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Care of Guinea Pigs

Guinea pigs are rodents (related to chinchillas and porcupines) that
originated from the Andes Mountains region of South America. They were probably
first domesticated by the Indians of Peru, who used them for food and as sacrificial
offerings to their gods. In the 16th century, Dutch explorers introduced guinea pigs
to Europe, and selective breeding and captive rearing began in earnest.

Guinea pigs are very popular pets becauseof their availability, docile
temperamentsendencynot to bite or scratchwhen handled,and relatively clean
habits. They are not long-lived, which canbe disconcertinggco owners(especially
children). Many parentshowever believethat havingtheir childrenexperiencehe
relatively shortperiodof companionshimnd subsequendeathis a meaningfulway
to expose children to the ‘ups and downs’ of life.

In their naturalhabitat,guineapigs live in open,grassyareas. They seek
shelterin naturally protectedareasor burrowsdesertecby otheranimals. Guinea
pigs are sociableanimalsandtendto live in groups. They are strictly herbivorous
(plant-eatinglanddo mostof their foragingfor grassestoots,fruits andseedsn the
late afternoon and early evening.

For many years guinea pigs have been used in biomedical research
laboratories. Consequently,their medical problems have been traditionally
approachean a group basis,ratherthanon anindividual basis. As a result,very
little practicalinformationexistson the medicalcareandtreatmentf individual pet
guineapigs. Evenlessinformationis availableto ownerson the responsiblehome
care of guinea pigs and recognition of their medical problems.

Handling and Restraint

Guineapigs rarely violently struggle when they are being picked up but
often make a ‘squeal of protest,” which sounds pig-like to many people.
Neverthelessgreatcareshouldbe takennot to injure themwhen picking themup.
The guineapig shouldbe approachedavith 2 hands. Oneis placedunderthe guinea
pig'schestandabdomenandthe othersup-portsits hindquarters.Adults andthose
that are pregnant should receive gentle, but firm, and total support.

Oneof the mostdesirablefeaturesof guineapigs aspetsis thatthey rarely
bite when being handledor restrained. One referenceindicatesthat only 1 in 400
will bite under these circumstances.

Housing

Properhousingis a major factorin the maintenancef healthyguineapigs.
Thewell beingof the animalsmustbe a primary consideration.Guineapigs canbe
housedwithin enclosuresnadeof wire, stainlessteel,durableplastic,or glass. The
last 3 materialsare preferredbecausethey resist corrosion. Wood and similar
materialsshouldnot be usedin constructionof enclosurebecausdhey aredifficult
to clean and cannot withstand gnawing. The constructionand design of the
enclosureanustpreventescape.The enclosurealsomustbe free of sharpedgesand
other potential hazards.



The enclosuremust be roomy enoughto allow normal activities and
breeding,if the latter is desired. One referencerecommendst least100 inche$
(652 cn®) of floor areaper adult, whereasbreedersshouldbe allowed 180 inche$
per animal. Pets should have two times as much floor space.

The enclosurecanbe openat the top, providedthatits sidesareat least7-8
incheshigh. Male guineapigs (especiallybreedingmales)requireenclosurewith
sides at least 10 inches high. Males tend to be more rambunctious.

Guineapigs canbe housedon wire mesh(suitablefor housingrats)butit is
not recommended.Thoughwire meshallows urine and mostfecal pelletsto drop
through,therebykeepingthe beddingandthe residentscleaner,guineapigs housed
for long periodson wire tendto developseriousinjuriesto the bottomsof their feet
(see sectionon Foot Pad Infections). Furthermore,a leg may be broken if it
becomesentangledn the mesh. This is mostoftena problemwith guineapigs that
havenot beenrearedon wire mesh,andoccurssoonafterthey havebeenintroduced
onto it.

Enclosureghat provide solid flooring and an adequatesupply of preferred
beddingarebestfor petguineapigs. Theyshouldbe easyto clean,well lighted,and
adequatelyventilated (see Vital Statisticsfor preferredtemperatureand relative
humidity ranges). Beddingmustbe clean,nontoxic, absorbentrelatively dust-free
and easyto replace. Shreddedpaper,wood shavings,and processedcorncobare
preferredbeddingmaterials. Sawdustshouldbe avoidedbecauset tendsto collect
within the external genitalia of males,forming an impaction. Rarely doesthis
impaction interfere with urination, but it may inhibit successful breeding.

