The Ferret Owner’s Manual

By Dick Bossart

In memory of Berret, 2/15/97

Congratulations on your new family member. Probably about now you are questioning
your sanity and judgment, and wondering what in the world you have gotten yourself into.
Relax. The domestic ferret is an affectionate, highly intelligent little critter who will
rapidly claim a large piece of your heart.

This booklet summarizes a few of the more important things that you need to know
about your new companion. It covers: basic behavioral characteristics; ferret-proofing your
home; feeding requirements; litterbox training; recommended types of cages and bedding;
grooming; toy selection; vaccination requirements; and health tips.

We hope you find this booklet interesting and useful. Most of all we hope that you and

your new ferret experience a long and enjoyable friendship.

Copyright 1994 - 1999, Richard K. Bossart
Last revised:February 21, 1999 All rights reserved
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The Ferret Owner’s Manual
FIRST THINGS FIRST

Before you bring your new domestic ferret into your home, you will need the following
supplies and equipment:

Food - The domestic ferret will thrive on a premium dry ferret food or, if that is not
available in your area, a premium Kitten food. Keep in mind, though, that cats and ferrets
have differing nutritional needs and cat/kitten foods will not completely satisfy the dietary
needs of a ferret. At our shelter we use Totally Ferret manufactured by Performance
Foods, Inc. Dog food doesn’t even come close to meeting the ferret’s nutritional needs. The
analysis (found on the bag) should show a minimum of 34% protein and a minimum of 22%
fat. The bulk of the protein (especially the first two on the list and perhaps three of the
first four) should be from animal sources, preferably poultry. Most vegetable matter such
as corn cannot be adequately digested. Corn has been show to cause urinary stones, so
make sure it appears far down on the ingredients list if at all. Although vegetable matter
adds to the “protein” analysis on cheaper foods, it amounts to a “filler” that will pass right
through a ferret’s short digestive tract. Make sure you read the ingredients on the bag.
Some “ferret foods” are really mink foods. These usually have a fish or fish byproduct listed
first or second. Some nutritionists feel that large quantities of fish is not the ideal diet for a
ferret. Some of the cheaper foods add mineral oil rather than vegetable oil. Mineral oil can
leach out critical vitamins from the ferret's digestive tract. It is not recommended.

Cage - For the animal's protection and security, | recommend confining him to the cage
during the night and periods when no one will be on hand to supervise. It is the best way of
ensuring that he will stay out of harms way. Your ferret will consider his cage as a place of
security and not resent being caged provided he is given sufficient time to play out of the
cage. Be sure to leave the cage door open while he is out so that your ferret can go in and
out for food, water, to use the litterbox, or even to nap. (Although most of ours prefer to
nap in drawers, behind the refrigerator, under the futon, behind the TV, or some other
inaccessible place.)

The cage should be large enough for the ferret to stretch and for limited play, although
he may sleep most of the time that he is confined. It should be large enough to provide
room for a litterbox, an area for food and water, and an area for sleeping. A cage
measuring about 3 feet by 3 feet deep by 2 feet high will comfortably house one or two
ferrets. Multi-story cages will provide more area for the same amount of your floor space,
but make sure that there are no areas where the ferret could take a long fall should he slip
from one of the upper floors. The floors of the cage should be solid and padded. Bare wire
will damage their delicate paw pads. You can cut linoleum samples to fit the floors. To
help keep it in place, punch small holes in the corners of the material and use a tie wrap
through the holes and around the wire on the floor. We usually use woven rag rugs that
we pick up on sale at discount stores. They are soft, wash well, and cheap enough to toss
when they become worn.



Small area rugs, sweaters, etc. will provide a soft sleeping area and allow the ferret to
“tunnel” for sleeping. Watch that your ferret’s nails aren’t split or long such that they
catch on the material. Please don’'t use wood chips, wood shavings, or shredded newspaper
as these create a breeding ground for bacteria. Cedar and pine chips release aromatic oils
that are believed toxic to ferrets if in prolonged, close contact. If you use a cloth material
for bedding or flooring, be sure to check it periodically to make sure that the ferret is not
eating the material and that the material is not unraveling. Long threads can wrap around
a ferret and cause injury or death. The bedding should be washed at least weekly. This
significantly reduces the slight musky odor common to ferrets.

