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GUINEA PIG
CARE SHEET!
Included in this care sheet is important
information on the care of your friend, including
a grocery list of their favorite foods!!
FOR FURTHER QUESTIONS OR CONCERNS, CALL
OR EMAIL US!
434-328-2685
WillowRiverVet@gmail.com

A little piggie
History
The guinea pig, also lovingly referred to as a cavy
(their scientific name is Cavia porcellus), is a
rodent that is native to the Andes Mountains of
South America. Cavys were first domesticated by
the Andean Indians of Peru, as a food source.
In the 16th century, Dutch explorers brought guinea pigs to Europe, where they were selectively
bred by fanciers. In the 18th century, guinea pigs entered the research industry, and have
contributed significantly to the scientific community.
Guinea pigs, although commonly considered a children's pet, do require a lot of attention to
hygiene and have quite specific dietary requirements that need to be met to keep them healthy
and happy. The more time an owner spends with their piggie, the more its true personality will
emerge! Many piggies are kept as indoor pets, allowing them to spend more time with their
human family.
Thanks to selective breeding, cavys are found in a
wide range of colors and coat types. There are four
primary varieties that are commonly seen in the pet
industry. The first is the Shorthair or English variety,
which have a uniformly short hair coat. Abyssinian
piggies have rosettes or whorls in their short, rough
coats. Silkies tend to be larger piggies and have
medium-length, luxuriously silky hair. Peruvian
guineas also have silky hair, but their fur tends to be
longer than that of the Silkie variety.
The typical life span for a guinea pig is five to seven years, and their average weight ranges from 2
to 2.6 pounds (900 to 1,200 grams).

Guinea pig diet
Typically, guinea pigs determine what foods
they like early in their lives. For this reason,
it's important to offer a variety of foods to
young piggies so they'll have a wider variety
of food choices.
Cavys are herbivores who are designed to
eat grasses. Since grasses are so abrasive to
the teeth, guinea pigs have evolved in such a
way that their incisors and cheek teeth
grow continuously throughout their lives.
High-quality grass hay should be made available at all times for piggies, and should make up at
least 80% of their diet. Grass hay such as timothy, or orchard grass are typically preferred.
Alfalfa hay should be avoided, as it is actually a legume (like peas and beans) and not a true grass.
Alfalfa hay is too high in calories and calcium for cavys. Excess calcium can predispose guinea
pigs to bladder stones. Grasses are quite nutritious and also provide indigestible fiber, which
helps keep the GI tract moving at a normal, healthy rate. Additionally, grasses provide digestible
fiber which is used by bacteria in the large intestines (cecum) to make vitamin B and amino acids.
Piggies with high fiber diets tend to be heartier and much more resistant to GI upset.
Just like humans and primates, guinea pigs cannot make their own vitamin C. Vitamin C
deficiency can cause scurvy, which manifests as inappetance, swollen, painful joints and ribs,
poor bone and teeth development, lethargy, and spontaneous bleeding. If left untreated,
vitamin C deficiency can predispose piggies to other diseases. The good news is that it's very
easy to provide cavys with adequate amounts of vitamin C through food. The ideal daily amount
of vitamin C is between 10 and 25mg (0.35 to 0.88oz). The chart on the next page provides
examples of foods that can be used to meet the requirements for vitamin C.

Guinea Pig Grocery list

Lettuce (romaine)
Mango
Melon (honeydew)
Nectarine
Oranges
Parsley
Parsnip
Peaches
Pears
Pineapple
Plums
Pumpkin
Radish
Rapberries
Spinach
Strawberries
Squash
Tomatoes
Turnips

Apples with skin
Asparagus
Bananas
Basil
Bean- fava (in pod)
Beet greens
Blackberries
Blueberries
Broccoli
Brussel Sprouts

Carrots
Celery
Cherries (sweet)
Chinese cabbage
Coriander leaves
Corn
Cranberries
Cucumber
Grapes
Kale
Kiwifruit

Just like with your own fruits and veggies, make sure to rinse all
of the listed items thoroughly before feeding them to your guinea
pig.
The total amount of fresh foods offered in a day should be around
1/4 to 1/2 cup torn or shredded and packed snugly. When trying
new foods, add a few pieces of the item every three days or so to
allow the GI tract to adjust appropriately and to see if your piggie
has any interest in the new food item.
Pellets can be offered, but only in limited quantities. Guinea pig
specific pellets should be fed rather than pellets made for other
animals like rabbit, mice or rats. The pellets made for other
species of small animals do not contain any additional vitamin C.
If you choose to offer pellets, be sure that they are timothy or
orchard grass based, and not alfalfa. Additionally, check the date
that the pellets were produced and try not to buy any that are
more than 3 months old, as vitamin C levels decrease
dramatically after the 3 month mark.

