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INTRODUCTION: THE SMILING
WATER DRAGON

There are few creatures in the pet world
as genuinely unique as the axolotl. Often
called the "Mexican walking fish" despite
being  an  amphibian,  not  a  fish,  this
remarkable  animal  retains  its  larval
features throughout its entire life. With
its  feathery  external  gills,  wide  head,
and  seemingly  perpetual  smile,  the
axolotl has captured the hearts of exotic
pet  enthusiasts  worldwide.  However,
keeping one of these amphibians healthy
and  happy  requires  a  specific  set  of
knowledge  and  a  commitment  to
replicating  its  natural  environment.  If
you  are  wondering  how to  care  for
axolotls as pets, you have come to the
right  place.  This  guide  will  walk  you
through everything from tank setup to
feeding,  ensur ing  your  aquat ic
companion thrives under your care.

UNDERSTANDING THE AXOLOTL:
MORE THAN JUST A CUTE FACE

Before diving into the specifics of care, it
is essential to understand where axolotls
come from and what makes them tick.
Native  to  the  ancient  lake  system  of
Xochimilco  near  Mexico  City,  these
amphibians are critically endangered in
the  wild.  They  are  neotenic,  meaning
they  reach  adu l thood  w i thout
undergoing metamorphosis. Unlike frogs
that  lose  their  tails  and  gills,  axolotls
keep them for life, making them entirely

aquatic.  This  fact  is  the  single  most
important thing to grasp when learning
how to care for axolotls as pets: they
are not land animals. They will not climb
out  of  the  water,  and  they  cannot
survive  on  land for  more  than a  very
short period.

Lifespan and Size
Expectations
A well-cared-for axolotl can live 10 to 15
years,  so acquiring one is  a long-term
commitment.  They  typically  grow  to
between  9  and  12  inches  in  length,
although some individuals can reach up
to 18 inches. Their size and activity level
make  them  fascinating  to  watch,  but
they  also  dictate  the  s ize  of  the
enclosure  you  wil l  need.

SETTING UP THE PERFECT
AXOLOTL AQUARIUM

Creating  the  right  environment  is  the
cornerstone of  successful  ownership.  A
proper tank setup mimics the cool, slow-
moving  waters  of  their  native  habitat
and prevents  stress  and illness.  When
researching how to care for axolotls
as pets,  you will  find that water quality
and temperature are the two most non-
negotiable factors.

Tank Size
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Matters
While a juvenile axolotl can temporarily
live in a 10-gallon tank, a 20-gallon long
tank  is  the  absolute  minimum  for  a
single adult. A larger tank, such as a 40-
gallon breeder, is even better. Axolotls
produce  a  significant  amount  of  waste,
and a larger water volume dilutes toxins,
making the tank easier  to maintain.  A
long  tank  is  preferable  to  a  tall  one
because  axolotls  spend  most  of  their
time  on  the  bottom  of  the  tank  and
appreciate  the  horizontal  swimming
space.

Water
Temperature:
The Cool Factor
This  is  often the biggest  challenge for
new  owners.  Axolotls  are  cold-water
a m p h i b i a n s .  T h e  i d e a l  w a t e r
temperature range is between 60°F and
64°F  (16°C  to  18°C).  Temperatures
above 72°F (22°C) cause extreme stress,
suppress the immune system, and can
quickly  lead  to  fatal  fungal  infections.
Unlike  tropical  fish,  you  do  not  need  a
heater.  In  fact,  you  will  often  need  a
chiller  or  fans to keep the water cool,
especially in warmer climates. Learning
how  to  care  for  axolotls  as  pets
means learning to manage temperature
without fail.

Filtration and

Water Flow
Axolotls require excellent water quality
to stay healthy. A good filter is essential,
but you must be careful with water flow.
Axolotls  are  not  strong swimmers  and
dislike strong currents. A sponge filter is
an  excellent  choice  for  smaller  tanks,
while  a  canister  filter  with  a  spray  bar
set to a gentle flow works well for larger
setups.  You  should  aim  for  water
parameters  with  zero  ammonia,  zero
nitrite,  and  low  nitrates,  just  as  you
would  for  sensitive  fish.  Performing  a
20% water change weekly is a standard
part of the routine when you know how
to care for axolotls as pets.

