Heart of Texas Rats

Austin, TX    

Pet Rat Care Sheet
Important Note: Rats groom, sleep and play together and are much happier living in same-sex groups than they are living alone.  When adopting rats it is best to adopt two or more from the same litter to ensure compatibility.
Introduction:  Pet rats are domesticated animals and as different from wild rats as dogs are from wolves.  They are very clean and rarely bite unless scared or provoked.  Like other rodents, rats are easy to care for, but they offer so much more.  Rats are smart enough to learn their names and come when you call them.  They are social, affectionate animals who form strong bonds with their people.  They beg to come out of their cage to play or be petted.  They are smart enough to play interactive games with you like tug-o-war, hide-n-seek, and wrestling and they can learn tricks.  Many rats show affection by licking their person like a dog.  A well-socialized baby rat will climb eagerly on your hand and maybe even perch on your shoulder.  Rats are more than just cage pets.  They need time out of their cage every day to explore, play, and interact with their people.  And because rats are so social, it’s best to get at least two of the same sex to live together.  A single rat will be an unhappy, lonely, insecure rat unless she gets several hours of human attention every day.  Rats of the same sex (or altered) will live together fine if they grow up together or are properly introduced. Both females and males make good pets.  Female rats tend to be smaller and more active than males, running around and stealing paper to build nests.  Males tend to make better lap pets but since rats are individuals, just like people, your rat may or may not be the same.
Housing:  A rat cage should be at least 12" X 24" X 12" and even bigger is better to allow room for scampering and toys.  Wire floors are not recommended because they can give rats sores on their heels, and rats can get their feet caught in some wire and break a leg.  Rats must be kept at room temperatures below 90 degrees and above 65 degrees and they require complete darkness at night.  If you’re not sure whether or not your cage is large enough for your rats please visit the cage calculator (http://www.rattycorner.com/odds/calc.shtml). I use both cabinet style cages and wire cages for my litter box trained rats. The cabinet cages are inexpensive to make and offer a lot of space for rats to romp.  
It’s important to keep the cage clean since the ammonia formed from urine aggravates respiratory disease, the leading cause of death in rats.  Avoid pine and cedar shavings as they contain compounds that damage the respiratory tract and toxins that damage the liver and other organs, often causing severe and permanent damage or death.  There are many good alternatives including aspen shavings, recycled newspaper pellets, and even rabbit food (alfalfa pellets) can be used as bedding.
Food:  Food blocks or nuggets made specifically for rats are best. We feed Harlan Teklad. This block was scientifically formulated for rats and their specific nutritional needs. About 20% of their diet should be a variety of fresh fruits and vegetables such as broccoli, kale, carrots and green salad mix. Fluoride is toxic to rats so if your water is fluoridated, you must give your rat’s bottle water. Chlorinated water also is not good. You will also be provided with a list of safe and forbidden foods for rats.