Food is not only important for nutrition, but for environmental enrichment. Different foods
keep the mind sharp and interested by providing differing textures, smells, and tastes and
sounds! Nobody wants to eat the same old thing every day! Lots of pigs get excited just by the
sound of a bag or of a food item being prepared. Hiding food in items such as empty toilet
paper rolls, small cardboard box or piggie-safe baskets can add extra fun!
It goes without saying, but fresh, clean water should be provided at all times. Guinea pigs
enjoy playing with water bottles, so any that are provided in the enclosure should be securely
affixed to avoid spillage. Excessive water left in an enclosure can lead to contaminants like
mold and bacteria. Water bottles and containers need to be cleaned and sanitized regularly.
Unless it's recommended by a veterinarian, medications, vitamins and supplements should
not be added to water bottles.

Bacterial Enteritis

Common DIseases

There are a number of bacteria that can
cause infections in the GI tract of cavys.
Some of the bacteria are introduced
through contaminated fruits, veggies or
drinking water. The bacteria that causes
trouble most often is Salmonella. Other
bacterial species that commonly cause
diarrhea and enteritis in piggies are E. coli,
Yersinia pseudotuberculosis, Arizona spp.,
and Clostridium spp. The bacteria listed
above can also cause lethargy, weight loss
and sudden death in extreme cases.

Bumblefoot (Bacterial Pododermatitis)
Severe infections of the footpads are
unfortunately common among guinea pigs that are
housed inappropriately. Cages that have wire
flooring, and those that are not cleaned regularly
can exacerbate the problem. Common signs of
bumblefoot include swelling of the feet, lameness
and reluctance to move. Bumblefoot can often be
quite painful, even if the affected piggie is not
outwardly showing signs of pain. The initial steps
to recovery include improving sanitation and
providing appropriate bedding/substrate.
Bandaging or application of topical medications
may be required, as well as oral/systemic
antibiotics. Treatment often takes quite a while,
and severe cases can lead to life-long arthritis or
even bone infection.

Common DIseases
Fur Loss

Hair loss and thinning can happen for a
number of reasons. Some reasons can be
tied to hormones and breeding cycles or
with disease states such as cystic ovarian
disease. Fur loss can also be seen with
fungal infections and external parasite
infestations. Piggies housed in groups can
be subject to barbering (removing hair)
by the more dominant individuals in the
group.
Mites and lice are the most common
external parasites seen with guinea pigs.
Mites are microscopic, spider-like
creatures that prefer to infest the top
layers of the skin. Mite infestations tend
to be more severe than lice infestations.
The Trixacarus cavie mite generally causes
the most serious infestation in cavys. This
mite is zoonotic, meaning that it can be
spread to humans, and causes intense
itching and significant hair loss. Often,
the piggie doesn't become itchy, but can
develop hair loss and crusty skin lesions.
At the other end of the spectrum, the
piggie can become so itchy that they
cause significant self-inflicted wounds.

Lice are teeny, wingless insects that live
amongst the hair of infested animals. The
adults and eggs can be found attached to
the hair shafts. Many lice infestations go
unnoticed, but heavy infestations can
cause excessive itching and hair loss.
Scabbing around the ears may also be
seen. The lice feed off of the piggie's
bodily fluids through superficial wounds
that they create.
Fungal skin disease is common in piggies,
and manifests as scaly, hairless patches
that are typically circular. Treatment
often involves topical and oral medication
as well as decontamination of the
environment.

Common DIseases
Heat Stroke

Guinea pigs are very susceptible to
overheating, especially overweight and
heavily furred pigs. Temperatures above
85*F and humidity over 70% together
with overcrowding, inadequate shade and
ventilation and stressors can increase a
guinea pig's risk of becoming overheated.
Signs of heat stroke include
Panting
Slobbering
Weakness
Reluctance to move
Convulsions
Death
Guinea pigs suffering from heatstroke
should be misted or bathed in cool (but
not cold) water and taken to a
veterinarian immediately.

