Rodent Care Sheet

(Rats, mice, hamsters, gerbils)

Housing:  Rodents should be housed in cages with thick plastic or glass bottoms.  Wire bottom cages are not recommended due to injuries caused if feet get caught between bars.  The bottom of the cage can be lined with newspaper, paper towels, paper, or carefresh bedding.  On top of the substrate you can shred tissue, paper towel, etc. for animals that like to dig or bury. Cages need to be cleaned at least once a day.  Never use cedar, pine, wood shavings, corncob or walnut shell bedding.  These can be dangerous if swallowed and grow bacteria when soiled.

Diet:  Rodents should be fed a pelleted rodent chow (lab block) that does not contain seed or dried fruits.  Seeds and dried fruits contain lots of empty calories that are not very nutritional.  Pellets need to be fresh; if they get stale they can loose nutrients and cause malnutrition.  Supplementation to their diet with small amounts of fresh veggies and healthy sugar free cereals can also be offered. Example: cheerio’s, cornflakes, broccoli, kale, squash, etc.  Timothy hay can also be offered for them to chew on.  Fresh clean water must be offered daily.  Heavy ceramic water dishes work well.  Water bottles while convenient can cause problems.  Although the bottle may look full, sipper tubes can become blocked with air bubbles or debris, and if not changed daily can grow bacteria inside that can cause illness.  Supplements added to the water are not recommended.

Handling:  Rodents should never be picked up by the end of their tails.  The correct way to handle them is by grasping them behind the front legs with one hand while supporting the rest of the body with your other hand.  Children should be encouraged to play with them on the floor.  Many injuries can be caused by dropping or stepping on them.  Hamsters if suddenly awaken from a deep sleep can act threatening and bite.  However, if you avoid startling them by waking them first then picking them up they are usually easy to handle.

Common problems and Diseases:  mites, tumors, overgrown teeth, loose stools, respiratory infections, skin problems, and urinary tract problems.

Toys:  Be careful when picking toys or nesting material because certain materials can prove to be unsafe.  Rope, string, or fibers that can be ingested or become wrapped around legs and arms are dangerous.  Tissue or paper is safer to use for bedding.  For rodents that like to chew a lot an occasional chew treat that is safe are nylabones.  They come in fruit or vegetable flavors and can be swallowed safely.