Guinea pigs seem most comfortable when they are sparedexposureto
excessivenoise, needlessxcitementand confusion, and other stresses. Sudden
environmental changes should also be prevented.

Guineapigs havetwo typesof reactionswhen startledby a loud noise or
suddenmovementor when placedin a strangeenvironment. They may ‘freeze’
completelymotionless(for up to 20 minutes),or they may panic. Panicinvolves
erratic running and leaping & often accompaniedy shrill squealing. Groupsof
guineapigs may stampeden a circle, often tramplingthe youngerresidentswithin
the enclosure. A panic reactionscattersbeddingand food, fouling the food and
water containers. Visual security (a ‘hide box’ into which they can retreatwhen
frightened)shouldalwaysbe provided. Rectangulaenclosuresontainingbarriers
alsoreducethe tendencyto stampedeand circle. Flystrike (maggots)is a risk to
obeseandold guineapigs keptoutdoorsastheyarelessableto reachthe anusto eat
soft faecal pellets at night.

Hygiene

The frequencywith which the enclosureis cleaneddependson its design,
the materialsout of which it is made,and the numberof guineapigs that reside
within it. As a generalrule of thumb,the enclosureandall cage'furniture’ should
be cleanedand disinfectedonce weekly. Food and water containersshould be
cleanedand disinfectedonce daily. More than one set of containersshould be
maintained,and the soiled set should be washedin a dish-washer,if possible.
Vigorous scrubbingof the enclosureand 'furniture' with hot water and soapanda
thoroughrinse should be followed by use of a disinfectant(Virkon). Vinegaris
often required to remove the scale deposited by the crystalline urine of guinea pigs.



Food and Water

Good-qualityfood and fresh, clean water must be readily availableat all
times. Commerciallyavailablepelletedchowsprovideall of the essentiahutrients,
as long as the pellets are fresh and wholesomewhen offered. Some guineapig
ownersaretemptedto feedrabbit pellets,assuminghatthey areroughly equivalent
to guineapig pellets,but this is not so. Unlike mostmammals(including rabbits),
guineapigs require a high level of the vitamin, folic acid. Unlike rabbits,guinea
pigs cannotmanufacturegheir own vitamin C andmust,therefore receiveit from an
outsidesource. Interestingly peopleandour primaterelativessharethis dependence
on vitamin C from the food we consume. Pelletsmilled for guineapigs takethese
specialrequirementsnto consideratiorand are appropriatelyfortified with these2
nutrients, among many other essential ones.

Guineapig chowsgenerallycontain18-20%protein, 16% fiber andaboutl
gramof vitamin C perKilogram of ration. Evenwhenthe freshpelletsareproperly
storedin a cool, dry place,abouthalf of the vitamin C contentis degradedandlost
within 6 weeksof manufacture (see Vitamin C section).

Researcherarenotin agreemenon the advisabilityof addingotheritemsto
the balancedration (pelletedchows). We recommendhat fresh greens alfalfa or
grasshay and small amountsof fruit be offered daily with severalprecautions.
Theseitems should not exceed10-15% of the daily diet. Furthermorethe fresh
items mustbe thoroughlywashedto avoid pesticideresiduesand possiblebacterial
contamination.

All foods should be providedin heavy ceramiccrocks that resist tipping
over. The sidesof the crocksshould be high enoughto keepbeddingand fecal
pellets out of the food, or the crocks should be elevated slightly above the bedding.

Water is most easily madeavailableand kept free from contaminationby
providing it in one or morewater bottlesequippedwith 'sipper'tubes. Guineapigs
tend to contaminateand clog their water bottles more than other pet rodentsby
chewingon the end of the sippertube and'backwashingfood particlesinto it. For
this reason, all food and water containers should be cleaned and disinfected daily.