A cage constructed of a heavy gauge wire is usually a good choice. These can be made or
purchased. An aquarium is not a suitable cage for your ferret. Lack of ventilation will
allow the buildup of bacteria in the very air your ferret has to breathe. Most plastic pet
carriers suffer from the same problem - lack of adequate ventilation. While they are good
for transporting your ferret from your home to the veterinarian’s office or off to a visit to
Aunt Harriet's, most plastic carriers are not recommended for long term housing.

If you are considering making your own cage and are thinking about wood for a frame,
remember to heavily urethane the wood on all sides and ends to keep moisture out and so
that you can wash the cage when necessary. Don’t use pressure treated lumber. The
chemicals used to treat the wood may poison your ferret.

Remember, a ferret is NOT a cage animal. He needs time to play and interact
with people. Your ferret should have a MINIMUM of four hours (preferably
much more) of quality time out of the cage EVERY day. He looks forward to
being with you and interacting with you.

Food and Water Containers - Dry food and fresh water should always be available.
The ferret’s digestive system is about three - four hours long. He needs to resupply his
system frequently. Ferrets are notorious for tipping over dishes. A heavy weighted bowl
with a wide flat base will help prevent this. The hooded parrot feeding dishes which clamp
on the side of the cage will help deter a ferret who loves to dig in his food. Rabbit water
bottles keep water from being spilled and keep the water fresh for longer periods. Even at
that, be sure to change the water at least daily, and clean the bottle regularly. (Baking
soda and warm water does a great job, but rinse thoroughly afterwards.) Always keep
fresh food and water within his reach.

Litterboxes - Regular cat litterboxes can be used. A sometimes better and cheaper
solution is to use a small, rubber dish pan with one side cut to about 1-2 inches high. The
higher sides of the pan will help prevent “overshoots.” Regular cat litter can be used. If
your ferret is not one to dig and play in the litter, the “scoopable, non-track, dust free”
variety makes it easier to keep the litterbox clean. If your ferret thinks of the litter as a
sandbox and/or scoots in the litter, the clumping litter is not recommended. A regular dust-
free clay litter, recycled paper pellets, or similar litters may be better. Some owners find
that wood stove pellets, made of compressed wood chips, make an inexpensive litter.




Vitamins - If you use a quality ferret food, extra vitamin supplements are usually not
required. A supplement going by the name Ferretone or Linatone does make a great
training aid, however. Ferrets almost universally love the taste. (If they don't seem willing
to eat it at first, place a drop on your finger and rub it in their mouth.) Ferretone and
Linatone are very high in vitamin A . We always dilute ours to reduce the amount of
vitamin A that they ingest. Dilute the Ferretone/Linatone with Olive Qil; one part of the
Ferretone/Linatone to two parts (or greater) Olive Oil. Give no more than a total of a half
of a teaspoon of the diluted supplement a day.

Ferretproofing - Some ferret owners claim that you can never ferret-proof your home,
only make it ferret-resistant. Ferrets are intensely curious about everything. They can fit
through very small openings. Unfortunately not every place they wish to explore is
hospitable to small, furry animals - the underside of refrigerators, washers, dryers,
dishwashers, stoves and ovens; the insides of walls and floors. Many places contain
rotating machinery, open electrical terminals, flames, heating elements, drive belts, or just
places to get lost and not be able to find one’s way back out.

Plaster over holes in walls and floors. Screw in the adjustable feet on appliances so
that they sit flat on the floor. If possible, place screening material over holes with the tape
on the inside (ferrets love to pull off tape). Cabinets quite often have an opening at the top
of the toe area just above the floor. These should be sealed, or else you need to plan on a
way of getting into them to get your ferret out. Look at every opening made where a pipe
or duct passes through a wall or floor - seal as necessary. In fact it may be a good idea to
look over your home at “ferret eye-level.” You might be surprised at what you see from a
viewpoint just an inch or two above the floor.

Another thing to look for is small, almost ferret-sized spaces behind “hard” furniture,
between vertical pipes and walls, under baseboard radiators, etc. If the space is small and
tapered, (becoming narrower at the bottom or one end) the ferret could fall in or become
wedged and suffocate.

