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INTRODUCTION

Reptiles are a diverse class of animals for which there are unique anatomic consider-
ations as well as complex physiologic and pathophysiologic processes. However,
they are prone to the diseases and disorders that are common to the animal kingdom,
including neoplasia. Based on necropsy review, captive reptiles have an incidence of
neoplasia comparable with that of mammals and birds.1 Some reports have sug-
gested an increasing incidence of neoplasia in reptiles.2–4 However, neoplastic pro-
cesses have even been noted with some frequency in ancient reptile ancestors,
including several extinct dinosaur species.5 Recently, advances in medical knowledge
and diagnostic capabilities in veterinary medicine have improved antemortem diag-
nostics and neoplasia is now a more commonly diagnosed clinical problem affecting
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KEY POINTS

� There is a lack of prospective research on treatment modalities for reptile species.

� Secondary treatment modalities and treatment of metastatic or systemic neoplasia that
have been used in reptiles include chemotherapy (local and systemic), radiation, electro-
chemotherapy, laser therapy, cryotherapy, and photodynamic therapy.

� Husbandry considerations including proper nutrition and housing requirements specific to
each species are important in the management of reptile patients affected by neoplasia.
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a wide variety of reptilian species.2–4,6–10 Reptiles are becoming increasingly popular
in the United States as pets,11 and continue to be maintained in zoologic and research
settings. Modern reptile owners are more likely to be interested in pursuing advanced
diagnostics and treatments. Therefore, updating current information on diagnostic
and treatment modalities for neoplastic processes is essential. However, the diag-
nosis of a malignant neoplasm in a reptilian patient continues to be challenging for
exotic animal clinicians, because primary research in specific tumor types is lacking.
For this reason, best practice often remains unknown.
Although reptiles differ considerably in their anatomy and physiology from other

taxa, most cancer treatments are adapted from clinical and basic science research
and clinical oncology practice in companion mammals. A lack of knowledge in reptile
oncology regarding effective treatment protocols makes translational medicine com-
bined with good clinical judgment a necessity to provide the best outcomes for reptiles
with cancer. Therefore, veterinary clinicians seeing reptile patients must be generally
familiar with diagnosis, treatment, and prognosis of various neoplastic processes in
companion animal species. Consultation and collaboration with companion mammal
veterinary oncologists is highly recommended for these cases.
This article provides exotic animal veterinary practitioners with a review of current

literature, including case reports and primary research on neoplasia in reptiles, and
gives an overview of the available diagnostic and treatment tools for use in reptiles
with these conditions. It is hoped that this review will facilitate diagnosis of neoplasia
in reptiles and challenge veterinary practitioners to document and report treatment of
neoplasia in these species, independent of outcome, to advance the knowledge of,
and improve standards of care for, these species (Fig. 2).

DISEASES

In the last 10 years, numerous case reports and several case series have described
neoplasia across various reptile species. Most modern reports describe a specific tu-
mor type occurring in a specific reptile species. Limited data exist describing a range
of tumor types in a single species or a single tumor type across multiple species. Case
reports of reptile neoplasia from the last 10 years, including tumor type, species group,
location, and treatment performed, are listed in Table 1. This information, along with

Fig. 1. Multiple cutaneous papillomas in a chameleon (Chamaeleo sp). This lizard also has
dysecdysis. (Courtesy of Michael Garner, DVM, DACVP, Northwest ZooPath.)
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