Guineapigstendto be creaturef habitanddo not toleratechangesn the
presentationtaste,odor,textureor form of their food andwater. Petownersshould
avoid makingradicalchangesn the food andwatercontainers.Any changesn the
food itself shouldbe madegradually. Failureto do so usuallyresultsin the guinea
pigs' refusing food and water, which can lead to disease.

Breeding Considerations

The singlemostimportantbreedingconsideratioris that femaleguineapigs
shouldbe first bredbefore7 monthsof age. If thefirst breedingis delayedbeyond
this time, serious (sometimes life-threatening) problems with delivery are
encountered.Femalesshouldbe first bred between3 and7 monthsof age. Males
should be 3-4 months old at their first breeding.

The guineapig's heatcycle lasts 16 days. The period during which the
femaleis receptiveto the maleandwill allow breedinglastsabout8 hours. Female
guineapigs cancomebackinto beat6-15 hoursafter giving birth. Thisis calleda
‘postpartumestrus’,which meansthat they can be nursinga litter and pregnantat
the same time!



Pregnancylastsan averageof 63-63days. The largerthelitter, the shorter
thetermof pregnhancyandvice versa. The durationof pregnancyfor guineapigsis
unusually long when compared with that of other rodents.

Pregnantsows (females) exhibit a grossly enlargedabdomenduring the
latter stagesof pregnancy. It is not uncommonfor their body weight to double
during pregnancy.Thetime of deliverymaybedifficult to determinebecaus®f the
relatively long gestationperiod and becausepregnantsows do not build nests.
However, the week before a sow is aboutto deliver a litter, a slowly widening
separationof the pelvis developsjust in front of the external genitalia. This
separation reaches slightly more than 1 inch in the hours just before delivery.

This separatiorof the pelvis doesnot developin femalesthat are bred for
the first time after 7 monthsof age, creatingan impossibleand tragic situation.
Delivery of the young is not possible and a cesareansection must usually be
performed to save the life of the sow and her babies.

An uncomplicateddelivery usuallyrequiresabout1/2 hour,with anaverage
of 5 minutesbetweendelivery of eachbaby. Litter sizesrangefrom 1 to 6 young,
with an averageof 3-4. Litters resulting from the first breedingare usually very
small. Abortions and stillbirths are commonwith guineapigs throughouttheir
breeding lives.

The young are born relatively mature. They are unusuallylarge and fully
furred, andcanwalk about. They alsohaveteethandopeneyesat thistime. Even
thoughnewbornguineapigs can cat solid food and drink water from a container,
they should be allowed to nurse their mother for at least 2 weeks.

Conditions Requiring Veterinary Attention

Malocclusion of Premolar Teeth (Slobbers)

A common problem of guineapigs (especiallythose over 2-3 yearsold)
results when the upper and lower premolar teeth (the most forward cheek teeth) meet
improperlywhile chewing.In time, this problemresultsin abnormalwear of these
teeth. This in turn causesentrapmentof and continual injury to the tongue.
Affectedanimalstry to catbut cannotchewandswallowfood. Drooling resultsin a
continually moist mouth and chin. Weight loss is often dramatic.

A veterinarianmust be consultedas soon as possibleif this condition is
suspected.The diagnosigs confirmedupondirectvisual examinationof the mouth.
Correctionof the probleminvolves generalanesthesiand aggressiverimming or
filing of the overgrownteeth. This is a difficult procedurebecausenf the guinea
pig's extremely small mouth opening.

Thereis no permanentsolution or correctionfor this problem. Periodic

trimming or filing is almostalwaysnecessary Guineapigswith this problemshould
neverbe bred so as to prevent passing this most undesirable trait to their offspring.

Vitamin C Deficiency (Scurvy or Scorbutus)

Guineapigs cannotmanufacturevitamin C and must receivean adequate
supply of it from outsidefood sources. Vitamin C deficiencyresultsin scurvy,



which is characterized by
inappetenceswollen, painful joints and ribs, reluctanceto move, poor bone and
teeth development and spontaneous bleeding from the gums and into muscle.