Fiberglass window and door screens are easily cut by the ferret's nails. Metal screen is
recommended. (They can still cut through it but it does take longer.) While you're at it,
check to make sure the screen is in tight and can’t be pushed out. Ferrets are very
nearsighted and will jump out of a multistory window as quickly as off of a chair or couch -
check balconies for access by the ferret. My son’s ferret jumped off of his second floor
balcony - fortunately landing in soft dirt. Check for access to open stairways too.

Try to introduce a ferret to a new brand of food and they’ll turn their nose up at it.
Leave a piece of Styrofoam, foam rubber, a small button, a rubber band, vinyl rubber (a
toy or balloon, for example) lying about, and they’ll eat it; block their digestive systems;
and require emergency surgery to save their life. Pencils with erasers have caused more
blockages than I'd care to count. The same with foam rubber ear plugs. Watch out for the
rubber backing on throw rugs. Ferrets often find it tasty but very dangerous.

If you've successfully made you home ferret-resistant, then, later, add another ferret, it
might be a good idea to go over your home one more time before letting the new arrival



loose to explore. What your previous ferret didn’t find to get into, chances are the new one
will, and it could be deadly.

You cannot ferretproof a recliner or pullout sofa bed. They are deathtraps for
ferrets. They will climb in the mechanisms and be crushed. No matter how
careful you are, someone will eventually come into your home, sit on the chair
and operate the mechanism. Get rid of the recliner, or bind the mechanism so
that it cannot be operated; and, if it has a handle on it, remove the handle.

Also be very careful when moving furniture. Too many ferrets have lost their lives while
“helping” their owners move heavy furniture. The ferret can move under the leg of a chair
or couch while you are concentrating on the move, and be crushed. While you are
rearranging furniture, please put your ferrets into their cage. It'll only take a moment and
may save you a lifetime of regrets.

Treats - Ferrets can be fussy eaters when you want them to eat something - even
treats. Basically, with a few exceptions, you can try them on anything that you can eat; just
do so in very small quantities. (Nuts, however, may cause a blockage.) Some of ours like
Cheerios; some love strawberry flavored “licorice;” some love raisins, melon, bananas,
cucumbers, radishes. Steer clear of foods very high in fibers such as lettuce and carrots
which may cause intestinal blockage. Even raisins are fairly high in fiber and no more than
2-3 per treat should be given in any one day. Milk and milk products may cause diarrhea
in some ferrets, although many seem to do just fine on small portions. (Lactose free milk
substitutes seem to be better.) Chocolate is not recommended. Some believe that it can
cause serious illness (but ours have survived eating stolen chocolate bars with no obvious
problems). Caffeine is also not recommended (coffee, tea, colas, etc.), since it might
overstimulate the heart. All in all, try to keep the sugar quantity to a minimum. No
onions, please. There is a substance in raw onions that may cause serious blood disorders.

A few treats, once in a while won’t hurt, just make sure that any treats you give
them constitute much less than 10% of their diet - maybe a teaspoon or less per
day. (Of course, if your ferret is ever diagnosed with a disease called
“insulinoma,” where the pancreas produces too much insulin, cut out all sugars.
This prohibition includes honey. (Look at the ingredient list. Anything ending
with the letters “ose” (fructose, glucose, etc.) should be avoided.))

COMMON BEHAVIOR

Background - First, the domestic ferret is not a “tamed wild animal” any more than is a
Poodle or Persian cat. The domestic ferret is a separate species from its wild cousins; the
weasel, mink, and its more distant cousin, the native American Black-Footed Ferret. The
ferret has been domesticated, according to some scholars, for over 2500 years. As a result,
the domestic ferret has lost most of its ability to survive in the wild and depends totally on
humans for its survival. If released outside, he would very likely starve to death within a




week.

Domestic ferrets have personalities that vary as widely as do humans. In comparison
with the more common household pets, the ferret's personality could be said to be
somewhere between the dog and the cat in overall behavior. It is not as demanding for
attention as the dog, nor is it as aloof and independent as the cat. Like the dog, the ferret
can be trained to come to his name and to do “tricks.” Like the cat, it can be trained to use a
litterbox (most of the time). Unlike the dog, it does not have to be walked, and makes little
noise. Unlike the cat, it retains his playful “kittenish” behavior all of his life.

