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FACT SHEET: FERRETS
Ferrets are frequently given a bad press for a number of (unfounded!) reasons.  They have a reputation for being bad natured, smelly, dim and generally unsuitable pets.  In reality they are intelligent, entertaining, friendly and fascinating to watch.  Ok, some of them may be a wee bit smelly!  

Ferrets make great pets for children, as if looked after responsibly and affectionately, they will in return provide hours of amusement.  All responsible pet ownership should begin with a founding knowledge of the animal you intend to keep, and this page is designed to explain the basics of keeping ferrets.

Housing & Husbandry

Ferrets can be kept indoors or outdoors, both of which can suit them very well and both of which have advantages and disadvantages.

Ferrets kept indoors will require a bed and a litter tray at minimum, with preferably a secure cage to shut them in when necessary.  Ferrets are very clean animals and so are generally easy to house train, just like a kitten.  With free access to the house they will have plenty of exercise to keep them fit, although dangers such as shod feet, cats and open doors and windows can sometimes prove too hazardous to risk.  Also, the distinctive smell of a ferret can put people off from allowing one to live in the house.

Ferrets are just as happy to live outdoors as indoors as their thick winter coats keep them warm through the cold months, provided they have a dry, draught-free sleeping area to snuggle up into.  There are various designs of houses and runs to choose from, but as long as the basic requirements of a warm bed, shade from the sun (ferrets are very  susceptible to heat stroke), latrine area, room to exercise and access to food and fresh drinking water are met, the ferrets will be happy with what they have!  
To meet these requirements, ferrets can be kept either in a hut (called a cub) and put in a run (called a court) for exercise during the day (the court should have small nest boxes so the ferrets can sleep when they want); or kept in a hut with a run attached, so they have free access to the court whenever they want.  

Faeces should be removed from the housing on a daily basis to maintain hygiene and bedding should be changed at least once a week (more frequently if it becomes damp)

Ferrets need to have mental stimulation, as they are highly intelligent creatures.  They should be handled daily and have toys and tunnels in the court to play with.  
Handling should also include a daily “once-over” health check, to keep an eye out for any potential problems.  
Their coat should be examined for signs of parasites and their skin for wounds or lack of condition (scurf, sore areas etc).  

Have a look in their mouth for injuries or broken teeth, and check their eyes and ears for any discharge.  Make sure their claws don’t become too long (these can be trimmed by the nurse at the vets if you’re not keen on doing it yourself), and monitor their weight.  
All ferrets put on weight over the winter as insulation from the cold and lose it again in the spring.  This seasonal weight change is completely normal, but if your ferret is still a bit porky in the summer he/she may need to go on a diet.  As with all animals, obesity in ferrets is a serious disease and can ultimately lead to a premature death.
Feeding

Ferrets, like cats, are obligate carnivores.  This means that they have to eat meat to survive.  There are some very good complete ferret foods that you can buy from pet shops, or you can feed dry cat biscuits.  Dog food is not suitable for ferrets, as it doesn’t contain enough animal protein for them.  
Buying a complete ferret food ensures you are giving enough vitamins and minerals to keep them healthy and the dry biscuits help to keep the teeth clean and strong.  Alternatively you can feed fresh meat such as chicks or rabbit.  This is a more natural diet and can be a lot cheaper, although any uneaten food must be removed every day to prevent tummy upsets.  

Feeding fresh meat may also mean the ferrets aren’t getting the correct amount of vitamins and minerals, and doesn’t help to keep the teeth clean as much as biscuits do.
Neutering

As with most small pets, we strongly advise neutering your ferrets if you do not intend to breed from them. The female ferret (called a jill) can develop a life-threatening hormonal imbalance known as hyperoestrogenism, leading to oestrogen-induced anaemia if left entire and unmated.  The severity of this condition cannot be emphasized enough. 

 A jill can be mated with a vasectomised male (a hoblet) to prevent this and avoid pregnancy, although hoblets still retain the distinctive musky smell.  The vet can also give the jill an injection to bring her out of season, but this is not ideal and should not be relied upon as a permanent measure.  

However, if a spayed jill is kept with a castrated hob (a hobble) there will be no offspring, no life-threatening medical problems and no nasty smell!  Neutering also prevents testicular cancer and ovarian and uterine cancer.  It can prevent hormone-related aggression, and significantly reduce the musky smell of hobs.
Vaccination

It is advisable to have your ferrets vaccinated against distemper virus, as this highly contagious disease is almost always fatal.  This is especially true if the ferrets are in contact with unvaccinated dogs, as the disease can be passed between the two species.  The distemper vaccine is a single injection that can be given from 12 weeks of age and should be repeated annually to maintain immunity.

If you would like any further information regarding keeping ferrets, or are concerned about one of your own ferrets, please call the Diss branch and ask to speak to Kate.
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