Adequatelevels of vitamin C are always includedin the formulation of
pelleteddietsfor guineapigs. Don't rely uponvitamin C in the food!!!! Improper
storage(exposureo light, heatand dampnesspf the feed pelletsresultsin loss of
vitamin C. Therefore,evenguineapigs fed presumablyreliable pelleteddiets may
developscurvy if the diet's vitamin C contenthas beenreducedor lost. Adults
require 10 mg/kg body weight/daily with pregnant sows requiring 30 mg/kg
bodyweight/daily. The diet shouldbe supplementedvith vitamin C asfollows: 1
gm of ascorbicacid (vitamin C) shouldbe addedto 1 litre of drinking water, made
up freshevery24 hoursor a singleguineapig shouldbe offeredonehandfulof kale
or cabbager one-quarteof anorangedaily. Otherfoodshighin vitamin C include
leafy greensbeetgreensparsley,spinachredor greenpepper brocolli, tomatoand
kiwi. Many proprietary‘pet vitamin drops’ do not supply enoughof this vitamin
and increasing the dose can lead to dangerously high vitamin A levels.

A Veterinarianshouldbe consultedf this diseasds suspectedo thatthe diagnosis

can be confirmed. The veterinarianwill prescribea program of vitamin C
supplementation (via food or water or injection) to reverse the signs.

Vitamin C deficiency can lead to:

Weight loss Rough coat Diarrhea Abortion, stillbirths
Ocular and nasal discharge Delayed wound healing
Pneumonia Malocclusion, dental problems Cystitis
Pododermatitis Joint swelling, fractures Skin disease

Difficulties During Birth

Dystocia: Femaleguineapigs intendedfor breedingmust be first bred before 7
monthsof age. If thefirst breedingis delayedbeyondthis time, serious(sometimes
life-threatening) problems with delivery are encountered.

A portion of the pregnantsow'spelvis mustwidenfor successfutielivery of
heryoung. This separatiorfails to developin femalesbredfor thefirst time after7
monthsof age,usuallynecessitating cesareamsectionto delivertheyoungandsave
the sow's life.

Signs of dystociainclude strainingand uterine bleeding. Veterinary help
must be soughtimmediately. The veterinarianwill evaluatethe pregnantsow by
directexamandby takingx-ays. If avaginaldeliveryof theyoungis not possiblea
cesarean section will be necessary.

Pregnancytoxemiais a seriousconditionthat usually occursin overweightsowsin

their first or secondpregnancy. Signsare mostlikely to be noted over 1-5 days
during the last 2 weeksof pregnancyor the first week following birth. These
include inappetence depressionweakness reluctanceto move, incoordination,
difficulty breathing,comaanddeath. Someafflicted sowsmay show no signsand
suddenlydie. Thereis no single causefor this condition, but stressand obesityare
major predisposing factors.

Othersinclude advancingage,lack of exercise fastingjust beforethe onset



of signsand a large numberof developingfetuses. The fundamentalunderlying
problem appears to be inadequate blood flow to the pregnant uterus.

Sows showing any of these signs must be seen immediately by a
veterinarian. Becausetreatmentis often unsuccessfulpreventionof pregnancy
toxemiais of paramountimportance. Pregnantsows should not be allowed to
becomeobese. Fastingand stressmust be avoided,especiallyin the last several
weeksof pregnancy. Pregnansowsmustbe suppliedwith freshwaterat all times
and fed a nutritious diet.

Hair Loss

Hair lossor thinning of the hairis a commonproblemof femaleguineapigs
that havebeenrepeatediybred. Thesesowstendto lose hair with eachsuccessive
pregnancy. Cystic ovariandiseasen ageingguineapigs can causehormonalhair
loss.

Hair lossis frequentlynotedamongjuvenile guineapigsin aweakenedtate
at or aroundthe time of weaning. ‘Barbering’ alsoresultsin hair loss. This vice
(badhabit) occurswhenguineapigs habituallychewon the hair coatsof guineapigs
that arelower in the social ‘pecking order’. Barberingmay also be dueto lack of
dietarytfiber. Youngerguineapigs, in particular,canlose substantiakmountsof
hair asaresultof this activity (especiallyfrom sows). Hair canalsobelost because
of fungal disease and external parasite infestations.