Unaltered male ferrets are called “hobs.” Altered males are “gibs.” Unaltered female
ferrets are called “jills.” Altered females are “sprites.” Even though most private breeders
and knowledgeable veterinarians do not recommend altering ferrets until after they have
sexually matured (about 5-8 months), most ferrets born on the large breeding farms are
altered a few weeks after birth. Unless you are a breeder, both the male and female
should be altered shortly after sexual maturation. A jill will come into “heat” at about 5-6
months of age, typically in the spring. Unless bred she will remain in heat. This condition
will likely lead to either a fatal infection or aplastic anemia - also fatal. Hobs will exhibit a
very strong, musky odor when they come into season, and proceed to “mark” their territory
(your home and even you) with urine.

If you get an unaltered ferret, be sure to have him/her altered by about 5- 8 months of
age. A jill's life, in particular, will depend on it.

The temperament of the altered males and females is similar. The male tends to
become twice the size and weight of the female. On the average, the gib tends to weigh
between 2-5 pounds, while the sprite tends between 1 - 2 1/2 pounds. Males also tend to
have a broader face than the females, making them easily identifiable once you know what
to look for.

Young ferrets are called “kits.” They generally reach full size at around five - six
months, but may put on an additional growing spurt at around eight months. They are
considered adults at one year. During this process, the domestic ferret goes through several
behavioral stages. The earliest is the “Gee, | have teeth!” stage.

Gee, | have teeth! - Kits love to play, and all of their young life they have played
almost exclusively with their littermates. Ferret kits, unlike humans, are blessed with
incredibly tough skin. Normal play involves biting and shaking that would rend most other
tiny animals into small bite-sized pieces. To the kit, this is just great fun.

Suddenly the kit finds itself with a great, new, funny-looking playmate - you. One of
the first things he will try to do is engage you in “play.” However, you will probably find
this “play” somewhat painful. Kits are very intelligent and will quickly learn that their new
playmates don’t appreciate that type of play if you firmly and consistently discourage him.
The main thing to remember is that all young animals will use their mouth to grasp things.




They aren’t being mean. They don't mean to hurt. You, as the owner, are responsible for
teaching them what constitutes acceptable behavior. The ferret learns faster than most
animals (including many human children) just what is acceptable. (See the section on
Training, for tips on training a ferret not to nip.)

At this stage in their life, they love to explore. Put them in a new room and they'll
examine every nook and cranny. Then they’ll go around a second time to make sure that
they haven’'t missed anything the first time through. Then they’ll go through it again to
make sure nothing has changed since the last time. Kits tend not to like to be held for long
periods of time. There is just too much that they want to see and do.

Kits sleep for considerable amounts of time, and sleep very soundly. Many an owner of
a young ferret will think that there is something terribly wrong because they can't get their
ferret to wake up, or if they do he shakes uncontrollably. This is normal in a ferret,
particularly in a kit. I've heard many stories of people rushing their limp, unconscious
ferret kit to the vet, only to have him yawn and stretch as soon as they get into the office.
I've come close to doing that more than a few times myself. It can be quite frightening even
to an experience ferret owner.

The Ferret as an Adolescent - Just when you think you have all the training behind
you, your ferret becomes an adolescent and forgets everything you've taught him. At least
he seems that way. At about six months of age, the ferret begins to mature and develop his
adult personality. Like a human adolescent, this is a time for testing boundaries. Just be
firm and consistent. Provide play and love in large measures. Be patient. It only lasts a
few months.

Adulthood - The ferret reaches adulthood by one year of age. By then you will
probably notice a change in his personality. Although still very playful, he will begin to
seek you out and “ask” to be picked up and held. He will actively seek your approval and
take an interest in things you are doing. Most owners of adult ferrets are well aware of
“weasel help” when it comes to sweeping or mopping the floor, or doing a little home
repair. He will enjoy going on “outings” with you, sometimes even uninvited. One of ours,
Valentine, decided to hide in my wife’'s purse after we told her that she couldn’t go shopping
with us. After we were a mile down the road, Valentine popped her head out and looked
around as if to ask, “Are we there yet?” Many knowledgeable people recommend that
first-time ferret owners consider the adult ferret as their first choice.

Old Age - The ferret, barring an accident or early onset of cancer, will typically live to
be six - eight years old. Twelve year old ferrets are not uncommon, with some reported
living to the ripe old age of 15. Although the ferret may sleep more as he gets older, he will
continue his kitten-like behavior for his entire life.

