
GUINEA PIGS                                           by Candise du Plessis 

The scientific name of the common species is Cavia porcellus, with porcellus being Latin for "little pig". How the animals came to be called 

"pigs" is not clear. They are built somewhat like pigs, some of the sounds they emit are very similar to those made by pigs, and they also spend 

a large amount of time eating. 

The guinea pig is able to breed year-round, with birth peaks usually coming in the spring; as many as five litters can be produced per year. The 

gestation period lasts from 59–72 days, with an average of 63–68 days. Because of the long gestation period and the large size of the pups, 

pregnant females may become large and eggplant-shaped, although the change in size and shape varies. Unlike the offspring of most other 

rodents, which are altricial at birth(meaning "requiring nourishment", refers to animals who are incapable of moving around on their own soon 

after being born),newborn guinea pig pups are well-developed with hair, teeth, claws, and partial eyesight; they are immediately mobile, and 

begin eating solid food immediately, though they continue to suckle. Litters yield 1–6 pups, with an average of three. 

Males reach sexual maturity at 3–5 weeks; females can be fertile as early as four weeks and can 
carry litters before they are adults. Females that have never given birth commonly develop 
irreversible fusing of the pubic symphysis, a joint in the pelvis, after six months of age. If they 
become pregnant after this has happened, the birth canal will not widen sufficiently; this may 
lead to dystocia and death as they attempt to give birth. Females can become pregnant 6–48 
hours after giving birth, but it is not healthy for a female to be thus constantly pregnant. 

Guinea pigs should be kept in pairs or, preferably groups, unless there is a specific medical 
condition that requires isolation. Lone guinea pigs are more likely to suffer from stress and 
depression. If handled correctly early in their life, guinea pigs become amenable to being picked 
up and carried, and seldom bite or scratch. They are timid explorers and often hesitate to attempt an escape from their cage even when an 
opportunity presents itself. Guinea pigs that become familiar with their owner will whistle on the owner's approach; they will also learn to 
whistle in response to the rustling of plastic bags or the opening of refrigerator doors, where their food is most commonly stored. 

The Housing of rabbits and guinea pigs together is not suitable as the nutritional requirements for rabbits and guinea pigs are very different, 
and so the two species cannot be fed the same food. Rabbits may also harbor diseases, to which guinea pigs are susceptible Rabbits are much 
stronger than guinea pigs and may cause intentional or inadvertent injury.  
While guinea pigs can jump small obstacles, they are poor climbers, and are not particularly agile. When excited, guinea pigs may repeatedly 

perform little hops in the air (known as "popcorning") Guinea pigs have a wide range of vision (about 340°) and see in partial color. They have 

well-developed senses of hearing, smell, and touch. Vocalization is the primary means of communication between members of the species.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               Bedding for guinea pigs: 

                               Do not use cedar wood shavings as it contains aromatic oils that have proven to be toxic 
to guinea pigs. Never use sawdust as it can cause respiratory as well as urinary tract problems. The best 
form of bedding to use for your guinea pig is good quality straw which you can buy from farm stores. 
Always remove your guinea pigs from their cage when changing their bedding. 

 

 

 

Guess what…..? 

I have something to say!!!! 

 “Wheek!” – also known as a “whistle”, is an expression of my general excitement, it may occur when  you are near me or 
when you are going to feed me. 

 “Bubbling” or “purring” – I make this sound when I am enjoying myself, such as when you are holding or cuddling me. 
However I also make this sound when grooming, crawling around to investigate a new place, or when you give me food.  

 “Chutting” and whining – I make this sound in pursuit situations, either me being the pursuer or pursuee with my 
housemate.  

 “Chattering” – This sound I make by rapidly gnashing my teeth, and is generally a sign of warning. When I make this sound I 
tend to raise my head. 
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DIET: 

Grass is the guinea pig's natural diet. Their molars are particularly suited for grinding plant matter, and grow continuously throughout the 

animal's life. They must also supplement their diet by coprophagy, the eating of their own faeces. However, they do not consume all their 

feces, but produce special soft pellets, called cecotropes, which recycle B vitamins, fiber, and bacteria required for proper digestion. The 

cecotropes (or caecal pellets) are eaten directly from the anus. Guinea pigs benefit from feeding on fresh grass hay. 

Guinea pigs cannot synthesize their own vitamin C and must obtain this vital nutrient from food. If guinea pigs do not ingest enough vitamin C, 

they can suffer from potentially fatal scurvy. Guinea pigs require about 10 mg of vitamin C daily (20 mg if pregnant), which can be obtained 

through fresh, raw fruits and vegetables (such as broccoli, apple, cabbage, carrot, celery, and spinach) or through dietary supplements.  

Guinea pigs tend to be fussy eaters when it comes to either pellets or fresh 

fruits and vegetables, They do not respond well to sudden changes in diet and 

they may stop eating or starve rather than accepting new food types. A 

constant supply of hay and pellets is generally recommended, as guinea pigs 

feed continuously and may develop habits such as chewing on their own hair if 

food is not present. Because guinea pigs' teeth grow constantly, they need to  

gnaw, on wood to keep their teeth short.  

DISEASES 
Common ailments in domestic guinea pigs include respiratory tract infections, 

diarrhea, scurvy (vitamin C deficiency, typically characterized by sluggishness), 

abscesses due to infection (often in the neck, due to hay embedded in the throat, or from external scratches), and infections by lice, mites, or 

fungus. 

Mange mites are a common cause of hair loss, and other symptoms may also include excessive scratching, unusually aggressive behavior when 
touched (due to pain), and, in some instances, seizures. Other causes of hair loss can be due to hormonal upsets caused by underlying medical 
conditions such as ovarian cysts.  

Foreign bodies, especially small pieces of hay or straw, can become lodged  in the eyes  
of guinea pigs, resulting in excessive blinking, tearing, and in some cases an opaque film  
over the eye due to a cornea ulcer. Hay or straw dust can also cause sneezing.  
While it is normal for guinea pigs to sneeze periodically, frequent sneezing  
may be a symptom of pneumonia, especially in response to atmospheric changes.  
Pneumonia may also be accompanied by torticollis and can be fatal. 
Guinea pigs are prey animals whose survival instinct is to mask pain and  
signs of illness, and many times health problems may not be apparent  
until a condition is severe or in its advanced stages. Treatment of disease is  
made more difficult by the extreme sensitivity guinea pigs have to most antibiotics,  
including penicillin, which kill off the intestinal flora and quickly bring on episodes of  
diarrhea and in some cases, death.  
 
FACTS: 
Guinea pigs love to run around, chase each other and play little games between themselves. If your cage is not big enough, then a larger cage 
should be your top priority!  
Even if you have a big cage, it is very important to the health and happiness of your guinea pig to get daily exercise. Floor time is more than lap 
time. It is providing a safe environment large enough for your guinea pig in which to run around and explore. Exercise wheels or balls are not 
good for guinea pigs and may injure their spines, legs or feet. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

References 

Medical care and guide for guinea pigs http://www.guinealynx.info/ 
RSCPA http://www.rspca.org.uk/allaboutanimals/pets/rodents/guineapigs 
Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guinea_pig 

Did you know…..? 

 Unlike most rodents, guinea pigs are not nocturnal. 

Instead, they prefer taking mini naps during the daytime.  

 Guinea pigs can develop social relationships with people 

or other animals, such as cats, dogs, and rabbits.  
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