipenes are usually held inverted, within the body, and are 
averted for reproduction via erectile tissue like that in the human penis. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wikihemipenis 
 
Morphometrics – a technique of taxonomic analysis using measurements of the 
form of organisms http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/morphometrics?&gsrc 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/hybrid?&qsrc
http://en.wikipedia.org/wikihemipenis
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/morphometrics?&gsrc


62 | P a g e  

 

16 Appendix 
(E.g. equipment details, suppliers and drug details) 
 
 
 
Bleach MSDS - http://www.mcorpservices.com.au/content-files/Bleach.pdf 
F10 MSDS - 
http://www.lomb.com.au/images/products/F10SC_MSDS_Dec_2003.pdf 
Top Of Descent MSDS - 
http://www.callingtonhaven.com/_assets/TopOfDescentMiteSpray.pdf 
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