After the age of three, an annual physical exam is a good idea. Some vets recommend a
blood test just to make sure that problems are caught early. Others feel that he trauma of
drawing blood (which often involves putting the ferret under anesthesia) is just not worth
what might be gained. Once your ferret reaches this age you may want to discuss the pros
and cons with your vet. You should realize, however, that by the time the ferret reaches six



years of age, nearly half of them may have undergone at least one major surgery.

A mature ferret, upon reaching four years of age, may require less protein in his diet.
Some owners and vets recommend a switch to a high quality, adult, ferret food, rather than
the regular formula. At least one manufacturer of a premium ferret food (Totally Ferret)
has an “adult” formulation of their product. The lower protein is said to be easier on their
kidneys. Again, this is a good topic to discuss with your vet for your particular ferret's age
and health.

General Behavior - Regardless of age, you will find that your ferret is a
hyper-energetic little bundle of fur. Ferrets are constantly into everything. If this is your
first ferret, one of the things you will probably observe in the first day or two is the
“ferret-dance of joy” or sometimes called the “ferret war dance.” They will hop about like
they have springs on their feet, back arched, mouth wide open, head swinging back and
forth, sometimes making a hissing or chirping sound, sometimes banging into walls and
furniture. This has panicked many new owners who are unfamiliar with this “call to play.”
“What's wrong with my ferret? Is he sick?” Don’'t worry. It just means that your ferret is
happy and is having a great time.

An almost universal pose, is the “flat-ferret.” Here, the ferret gets as close to the
ground and as flat as possible, usually right in front of you. (He looks like a miniature
“speed-bump.”) He's almost saying, “Gee, look how pitiful I am. How can you not hold me?
Please pick me up.” Ignore this and he might even come up and tap you on the leg or foot
to get your attention, before going back to the flat-ferret pose.

The flat ferret pose, though, sometimes means “I'm invisible. You can’'t see me.” This is
often used when sneaking up on something or someone. The problem is that it's difficult to
tell when he wants attention, or wants to be invisible. Ignore a ferret asking for attention
risks disappointing the ferret; picking up an “invisible” ferret risks ruining his game. |
usually just pick them up. I've found that when they're trying to be invisible, it just means
that they are about to get into trouble anyway.

[If it seems that your ferret is doing the “flat ferret” much more than usual, you might
want to take him to a vet for a check up. It could be just fatigue or it could be an early sign
of illness.]

Ferrets are very clever and their front paws are great at manipulating objects. They can
open cabinet doors and drawers, so be careful where you leave your caustic cleaning
materials. Child-proof locks are not necessarily ferret-proof locks. Ferrets are also
ingenious at figuring out paths to things that are “up out of reach.” They can even open
zippers and unscrew bottle tops that are not on too tight. When we first opened our
shelter, we had a newspaper reporter come out to interview us and take some photographs.
After taking a few shots, he sat his camera bag on the floor. | warned him that he might
lose a camera or two. He just laughed and said “Don’t worry. The bag is zippered shut.”
About five minutes later, |1 noticed one of his camera moving across the floor toward the
main ferret hiddy-hole. It was a Nikon. At least the ferret had good tastes in cameras.



Ours have figured out that if they open the bottom drawer of the kitchen cabinet and
crawl to the back, they can climb up the back of all of the drawers, push the top drawer
open from the inside and get to the counter top. I've also watched one of ours trying to get
into a tall, plastic trash container. Unable to climb up the slippery sides of the container,
he simply pushed the container over to his 6-foot tall cage, climbed up the cage and hopped
in the trash. (Unfortunately he didn't think about how he was going to get out again.)

If you're going to own a ferret, you have to have a great sense of humor.

VACCINATION REQUIREMENTS

The ferret is extremely susceptible to canine distemper. In the ferret, distemper is
considered 100% fatal. The disease can be spread by direct contact with infected animals or
by indirect contact. It can be carried in the air, brought in on clothes, shoes and the skin.
Fortunately, it is easily prevented through annual vaccination with an approved canine
distemper vaccine. Vaccinations against feline distemper and canine Parvo are neither
necessary nor recommended.

Make sure that your vet understands that a vaccine made with ferret tissue cannot be
used. This may cause the disease in the ferret. Presently there is only one vaccine,
FERVAC, approved by the USDA for use in the domestic ferret. Some shelters, and owners
use GALAXY-D (formerly FROMM-D) but this has not been proven effective in ferrets.
Vaccination of the ferret against canine distemper is to save the ferret from the disease.

