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Wendy Bament RVN, in the second part of her article (part 1: VNT13.10), discusses correct
handling techniques as well as advice on managing the general health of the ferret

 

AGGRESSIVE ferrets are rare, but they can be scruffed (Figure 1). However, it is important to
appreciate their bite is tenacious, so it may be necessary to wear thick gardening gloves
when approaching ferrets with unknown temperament. Most ferrets tolerate handling well
and will become calm when well secured by restraint around the pectoral girdle and also
supporting the weight of the pelvic girdle in the other hand, ensuring their long body
doesn’t twist (Figure 2).

Nutrition

Ferrets are obligate carnivores, requiring a higher proportion of protein in their diet than cats (30
per cent to 35 per cent crude protein)1. Ferrets are not capable of digesting carbohydrates
efficiently and any eaten are accidental by-products when consuming the stomach contents of their
herbivorous prey. There are good quality, dry, pelleted ferret foods widely available that provide the
required daily nutrition, particularly protein and essential amino acids, but ferrets will benefit from a
varied additional protein source such as chicken, fish and eggs. Ad lib fresh water should be
offered every day, especially when offering pellets.

Ferrets can pose a challenge when trying to introduce new, more appropriate dietary items as they
seem to establish a food preference by three months of age1. In doing so, they create a “search
image” or set food preference ready for when they would leave the nest if in the wild. Feeding the
recommended ferret pellets and meat should be encouraged if rearing young, to prevent near-
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impossible dietary transition.

Nursing

Nutritional therapy

Ferrets can be relatively easy to administer nutritional therapy to, as most are hard-wired to eat as
soon as they get the opportunity, even when they are feeling ill. There are a variety of supportive
diets for ill or recovering ferrets. These should be offered to ferrets as soon as they show
coordinated movements following anaesthesia, when dehydrated or following periods of anorexia.
Care needs to be taken when offering such diets, or when force-feeding in collapsed or weak
patients, to avoid the risk of aspiration pneumonia. It is possible to insert a nasogastric tube to
ferrets in much the same way as cats.

Fluid therapy

Ferrets should be maintained on 75ml/kg/day to 100ml/kg/day fluid and, as with other small
mammals, they should receive 10ml/kg/hr during anaesthetics. Small intravenous catheters (26G)
can be used in the cephalic or saphenous veins and successfully maintained in collapsed patients,
and it is useful to apply local anaesthetic to the clipped insertion site (author’s personal
experience). Elizabethan collars can be employed, although they often don’t stay on owing to the
ferret’s slim jaw being perfect for slinking through small holes. If intravenous routes are not
available, then intraosseous catheters (spinal needles) can also be used (proximal femur or
proximal tibia). For rapid fluid administration, hyaluronidase can be added to subcutaneous fluids to
enhance the permeation through the tissues for more rapid availability to the patient.

Common health problems

Owing to their very different lifestyle and the likelihood of contracting certain diseases, pet ferrets
and working ferrets will differ in the conditions commonly presented to a vet. In this section, only
the most commonly encountered illnesses will be reviewed and further reading is encouraged.

I hope this overview of ferret husbandry and health for veterinary nurses has provided you with a
practical tool for informed nursing and supporting ferret owners. This article is merely a platform for
further investigation and the following reference list should be consulted for more in-depth
information on ferrets.

Online table

Table 2, featuring common health problems in ferrets – including cataracts (Figure 3) – is at 
http://tinyurl.com/vnt13-11
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Websites

www.ferretcentral.org/faq/history.html#furo

www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/40267091?uid=3738032&uid=2129&uid=2&uid=70&uid=4&sid=21
102040032903

Black-footed ferret – www.iucnredlist.org/details/14020/0

Twycross zoo information:
http://wildpro.twycrosszoo.org/S/0MCarnivor/Mustelidae/mustela/Mustela_putorius_furo/06Mustela
_putorius_furoAM Detail.htm
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Figure 1 (above). Using the “scruffing”technique to handle aggressive adult male albino
ferret.
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Figure 2 (right). Handling a calm ferret by supporting both pectoral and pelvic girdles. This
“polecat”ferret is malnourished.
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Figure 3 (right). Cataracts in an adult “polecat”ferret.
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TABLE 1. Normal biological parameters and speciesspecific parameters for ferrets (Mustela
putorius furo). Adapted from3, 6, 9, 11, 14,16,17
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