Heat Stress (Heat Stroke)

Guineapigs are especiallysusceptiblgo heatstroke,particularlythosethat
areoverweightand/orheavily furred. Environmentatemperatureabove85°F, high
humidity (above 70%), inadequateshadeand ventilation, crowding and stressare
additional predisposing factors.

Signsof heatstrokeinclude panting,slobbering weaknesstefusalto move
about, delirium, convulsionsand eventually death. Heat stroke is treatableif
recognizedrelatively early. Heat-stressedjuinea pigs should be immediately
sprayed with or bathed in cool water. Once this first-aid is undertaken,a
veterinarian should be contacted immediately.

Preventiorof heatstrokeinvolvesproviding adequateshaderom the sun (if
guineapigs are housedoutdoors)and adequateventilation (if housedindoors). A
continuoudight mist or sprayof waterand/ora fan operatingovera containerof ice
canbe directedat a guineapig within its enclosureto lower the air temperature,
whether the guinea pig is housed indoors or outdoors.

Cancer

Canceris arelatively rare problemof guineapigs. As with mostanimals,it
is mostlikely to affectolder guineapigs. Most tumorsare benignandinvolve the
skin and respiratorytract lining. Cancermay also affect the reproductivetract,
mammary glands (breasts) and blood (leukemia).

Footpad Infections (Bacterial Pododermatitis)



Seriousg(sometime<rippling) infectionsof the footpadsarecommonamong
petguineapigshousedcontinuouslyonwire. The othermajorpredisposindactoris
fecal soiling of wire-bottomedenclosures.The front feetof overweightanimalsare
especially vulnerable to this condition.

Signs include swelling of the feet, lameness,reluctanceto move, and
inappetence.The flooring of the enclosuremustbe changedand overall sanitation
must be improved. A veterinarianmust be consultedregardingtreatmentof the
affected feet. Topical dressingwith an antibiotic and periodic bandagingare
necessarguring the usuallylengthyrecoveryperiod. Veterinariangn treatmeniof
this conditionoftenuseinjectableantibiotics. Arthritis is a frequentandunfortunate
consequence of these infections.

Cervical 'Lumps' (Cervical Lymphadenitis)

Abscessatiomf the lymph nodesimmediatelybeneatithe lower jaw, in the
upperneck, usuallyresultswhencoarsefoods (suchashay) injure the lining of the
mouth or when superficial wounds penetratethe skin over theselymph nodes.
Bacterial invasion causes painful, swollen abscessesunder the lower jaw.

Sometimes these abscesses break open and exude thick, creamy yellow-white pus.

the abscesseare large, surgicalremovaland aggressivantibiotic therapymay be
recommended.

Pneumonia

Pneumonias oneof the mostcommonbacterialdiseasesf petguineapigs.
A numberof potentialdisease-causinigacteriamay inhabit the respiratorytractsof
otherwisenormal guineapigs. Stress,inadequatediet, and improper home care
often predispose pet guineapig to respiratoryinfection. Signsof pneumoniamay
include laboredor rapid breathing,dischargefrom eyesand nostrils, lethargyand
inappetence. Some animals show no signs at all before dying suddenly.

Middle andinner carinfectionsoccasionallyresultfrom respiratorydisease
in guineapigs. Additional signs may include incoordination,tilting of the head,
circling to one side, and rolling.

A veterinarianmust be consultedabout this serious bacterial infection.
Aggressive antibiotic therapy by injection and appropriatesupportive care are
necessary. Unfortunately,eventhoughthe signsof infection can be relieved,the
causative bacteria cannot be eliminated.

Rabbits and rats harbor at least one of the bacteria known to cause
pneumonian guineapigs. Therefore,it is wise not to housetheseanimalswith or
near guinea pigs.

Intestinal Infections (Bacterial Enteritis)

Numerousbacteria can causeinfections of the gastrointestinaltract of
guineapigs. Someof thesebacteriaare introducedon contaminatedyreensand
vegetables or in contaminated water.

Intestinalinfectionscan manifestthemselvess suddendeathwithout prior
signs,or asalengthierperiodof illnesscharacterizethy lethargyandmarkedweight
loss. Diarrhea may or may not be noted in either case.

If