Substrate and
Decor
What you put on the bottom of the tank
is a matter of both safety and aesthetics.

Bare Bottom: The safest option
for juveniles. It is easy to clean
and prevents accidental ingestion
of substrate, which can cause fatal
impaction.
Fine Sand: Once your axolotl is
over 5 inches long, fine, smooth
sand is acceptable. Avoid gravel or
small pebbles, as axolotls can
easily swallow them while feeding.

Provide plenty of hiding spots. Axolotls
can be shy and appreciate caves, PVC
pipes,  or  large  smooth  stones.  Live
plants  like  Java  fern,  Anubias,  and
hornwort are excellent additions, as they
help maintain water quality and provide
enrichment.  Avoid  sharp  decorations
that could tear their delicate gills or skin.



How To Care For Axolotls As Pets 3

3

FEEDING YOUR AXOLOTL: A
CARNIVORE'S DIET

Axolotls  are  carnivorous  predators.  In
the wild, they eat worms, small insects,
and crustaceans. In captivity, providing a
varied,  nutritious  diet  is  key  to  their
vibrant health. A common question when
learning how to care for axolotls as
pets is what to feed them.

Staple Foods
Earthworms: These are the gold
standard for axolotl nutrition.
Nightcrawlers (often called
Canadian nightcrawlers) are a
perfect size for adults. You can buy
them at bait shops or pet stores.
Be sure to source them from a
chemical-free supplier.
Pellets: High-quality sinking
carnivore pellets, such as those
made by Rangen or Hikari, are a
convenient alternative or
supplement to worms. Soak them
in water for a minute before
feeding to make them sink
immediately.
Bloodworms and Blackworms:
These are excellent treats,
especially for juveniles. Freeze-
dried or frozen bloodworms can be
offered occasionally but should not
be a staple diet due to lower
nutritional value compared to
earthworms.

Feeding
Schedule

Juveniles (under 6 inches):
Feed daily. Offer foods like
chopped earthworms or

bloodworms.
Adults (over 6 inches): Feed
every 2 to 3 days. A single large
earthworm or 2-3 pellets is usually
sufficient.

Watch your axolotl's  body condition.  A
healthy axolotl has a body width roughly
the same size as its head. Overfeeding
can lead to obesity, while underfeeding
will  cause a  visible  loss  of  mass.  This
balance  is  a  critical  part  of  mastering
how to care for axolotls as pets.

HEALTH AND COMMON
PROBLEMS

With  proper  care,  axolotls  are  quite
hardy, but they are susceptible to a few
specific issues. Knowing what to look for
is a vital part of responsible ownership.

Fungal Infections
These appear as white, cottony patches
on  the  gills,  body,  or  feet.  Fungal
infections are almost  always a sign of
poor  water  quality  or  high  water
temperature.  The best  treatment  is  to
improve  water  conditions  immediately.
Cool the tank down and perform more
frequent water changes. In some cases,
a salt bath or antifungal medication may
be  necessary,  but  prevention  through
clean, cool water is far better.

Stress and Loss
of Appetite
A stressed axolotl will often refuse food,
curl  its  gills  forward,  or  become  very
pale. Common causes of stress include
high  temperature,  strong  water  flow,
bright lighting, or aggressive tank mates.
Addressing the root cause is essential for
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recovery.

Impaction
This  occurs  when an axolotl  ingests  a
foreign object, such as gravel or a piece
of  decoration,  that  blocks its  digestive
tract.  Symptoms  include  lethargy,  a
swollen  belly,  and  lack  of  appetite.
Prevention  is  the  only  safe  strategy,
which is why a bare bottom or fine sand
substrate is  strongly recommended for
those  learning  how  to  care  for
axolotls  as  pets .

BEHAVIOR AND HANDLING

One of the most endearing qualities of
axolotls  is  their  behavior.  They  have
distinct  personalities  and  can  be  very
interactive.