Accessories:  Rats need a water bottle, a food dish for fresh and dry foods.  Most rats will use a litter box if it is placed in the corner they choose for a toilet and they are properly taught how to use it. A concrete block, bird pedicure perch or similar toys in the cage will help keep their toenails short.  Rats also need sleeping quarters and enjoy hammocks, small rat houses, igloos and small cardboard boxes.
Toys:  Because rats are intelligent active animals, toys are not optional, they are necessities! Rats like playing and exploring a lot, they enjoy exercise wheels, ladders, PVC piping, tubes, ropes, branches, and other climbing toys.  Wheels must be at least 10" across and made of solid plastic.  The Wodent, silent spinner or comfort wheels are recommended.  They also enjoy food toys, and many bird toys work well for rats. 
Handling:  Never pick a rat up by the tail.  A rat’s tail is delicate and the skin on the end can actually come off.  The best way to pick up a rat is to scoop him up with both hands. Or you can grasp him around the shoulders and middle. Then put your other hand beneath the rat’s hindquarters and bring him close to your body so he’ll feel more secure and less likely to squirm or try to jump out of your hands.  Many rats will enjoy riding on your shoulder or inside your sleeve.  Be sure to wear clothing that will protect your skin from the rat’s sharp toenails, or trim your rats nails regularly using children’s nail clippers (smaller than normal ones, you can get them in the baby section).  When cutting the nails, be sure to only cut the sharp tip, no further because it is easy to cut too far.
Introducing your new rat:  You can begin introductions as soon as you get your new rat home from quarantine (three weeks from purchase). Place him with your resident rats on neutral territory, outside of the cage under supervision. Let them play together in short increments for several hours each day until they’re used to each other.  The first couple times you will want to keep a very close eye so you can break up any fights, which may occur. If a fight does happen, wear some thick gloves and pull them apart or spray them with plain old water in a bottle to break them up safely then firmly say "no".  Do this several times daily for 3-4 days before putting them in the same cage.  Some rats need more time than others to accept a new rat so be patient.  If you have ANY questions or concerns, just email me at Sonja@HeartOfTexasRats.com.
Training:  Rats are smart enough to learn simple commands and perform many tricks.  You teach a rat the same way you teach a dog, by showing the rat what you want him to do and then giving him a treat (rice crispy, cheerio, etc).  If you can teach it well, your rat can learn it!  Just be patient and keep the training sessions short, and always have a short playtime afterwards as a reward for your rat behaving well during training.  One more thing to consider when training your rat is making sure to mix in tricks your rat is already good at with new ones your rat doesn't already know.  This will keep the training sessions positive.
Possible Problems:  Being rodents, rats have a tendency to chew.  The solution is to “rat-proof” the area where they’re allowed to play, removing valuables and electrical wires.  You may also use bitter apple spray on things such as furniture to help prevent chewing.  Some rats also have a tendency to urine mark, leaving small drops of urine as they walk.  Males are more prone to this, although neutering will reduce the behavior.  Furnishings can be protected with a throw cover. Rats can breed as early as 4-5 weeks of age, so male and female rats must be kept separate after this age to prevent unplanned pregnancies.
Common Health Problems: On average, rats live only two to three years. Proper nutrition, exercise, and veterinary care can help keep your rat healthy and can often prevent many problems from occurring in the first place.  The most common health problem in rats is upper or lower respiratory infections.  Avoid choosing a rat that frequently sneezes or makes noise when breathing.  If your rat has these symptoms, consult a rat knowledgeable vet for advice and treatment options.  Mammary and pituitary tumors are the next most common health problems in female rats. Having females spayed young has shown to help prevent these tumors, but the spay surgery can be dangerous. Benign mammary tumors can be removed with minor surgery. Tumors are less common in male rats.  

How to protect your rats from harmful virus exposure:
1.  Do not visit pet shops or other places that have rats or other rodents. If you must visit a pet store or other place with rodents, avoid the small animals and do not hold any rodents while outside of your home.  When you arrive home, immediately put all your clothes into the washer, leave your shoes on the front porch overnight and take a shower with anti-viral soap and avoid contact w/ your rats for 3-4 (or more) hours just to be sure.  
2.  Avoid housing your rats in areas where wild rats have access
3.  Avoid constantly adding to your colony.  It is much safer for you to get rats less often and quarantine them properly.
4.  Do not allow other people who own rats or other small rodents into your home, and do not allow them to hold your rats as some viruses can be brought home in one rat, and make all your rats sick.
5.  Properly quarantine all new arrivals for AT LEAST three weeks.  If you notice any sneezing/suspicious behavior, take your rat to an experienced small animal vet for treatment and begin quarantine again as soon as all symptoms have disappeared and treatment has ended. .
Supplies Checklist

	· Large cage
	· Bed and/or house

	· Bedding and/or litter
	· Exercise wheel

	· Dry food dish
	· Activity toys

	· Moist-food dish
	· Chew toys

	· Water bottle
	· Treats for training

	· Rat food
	· Litter box


