Rat Health Care

Rats are susceptible to respiratory disease so proper housing and bedding is vital to their health.  Softwood shavings like pine and cedar are toxic.  The phenols in softwoods irritate the respiratory tract and cause an increase in liver enzymes, indicating that the liver is working hard to cleanse the body of toxins.  Aspen (a hardwood) or paper products like Yesterday’s News cat litter are recommended for this reason.

Female rats are more prone to mammary tumours than males.  Some research indicates that spaying may prevent the occurrence of these tumours.

Although rats are hardy little critters, they do fall ill and can do so quite quickly so any indication that your rat could be ill should be taken very seriously.  Symptoms of a respiratory infection include any noises while breathing (grunting, whistling, “guinea pig noises”, snoring, etc.).  Lethargy is also a sign that your rat is not feeling well.

Rats deserve as much care and responsibility as any other pet and you should be prepared to bring your rat for veterinary treatment should they fall ill.  Vets that are experienced with rats are sometimes difficult to find.  The Pet Rats Canada website has a list of recommended vets for rats in Canada.  It is a good idea to find a vet before a problem arises.

Resources

Pet Rats Canada 
A website for Canadian rat owners.

http://www.petratscanada.com

Books:

Rat Health Care 
by Debbie Ducommun

This 37-page booklet is an excellent resource for health concerns and proper care of rats.  It can be ordered through the rat fan club website at www.ratfanclub.org
Rats! 
by Debbie Ducommun

Training your Pet Rat 
by Gerry Bucsis and Barbara Somerville

Note: This brochure was inspired in large part by the Rat Fan Club’s brochure.

A guide to 
responsible rat care
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www.petratscanada.com
Why Rats?

Rats are exceptionally affectionate and interactive pets.  Highly intelligent, they form a strong bond with their human owners and can be taught a variety of tricks.

Selective breeding of rats began about 200 years ago, with the result that the domestic rat of today is very different from its wild rat ancestor.  Domestic rats are calm, gentle animals.  Pet rats are as different from wild rats as dogs are from wolves.
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The Rat… a social creature

Rats are highly social animals and are much happier and healthier if they are kept in groups of two or more.  Two male rats will get along just as well as two females.  A rat kept alone is often timid and reluctant to explore outside the cage.  Rats kept in groups are more confident and eager to explore and spend time with their owner.  Confident rats will bond more closely to their human owner.  

Rat Supplies

Bedding: Pine and cedar shavings are toxic to small animals.  This has been shown in various scientific sources.  For more information, Visit the Pet Rats Canada website.  Safe beddings include aspen and recycled paper products.

Cage: Wire cages are much healthier for rats because they allow ventilation and prevent ammonia build up.  A cage for 2 should be at least 14”x 24”x 12” but always buy the largest cage you can afford.  Avoid cages with wire floors because they can lead to foot injuries.  Aquariums are not a very good choice for a rat cage because they offer very poor ventilation and little climbing opportunities.  The more levels, the better.

Food:  The healthiest and most balanced diet for rats is lab blocks supplemented with fresh fruits and vegetables.  Avoid seed mixes because rats will selectively pick out seeds and will not get a balanced diet.

Water:  Water bottles are the best choice because they keep the water clean.  Buy a brush for cleaning.

Toys: Hammocks, ladders, ropes, chew toys, etc.  Toys are essential for environmental enrichment.

Shelter: Rats feel more secure if they have some sort of container to crawl into and sleep in.  This can be anything from a porcelain barrel to a plastic igloo.

Rat Facts

· Rats are sexually mature at only 5 weeks of age.  If females this age or older are housed with males, they are likely to be pregnant.

· Pet rats usually live to an age of two to three years.

· Never pick up a rat by his or her tail because it can lead to injury.  The best way to pick a rat up is to scoop him or her up with both hands.

· Males are larger than females and tend to be a bit less active.

· Rats should have at least one hour of playtime outside their cage each day

· Some rats exhibit a behaviour known as marking where they will leave small droplets of pee on objects they walk over.  Rats will also chew, so be sure to put a protective covering on furniture and always supervise.

· Rats cannot vomit and therefore do not need to fast before surgery

· New rats should be quarantined for 3 weeks in a separate building to avoid the spread of ailments like SDA, Sendai, and Mycoplasma from rat to rat. (None of these illnesses are transmittable to humans).

