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Temperature
18–22°C. Avoid large fluctuations.

Light
Preferably, good natural lighting or artificial light 
with the full range of spectral colours, 45–60 
lux. Cages should be kept out of direct sunlight. 
Shelter should also be provided within the cage 
to allow the rats to avoid light. Students should 
be able to observe that rats will seek darkness if 
it is available to them. There should be 12-hour 
periods of both light and darkness. 

As Albino rats are sensitive to light, they should 
be kept under low light intensity except when 
being examined. Rats with dark pigmented 
eyes are more suitable for the classroom.

Ventilation
Ensure good natural ventilation, without 
draughts.

Shelter
Not applicable as rats should be housed 
indoors.

Bedding
Litter should be highly absorbent, dust 
free, splinter-free, non-toxic, non-edible 
and not contaminated with pesticides or 
chemicals. Suggested bedding is sawdust, 
wood shavings, clean shredded paper, soft 
cardboard, rice hulls or absorbent paper 
pellets.

Cleaning
Cages should be cleaned regularly, at least 
twice weekly, then washed in disinfectant 
and thoroughly dried. New bedding should 
be supplied and old bedding disposed of in a 
suitable manner.

Nesting
Easily shredded materials should be provided. 
Shredded paper, straw, soft cardboard, paper 
towels or cotton fibre are suitable. Cotton wool 
should not be used as it can wrap around the 
legs of young rats and cause injury. 

Food requirements 

Commercially prepared rat pellets or cubes 
are recommended as they provide all the 
basic requirements. See manufacturers’ 
recommendation for appropriate quantities. 
However, as rats are omnivores and 
enjoy variety in their food, the diet can be 
supplemented with fresh fruit and vegetables 
or suitable seeds such as corn and sunflower 
seeds. Rats’ teeth grow continuously, so hard-
shelled nuts or other gnawing material, such as 
blocks of untreated timber, must be included to 
prevent overgrowth.

As rats like fresh food, purchase small 
amounts only. Lactating females must be 
provided with approximately four times the 
amount of food and water normally required by 
an adult rat.

A clean, adequate supply of water must be 
available. In hot weather, an adult rat needs 
approximately 24–35 ml of water daily. As 
rats contaminate water in dishes and bowls, 
a suspended feeder bottle of adequate size is 
required. 

Handling
Rats need to be handled calmly and with care 
to prevent distress and injury to the animal 
and the handler. Well-designed refuges assist 
in catching rats. If rats hide under structures, 
such as elevated shelves or nest boxes, they 
can be easily caught without struggling. For 
specific handling techniques, see the Approved 
Activities: rats in this section.

Normal behaviour
Healthy rats are alert, active and inquisitive. 
They have, clear and wide open eyes. Their 
ears stand up straight and their fur is dense 
and sleek. Normal caged behaviour includes 
running, jumping, standing on hind legs 
and some climbing, if cage facilities allow. 
Male rats are more aggressive than females 
and more inclined to bite. Rats rarely bite 
without provocation and, then, only once, not 
repeatedly. 
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Rats are social animals and are best kept in 
single sex groups if not breeding. They should 
not be kept as solitary animals. 

Rats are nocturnal animals and, of course, are 
far more active at night. It is normal behaviour 
for rats to rest huddled together to conserve 
body heat during daylight hours. A healthy rat 
sleeps curled in a foetal position. Extension is 
a sign of ill health. Cannibalism is rare but does 
occur and is usually indicative of inadequate 
diet or maintenance. Pregnant females show 
nest building activity prior to birth and during 
lactation. During the breeding period, it is 
normal behaviour for the male to nibble the 
female’s head or body and to examine her 
ano-genital area prior to copulation. 

Disease prevention
Disease control methods and internal and 
external parasite control programs should be 
developed in consultation with a veterinarian. 
All activities must be documented in the 
appropriate records.