Most pet store ferrets will have received the initial vaccination from the breeder at
about 6-8 weeks of age. Some pet stores promote this initial vaccination as “the ferret has
had all of it's vaccinations.” This is definitely NOT true. A booster is required by 11 weeks
of age, and another at about 14 weeks of age. There is a general agreement that the ferret
be re-vaccinated every year after that. Ferrets brought to ferret shows are required to
show proof of vaccination against canine distemper within the past 12 months. If a ferret
has an unknown history of vaccinations, vets recommend a series of two vaccinations,
spaced about four weeks apart just to make sure that the ferret is protected against this
painful and fatal disease.

Ferrets also should be inoculated against rabies. The only current USDA approved
vaccine is IMRAB-3, a killed virus vaccine. This should be the only vaccine used since it is
the only one recognized by the Government. Vaccination is recommended after 14 weeks of
age and annually after that. Ask the veterinarian for a certificate of vaccination. Make sure
that the certificate states that IMRAB-3 has been used.

The canine distemper and rabies vaccine should not be administered in the same day. A
two to three week period between these vaccinations is recommended. Allergic reactions to
the vaccines sometimes (although rarely) occur. Such a reaction is life-threatening. Always
remain at the veterinarian’s office for at least 30 minutes, or longer, after the vaccination to
make sure that your ferret does not develop such a reaction - characterized by diarrhea,
retching and/or vomiting, possibly followed by a rapid drop in body temperature, shock and



death. On the other hand, sometimes the reaction results in the ferret's skin becoming
bright red; the hair on the tail “poofs” out; the ferret begins to have difficulty breathing. In
either case, death can occur rapidly without prompt, knowledgeable treatment. (We have
found that pretreating the ferret with 0.5 to 1 cc of pediatric Benadryl, orally, about 30
minutes before the vaccination reduces the chances of a severe allergic reaction. Check
with your vet for the recommended dosage for your ferret. It is no guarantee, however, so
stay in the vet's office the full 30 minutes.)

Sometimes the reaction to the vaccine may occur several hours after the vaccination, so
be sure to keep an eye on your ferret. Mild lethargy for a couple of days after a vaccination
is normal. What you want to watch for is vomiting, severe diarrhea, especially black or
bloody diarrhea. My wife and | usually plan vaccinations for days where one of us can stay
home with the ferret to make sure that there are no problems.

Use of live-virus rabies vaccines risks giving the ferret rabies, and will not be recognized
by public health authorities, should a bite occur. In that case the ferret will likely be
sacrificed for an analysis of the brain tissue.

Rabies in ferrets is quite rare. Since 1958 less than 25 cases have been reported in the
entire United States. Some cases are believed due to the use of modified live virus rabies
vaccines that actually gave the ferret the disease. There has never been a case reported of
a ferret transmitting rabies to a human or another animal. Annual vaccinations against
rabies will effectively prevent your ferret from contracting the disease should he ever get
outside. Now, most states follow the Compendium of Animal Rabies Control (1998 or 1999)
and will treat a ferret that bites a human, the same as they do with dogs and cats - a ten-day
observation period, after which, if the ferret remains healthy, he will be released from
guarantine. Not all states, or communities within the state recognize this procedure, so
always check with your local animal control or public health office for the latest local
regulations.

TRAINING

Litterbox - Litterbox training is one of the first items on most new owner’s agenda. If
the kit was kept in a confined area where a litterbox was always available, chances are that
he at least knows what a litterbox is for. The idea of a confined area with a litterbox is a
good beginning regardless of the age of the ferret. Just remember, “Ferrets are not for the
fastidious.”

The first day home, the ferret should be confined to a small area - preferably to his cage
- while he gets used to the sights, sounds and smells of his new surrounding. The ferretis a
“clean” animal. He will relieve himself well away from his source of food and his sleeping
area. Keep a close eye on your new pet. If you see him using the litterbox for its intended
purpose, lavishly praise him and give him a drop of diluted Ferretone as a reward. If he
begins to relieve himself elsewhere, shout a loud “NO!” pick him up and place him in the
litterbox. Make sure he finishes there; praise him and give him the Ferretone treat.

