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STANDING OPERATING PROCEDURE

Common Medical Problems of Rodents
I. Purpose: To establish procedures for handling commonly

occuring medical problems found in rodents.

II. Scope: All Division of Veterinary Medicine personnel will follow these guidelines when dealing with rodents housed at the Walter Reed Army Insititute of Research.

III. Responsibilities:

A. The Deputy Division Director, Division of Veterinary Medicine is responsible for reviewing this SOP annually.

B. The Chiefs, Department of Animal Medicine/Resources are responsible for updating this SOP at least annually, and ensuring that all animal technicians are familiar with its contents.

C. The general foremans are responsible for insuring that all animal caregiver personnel under their supervision are familiar with this SOP's contents.

IV. Procedures:

A. GENERAL.

1. Anytime a suspected sick rodent or dead rodent is noticed, the Veterinary Officer in charge of that section must be notified immediately. If that person is not available then another Veterinary Officer will be notified. At no time will any rodent be treated or disposed of without permission of the investigator, his/her delegate, or a Veterinary Officer.

2. In the case of a dead rodent, the responsible investigator will be notified by either a Veterinary Officer or an Animal Technician and the following information obtained:

a. Is the death expected (i.e. protocol related)? If the death is protocol related they should be informed to remove the rodent if they need tissues, or they should dispose of the rodent in accordance with SOP # 620 Animal Disposal as quickly as possible. If the death is unexpected, tell the investigator that you will notify the Veterinary Officer for further instructions. Seal the rodent in a plastic bag and place it in a refrigerator (not freezer!) with appropriate labeling (to include all cage card information). Be sure to ask if there are any biohazard precautions. Even if the carcass is too deteriorated to send to necropsy, it should be looked over by a Veterinary Officer for gross lesions prior to disposal.

b. If not protocol related, have there been any unusual test results or observations seen with these rodents?
3. All information will be given to the section OIC as soon as possible. If the investigator does not require a necropsy, the veterinarian can choose to have a necropsy performed on the animal. This should be done if there is reason to be concerned abouth the health of the animal colony.

C. SPECIFIC.

1. Mice:

a. Overgrown incisors: this condition may not always be obvious. Check teeth if you see a runted or scruffy looking mouse that is constantly trying to get at the feed. The overgrown incisors may be clipped with a pair of canine nail trimmers. Stay at least 5‑10 millimeters above the gum line. The nerve does not grow above the gingival margin so it won't hurt the rodent. This is due to a malocclusion and will probably re‑occur.

b. Barbering: this usually occurs in female mice but can occur in male mice also. Is seen as a loss of hair around the muzzle, but can occur over the back and sides also. Is usually not an emergency unless skin lesions are noted also.

c. Male aggression: most common in mice, and is seen as hair loss with skin lesions. If lesions are noticed on the face, back, or tail, be sure to look at the perineal and.genital areas also. The perineum and genitals are usually the least noticed but the most severely affected areas. This condition tends to worsen with time and the mice will need to be separated to prevent further injury. If you just remove the beat up mouse, another will be chosen to take its place. Investigators should be notified prior to separating animals. If the investigator cannot be reached, a veterinary officer will make the decision, based on the severity of the problem.

d. Mammary Tumors: the mouse mammary tissue almost encircles the body and so tumors can be seen almost any where on the mouse. They appear as firm swellings under the skin and can grow to be very large. Certain strains such as C3H, A, and DBA/2 mice have a high incidence of mammary tumors. This is not an emergency condition, but should be reported as soon as possible.

e. Mite infestation: Usually seen as a loss of hair accompanied by excessive scratching. Pull some hair from the affected area and do a mineral oil preparation to examine for mites.

2. Rats:

a. Overgrown incisors: same symptoms and treatment as with the mouse. A pile of finely ground feed sitting under the feed trough is a good clue that someone in the cage has a problem with this condition.

b. Mammary tumors: commonly seen in older rats. Appear as firm swellings under the skin. Can occur all over as with the mouse. These are usually benign tumors, but should be reported as soon as possible when seen. Also can grow to be very large.

c. Red eyes and/or nose: This condition is usually the result of porphyrin (a naturally produced pigment found in tears) staining. This condition may be found in older rats or in rats that are stressed. If only one eye is affected, it could be due to a recent retro‑orbital bleed. It can also be indicative of a viral infection so should reported as soon as possible.

3.Guinea Pigs:

a. Hair loss: most probably due to barbering, guinea pigs will self‑barber also. To rule out mite infestation and fungal infection, hair samples should be taken for a KOH preparation and a DTM (Dermatophyte Test Media) culture.

b. Slobbering: excessive salivation is usually due to overgrown premolars that prevent the teeth from coming together properly. Report as soon as possible. Condition will require anesthesia and filing of affected teeth.

c. Limping: guinea pigs that are reluctant to move or appear lame when they walk may have a vitamin C deficiency. Check the date of manufacture of the feed being used (date is found on the end of the bag and should not be over 3 months old).

4. Hamsters:

a. Hair Loss: mite infestation in hamsters is most commonly due to demodex mites. If hair loss or skin lesions are noted, a skin scrape of the affected area should be examined. If the hair loss is localized around the mouth and muzzle, check the feeder to see if it is appropriate for hamsters and is not a  mouse or rat feeder. Check with the caretaker supervisor.

b. Diarrhea: a condition known as "wet tail" is common in hamsters. The name comes from the fact that hamsters with diarrhea develop a wet perineum and wet tail from the loose stools. Any hamsters found with this condition should immediately be separated and isolated from the rest of the hamsters. Report immediately.

c. Swollen face:hamsters have very large cheek pouches that they like to stuff to the brim with food and bedding.  This can give the hamster an unusual appearance. Unless "swollen cheeks" appear to have a draining tract that would indicate a cheek pouch abscess, it is probably a normal condition.
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