Signs of illness
Any of the following symptoms may be an 
indication of illness:

•	 discharge from eyes, nose, urinary or 
genital organs 

•	 sores, scabs or areas of fur loss 

•	 coughs and sneezing 

•	 lumps under the chin due to enlarged 
glands

•	 constant scratching 

•	 lack of balance, stumbling or stiff 
legged gait 

•	 soft faeces with unpleasant smell 

•	 loose skin (a sign of weight loss), 
prostration or extension 

•	 lumps in or under skin due possibly to 
tumours or abscessation.

Excessive grooming by rats can be an 
indication of stress. A failure to thrive or 
grow is another sign of illness. If the cause 
of ill health cannot be identified or corrected, 

seek assistance from a veterinarian familiar 
with rats. Any signs of illness or injury, and 
treatment given, must be documented in the 
appropriate records.

Euthanasia
In the case of an animal becoming so sick, 
diseased or injured that recovery is unlikely 
or undesirable on humane grounds, then 
euthanasia must be arranged with a local 
veterinarian.

Disposal
A disposal plan needs to be considered before 
using an animal in any program.

Suggested resources

Web sites
Australian and New Zealand Council for the 
Care of Animals in Research and Teaching 
www.adelaide.edu.au/ANZCCART

The Universities Federation for Animal Welfare 
(UFAW) 
www.ufaw.org.uk

Printed texts
UFAW (1987) The UFAW Handbook on the Care 

and Management of Laboratory Animals, 
Longman Scientific and Technical, United 
Kingdom.

Wallace, M. (1984) The Mouse in Residence and 
Transit, UFAW, Hertfordshire.
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Approved activities: rats

Please note: 

The categories of activities are explained in Table 
2, on page 16, in Part A of these guidelines.

The letters and numbers used in approved 
activities correspond to those detailed in Table 3, 
Description of Activities, on pages 17–19 of Part A 
of these guidelines.

A.	 Very low impact activities
•	 Observation of the normal behaviour of 

animals (Category 1)

	 During observation, students need to 
be kept at a reasonable distance to 
avoid frightening the animals.

B.	 Low impact activities involving 
animals
•	 Breeding of mice or other appropriate 

animals in the classroom (Category 2)

	 Rats may not be bred for the purpose 
of dissection.

•	 Appropriate care of classroom pets 
(Category 2)

	 A plan for the disposal of surplus 
animals must be in place prior to 
beginning this activity. If killing is the 
only disposal option, then a breeding 
program is not allowed. To ensure that 
breeding does not occur, the male and 
female should be separated prior to 
birth. Offspring should be separated 
into single sex groups at weaning.

•	 Capture, restraint and handling  
(Category 2)

	 Students can catch, pick up and handle 
the rats during classroom activities and 
for maintenance. Prior training must 
be given to students in the appropriate 
methods of handling, as detailed in 
previous section. Only rats which are 
accustomed to being handled should 
be used.

	 All handling should be gentle and 
unhurried. Nervous people should not 
attempt to handle rats. Sudden loud 

noises and jerky movements must 
be avoided at all times. Gloves are 
unnecessary and undesirable as they 
lead to clumsy handling.

	 Always approach a rat from behind 
and grip it firmly with the thumb and 
forefinger, forming a circle round the 
neck. The head and one front paw 
should be included in this grip while the 
second front paw is held between the 
forefinger and the middle finger. Use 
the other hand to support the pelvis and 
tail from behind and hold the rear paws 
between the thumb and forefinger.

C. Non-invasive measurement of
1.	 body weight (Category 2)

2.	 body conditon (Category 2)

3.	 growth (Category 2)

4.	 body proportions (Category 2)

	 Students observe rats, noting details 
of their growth, weighing them and 
measuring body proportions. Prior 
training and experience in capture, 
restraint and handling must occur to 
ensure that the rats are restrained for 
the shortest possible period.

D.	Measurement of mild dietary effects
4.	 palatability (Category 3)

	 For small animals such as mice and 
rats, the only dietary effect that should 
be investigated is the palatability of 
different foods. As rats are small in size, 
it is unacceptable to vary or restrict the 
quantity or quality of the feed provided.
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