Guinea Pig Maintenance Instructions





Guinea pigs like company - it is not kind to keep one on its own; it may well pine and even die.  They are equally happy with another guinea pig or a rabbit as company, although if you have a rabbit you will need to have the same sex of guinea pig.  Two male guinea pigs will be perfectly happy together, and won't fight unless there is a female nearby!  If you are mixing a new animal with an old one, clean out the hutch before adding the new one, and put some interesting food in - this gives them a chance to get used to each other.





The most important thing to remember is that guinea pigs will be very nervous at first, even when they've been handled a lot as babies.  When you get them home, put them in their hutch or run and disturb them as little as possible for 24 hours - go and feed them, and speak quietly to them, but don't try to pick them up.  Yes, it is hard to resist the temptation but it is well worth it in the long run.  The more settled you allow your pigs to be before you handle them, the happier they will be.  When you pick up a guinea pig, make sure that you've got a firm hold, and keep one hand on top of it - if it feels insecure it will try and jump out of your arms and could cause itself a nasty injury.








Feeding





Guinea pigs are like people; they can't make their own Vitamin C, so they need to have it in their food.   The best guinea pig food to use is Gerty Guinea Pig mix, as it contains the right amount of Vitamin C, or you can use normal guinea pig mix and add vitamin drops to the drinking water.





Guinea pigs should have fresh greens (or carrots!) every day.





Suitable foods include:�
Avoid:�
�
Vegetables (especially carrots)�
Spinach, beans, iceberg lettuce (normal 'floppy' lettuce is fine)�
�
Fruit	�
Large quantities of apple (it can cause mouth sores)�
�
Weeds such as dandelions, daisies�
Any plant grown from a bulb�
�



Always introduce a new food gradually, particularly in the case of fruit - too much given at first may cause diarrhea.





Don't pick plants from the roadside or alongside fields that may have been sprayed with chemicals.








One important tip - never give rabbit pellets to guinea pigs, as this will make them ill.  (Rabbit pellets are usually treated with a drug that is poisonous to guinea pigs).  If you are keeping a rabbit and a guinea pig together, feed them on guinea pig mix - it's perfectly suitable for rabbits too.





Housing





The general rule here is the more space the better, but the main thing is to have somewhere snug and draught-free for your guinea pigs to go when the weather is bad.  Ideally they like a hutch and a run, but they can be perfectly happy in just a hutch.  The minimum size of hutch for two guinea pigs is 3' x 2' x 2' (approx. 1m x 70 cm x 70 cm).  You will need to make sure that you cover the front of the hutch in wet weather.  If you have a run, make sure that it is totally covered; guinea pigs are no good at defending themselves, and a passing cat or dog may take a fancy to a guinea pig as a snack...





The best bedding material is newspaper and hay; they are both excellent insulators, and your guinea pigs can also nibble on the hay!





How often you clean out guinea pigs depends on how much space they have, how many you have and how messy they are!  Generally, two guinea pigs will need cleaning out every three or four days, particularly during summer when messy hutches attract flies.





Health





Guinea pigs are normally hardy creatures, but unfortunately when they get ill they tend to go downhill fast.  If you're ever in any doubt about the health of your pets, call a vet and ask advice.  Preventive treatment is best - keep them out of draughts and damp and only buy hay from 'safe' sources and you'll eliminate two major causes of illness.





Diarrhea - if a guinea pig is suffering from a touch of the runs, try giving half a Diocalm straight away and then repeat the dose six hours later; also, stop giving greens.  If this doesn't do the trick, or the guinea pig seems ill in itself, call the vet as soon as possible.  If it does do the trick, keep the guinea pig off greens for two days and then reintroduce them gradually.





Itching/ bald patches - if your guinea pig is scratching, have a look at its coat.  If you have other guinea pigs, check them too.


If there are reddish circular patches with broken hairs in the middle, it could well be ringworm (which is a fungus, not a worm), which needs treating by a vet as soon as possible.


If the guinea pig is scratching like crazy and has red, raw areas, it could well be mites - consult your vet for treatment.  One source of mites can be 'bad' hay; stick to hay from pet shops and you should have no problem.





Take care of your guinea pigs and they will live up to ten years, and repay you by being  friendly and affectionate pets.
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