After that first day or so, give him the freedom of a small room. You may have noticed



that the ferret always uses a corner of the litterbox. In the room he will also tend to use
corners. Place litterboxes in strategic corners of the room. It's also a good idea to place
strips of plastic carpet runner, newspapers or vinyl flooring samples under each of the
litterboxes to protect carpets from accidents. It may also be a good idea to place the
runners in corners where there is no litterbox. Again repeat the
close-observations-and-reward when your ferret uses the litterbox, or the shout-and-carry
when he does not.

Most ferrets very quickly learn that they get a treat when they go to the litterbox. After
a while they may frequently run there and pretend to relieve themselves just to get the
reward. They are great actors and actresses.

When the ferret is using the litterbox regularly, you can expand his territory. Repeat
this gradually until he has the run of your home (or at least those areas where you are
willing to allow him to roam). Litterboxes will usually be required in each room, however.
The ferret is very careful about protecting his food and bedding from his waste-products.
Outside of those areas, he really doesn't see the reason for the fuss. If a litterbox is
available and they can get to it in time, they figure, “Great!” If they can't, “Hey, my food is
way over there, and my bedding is way down there. What's the problem?” You can use this
to your advantage by placing part of his bedding or a dish of his food in the corner you don’t
want him to use and you don't want to put a litterbox. Chances are good that he won't use
that area as long as the bedding or food dish is present.

If the extended freedom proves too much for his litter-training program, reduce the area
and try again. Very few ferrets will be 100% “accurate,” 100% of the time. Most ferret
owners would be overjoyed with even 85%. One new owner asked me “How can | keep my
ferret from going to the bathroom on my kitchen linoleum?” My answer, “Take up the
linoleum!”

“Accidents do happen.” Ferrets often find places to relieve themselves through smell. If
they went there once, they'll probably continue to use that spot. You can reduce that
likelihood, either by giving up and putting a litterbox there; or by a thorough cleaning with
a good cleaner or a mixture of 1/4 white vinegar and 3/4 club soda. Some of the enzyme
based cleaners made for pet stains also work well. Don't use a cleaner with ammonia.
Urine contains ammonia and the smell of the ammonia in the cleaner will send the wrong
message.

A ferret will not use a litterbox he considers too dirty. Clean the box on a regular basis,
but not too clean. Leave a small bit of waste, or a little soiled litter. Otherwise they may
think that you got them a new sandbox, and will have a GREAT time digging in it and
throwing the litter everywhere.

Having said all of that, | usually console myself with the thought that, at least ferret

waste: has very little odor; has very low moisture content; and is easily picked up after it
dries.
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While on the subject of cleaning the litterbox - a warning on using cleaners
containing phenylphenol (Lysol™ and others) - either spray or liquid. This
chemical disinfectant, is believed to be very toxic to ferrets. If you disinfect the
litterbox with such a cleaner, rinse and air-dry thoroughly before allowing
your ferret to use it again. Don't spray it near the ferret or allow the ferret to
walk on the floor of the area where it was used until the floor has been
thoroughly washed and rinsed and dried.

Biting - Puppies bite, kittens bite, children bite. For some reason many people think
that a bite by a ferret kit is a sign that it is a “wild, vicious, animal.”

In the kit, biting is usually a part of his normal play activities. If you've ever watched a
group of kits playing, you've probably wondered how they can keep from hurting one
another. The answer is an unusually tough skin. Ever try to vaccinate one? The term
“shoe leather” comes to mind.

Biting from the older ferret is rare compared to the dog or cat, and is often a sign of
either an untrained or an abused animal. Even these older animals will quickly respond to
kindness, firmness, consistency, and genuine affection.

Should he nip a little too hard, a firm “NO!” will let him know that he has done wrong;
especially if this is accompanied by “scruffing” i.e., holding the ferret up by the loose skin
on the back of the neck and giving him a light, firm (not violent) shake. Afterwards,
continue to hold him and talk soothingly. If he behaves, perhaps a taste of Ferretone will
help reinforce his good behavior.

One of the most common behavioral problems | see at our shelter is the result of the
former owner putting the ferret on the floor as soon as he nips. The ferret very quickly
gets the idea “Oh, so this is how I'm supposed to ask to be set down?” So if he doesn'’t get set
down after the first nip, he “shouts” a little louder. I use the scruff, shake and hold
technique until he learns that a nip is not the way to ask to be set down. In fact, | usually
hold the ferret until he goes docile and gives a big sigh of resignation.