Pneumonia

Pneumonia is unfortunately quite
common in piggies, and is usually
caused by a bacterial organism.
Respiratory infections can be caused
by a number or viral and bacterial
agents, and many of the organisms
already live in the respiratory tract of
normal, healthy pigs. Stressful
events/episodes, inadequate diet and
improper housing can often
predispose an individual to an
overgrowth of a virus or bacteria.
Symptoms include:
Dyspnea (difficulty breathing)
Discharge from nose and eyes
Lethargy
Inappetance
Death

Common DIseases
Slobbers (Dental Malocclusion)
Slobbers is caused by the overgrowth of cheek teeth, which leads to the constant drooling of
saliva down the face and neck. This malocclusion leads to spurring and tongue entrapment.
The constant wetness caused by the saliva can also predispose a piggie to developing an
infection of the skin in the affected area. The most common cause of this condition is an
inadequate amount of grass hay in the diet, which leads to insufficient wearing of the teeth.
The malocclusion can cause an increase in occlusal pressure and penetration of the tooth
roots into the bone. This increased pressure leads to bowing of the tooth roots and an
abnormal angle of growth that eventually leads to teeth that grow crookedly, causing spurring
and tongue entrapment. Additionally, any condition that causes pain while chewing (scurvy,
middle ear infections, eye problems) can follow the same pattern as above. Vitamin D
deficiency can also cause softening of the bones, which leads to inappropriate wearing of the
teeth, again following the pattern above. There is no permanent cure for this condition, once it
is manifested, but periodic trimming of the teeth under anesthesia, and medications for pain
can help and are required. Piggies suffering from slobbers are often emaciated, have
aspiration pneumonia, gut stasis and can be quite weak, so veterinary intervention is a must.

Handling
Guinea pigs are docile, and naturally curious and friendly, which makes them pretty easy to
handle. Most piggies with willingly approach a hand introduced into their house and are easily
scooped into the palm of the hand. Typically, it is recommended to cup one hand under the
pig's rump, and cradle the midsection with the other hand when picking them up. This twohanded technique is preferred so that no part of the piggie is left dangling. Cavys tend to be
nose-heavy, and will often land on their faces and injure their incisors when dropped. Guinea
pigs who are not used to being handled may jump and run, but typically are not aggressive-however, keep in mind that they can and will bite when they're too stressed.

Housing
A guinea pig's housing is limited only by your imagination! There is not one single correct way
to house a piggie, but the tips below will help you learn what to avoid, as adequate housing is
vital to keeping a cavy healthy and happy!
A variety of materials can be used to house guinea pigs. Flooring should not be abrasive (wire,
mesh etc), because as we learned above, abrasive flooring can lead to bumblefoot and other
injuries. Solid-floored homes are preferred as they tend to be more aesthetically pleasing and
are easier to sanitize. Examples of acceptable bedding choices include shredded paper,
processed ground corn cob, commercial pellets, fleece blankets, and recycled paper bedding
like CareFresh. Cedar shavings should be avoided, as they are associated with respiratory
difficulties and liver disease.
Ventilation is very important for a guinea pig condo. Most commonly, wire sides are used to
allow adequate air flow, and prevent escape. Cages should be free of sharp objects, and should
be of a size to allow for normal guinea pig activities. A good rule of thumb is to provide 100
square inches of floor area for each adult guinea pig. The house can have an open top, as long
as the sides are at least 10 inches high to prevent escape, and of course so long as other
household pets (dogs, cats, etc) do not pose a threat.
The house's location is also an important consideration. Guinea pigs are sensitive creatures,
and are more comfortable and relaxed when in a quiet, low-traffic area. The house should also
not be placed in direct sunlight or cold, damp areas. Guinea pigs like their environments to be
cool, dry and well ventilated. Guinea pigs are also nocturnal, and require quiet daytime
periods in order to rest.
Cavys are thigmotactic, meaning that they are social and benefit from being able to lean on
each other. For this reason, it is recommended that cavys be kept in pairs or small groups.
Pigs that are kept together since youth tend to stay compatible, however relationships can

deteriorate and pigs who used to be friends may need to be separated. Neutered males can
typically live harmoniously with one or two females. Intact males will often fight in the
presence of a female. Intact males should never be kept with intact females.

Reproduction
It is highly recommended that guinea pig reproduction be left to skilled guinea pig breeders.
Female guinea pigs should be spayed or separated from any intact males to avoid mating.
The pelvic bones of female guinea pigs typically fuse or stiffen between 4 to 8 months of age.
Any pregnancies that occur after this fusion, tend to be life-threatening to the mother pig
and her babies. C-sections are required, and the survival rate of both mother and babies is
poor.

For further questions regarding Guinea Pig care, please do not
hesitate to call or email us!
434-328-2685
WillowRiverVet@gmail.copm
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