Watching and
Interacting
Axolotls  are not  pets  that  you handle.
They have soft,  permeable skin and a
delicate  layer  of  protective  mucus.
Handling them can easily  damage this
layer and cause stress or infection. You
should  only  handle  an  axolot l  i f
absolutely  necessary,  such  as  when
moving it to a hospital tank. If you must,
use  a  soft,  fine-mesh  net  or  wet  hands.
Handling is not part of how to care for
axolotls as pets in a routine sense.

Tank Mates
Axolotls are generally best kept alone or
with  other  axolotls  of  a  similar  size.
Smaller  fish  or  shrimp  will  likely  be
eaten.  Larger  fish  may  nip  at  the
axolotl's gills, causing stress and injury.
If  you keep multiple  axolotls  together,

ensure they are well-fed and have plenty
of  space  and  hiding  spots  to  prevent
nipping.

BREEDING AXOLOTLS: A PERFECT
ENVIRONMENT AS A TRIGGER

If you master how to care for axolotls
as pets to the point where your adults
are  healthy  and  well-fed,  you  may  find
them attempting to breed. In captivity,
breeding is often triggered by a change
in environmental  conditions,  such as a
slight drop in temperature or a series of
large water changes with cooler water,
which mimics  the spring rains  in  their
native habitat.
Males  deposit  spermatophores,  which
the  female  then  picks  up  using  her
cloaca.  She  will  later  lay  hundreds  of
eggs on plants or decorations. The eggs
are relatively large and easy to see. If
you  are  interested  in  raising  the
offspring,  you  will  need  a  separate  tank
for them, as the adults will often eat the
eggs and larvae. Raising axolotl babies is
a rewarding but intensive process that
requires  very  specific  feeding  and  care
routines.

LONG-TERM COMMITMENT AND
RESPONSIBILITY

Owning  an  axolotl  is  a  long-term
commitment  that  requires  dai ly
attention and a willingness to maintain a
pristine aquatic environment. It is not a
low-maintenance  pet,  but  it  is  an
incredibly rewarding one. The "smiling"
face  of  a  healthy  axolotl  as  it  drifts
through its cool, clean water is a joy to
behold. Understanding how to care for
axolotls  as pets  is  about  more  than
just  meeting  their  basic  needs;  it  is
about  creating  a  stable,  enriching
environment  that  allows  these  ancient
creatures  to  flourish.  If  you  are
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dedicated to providing that environment,
an  axolot l  can  be  a  fascinat ing,
interactive, and long-lived companion.

IS AN AXOLOTL RIGHT FOR YOU?

Before you bring one home, ask yourself
if you can meet these key requirements.
Can you keep the water cool without a
heater? Can you provide a large, cycled
tank?  Are  you  comfortable  feeding
earthworms and performing regular tank
maintenance?  If  the  answer  to  these
questions is yes, then you are ready to
take  the  next  step.  Countless  online
forums, breeders,  and care groups are
available to support you in your journey.
With  the  right  preparation,  you  will  find
that  the  effort  invested  in  learning  how
to  care  for  axolotls  as  pets  is
returned many times over in the form of
one of  the most  unique and charming
pets you can ever own.

CONCLUSION: THE REWARD OF
RIGHT CARE

Learning how to care for axolotls as
pets is a journey into the world of a truly
extraordinary  animal.  From  the
meticulous  setup  of  a  cold-water
aquarium  to  the  simple  pleasure  of
watching  your  axolotl  hunt  a  worm,
every aspect of their care is a lesson in
precision and patience. By keeping their
water clean and cool, providing a proper
diet,  and  respecting  their  sensitive
nature, you will  unlock the secret to a
thriving,  contented  pet.  The  sight  of
those feathery gills swaying gently and
that enigmatic smile greeting you each
day is a testament to the quality of care
you have provided. It is a responsibility,
but for those who take it seriously, it is
one of the most rewarding experiences
the hobby of aquatic pet keeping has to
offer.