Some people claim to have had good results in training ferrets not to nip by “flicking”
them lightly on the bridge of the nose with their finger. It does indeed work for some
ferrets in some situations. | have, however, seen this cause significant problems with many
ferrets. It may actually result in a real hate-hate relationship forming between the two of
you, and that is exactly what you don’t want.

If the scruffing approach fails, one good anti-nipping training aid is Bitter Apple (or
Orange, or Lemon) - available in most pet stores, usually used to keep animals from licking
their fur. Spray your hands and fingers, then offer it to the ferret to “taste.” They think that
this is the worst tasting stuff, ever! Spray your hands before you pick him up, or in the
type of situation where the nipping usually occurs. It doesn’t take long for the ferret to
learn that you don't taste good. Never spray it in the ferret's face, and never put it directly
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in their mouth.

Whatever training approach you use, remember to hold him and love him
after the punishment. Rewarding good behavior is always preferable to
punishing bad behavior, and teaching him that you love him is, after all, the
most important lesson.

Ferrets love socks, especially white ones, with or without feet in them. Wearing white
socks without shoes is an invitation for a ferret to try to steal your socks, feet and all. Some
people discourage this behavior using the nip training techniques described above. Our
ferrets trained us to always wear shoes over our socks when the ferrets are up and about.

My sister-in-law visited a couple years ago. The next morning we heard faint calls for
help coming from the stairway. Our crew had run up to greet our houseguest and found
her wearing white socks; clearly an invitation to play “Let’s get the socks.” Joan called up to
her, “I warned you about white socks in this house.” Sister-in-law retired to the bedroom
and returned a couple minutes later wearing red socks. End of game.

There is “ferret play” and there is “human play.” The idea is to teach the ferret when
each is appropriate. One of the most important lessons to teach your ferret is “pickup is not
playtime.” When you pick up your ferret to hold, never roughhouse or invite play. This
must be a signal of “quiet-time”; a time for hugs and petting.

Most people express amazement when they see how quietly my ferrets will lie in my
arms. “My ferrets want down the minute | pick them up,” is a comment | usually hear from
them. “How do you do it? Once you pick your ferret up, keep holding him on your terms.
No matter how much he may want down, no matter how much he squirms and wriggles,
keep holding him until you are ready to put him down. Once he settles down (usually with
a big sigh of resignation), give him a reward of diluted Ferretone. He will get the idea.
Soon you will have a ferret that loves to be held and cuddled.

If you decide to Ferret-play, choose your terms. If it's going to be a very rough and
tumble play, I'd suggest you use a thick “puppet” (stuffed animal or similar) that your ferret
can readily chomp without fear of hurting you. Ifit's going to be a more subdued play
(human-play) don’t get too rough and confuse the ferret. Stick to tummy tickles and a little
fur roughing, or tug-of-war. They are smart and will quickly learn the difference.

Digging - Ferrets love to dig. Potted plants make great ferret fun-digs, not to mention
“salad” out of your plants. You might try:

- Putting your plants out of reach (good luck since ferrets are great climbers);

- Putting medium-sized (3-6 inch) rocks on top of the dirt;

- Cutting linoleum or wire mesh to fit around the stem and inside the pot and covering
that with stones;

- Giving up and buying plastic plants (this is the route we took after trying all the above).
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A friend of ours tried to protect her prize plant by putting a bell on the ferret's collar so
she could tell if the ferret was in the living room with her plant. Like any good ferret, she
soon learned to slip the collar, and in her “stealth” mode, dig to her heart content.
Undaunted, our friend put the bell on the plant. Since the plant normally didn’t do much
walking on its own, she knew when she heard the bell that her ferret was busily trying to
inspect the roots.

Your ferret will quickly discover that there are “things” to see and do behind every
closed door, and he will try his best to get in “there.” If you have carpet under the door they
will try tunneling under the door. Of course this requires going through the carpet first.
Plastic runners (available in carpet stores and some building supply stores) work well. Cut
these about 6 inches wider than the doorway; notch the middle of the sides such that it fits
between the door jams (sort of a wide, sideways figure “H.” I'd recommend tacking it in
place so th