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Dedication




With deepest gratitude and love to my mentor Diana Byrd, owner of Blue Stone Siamese Rattery Maryland USA, and my best friend and business partner, Taylor Davies, owner of Stellar Rattery in  Ontario, Canada

You have both been integral in helping me create the articles used to write this book. Reading, offering feedback, and giving me support and encouragement in our mutual passion and love for the rat breeding hobby. Your friendship and love mean the world to me, and you're both irreplaceable. I'm so grateful for you both!

To my family,

For enduring my odd sleeping habits as I stay up nights reading, researching, and writing and spend days either doing the same or sleeping. For being patient with me when exhaustion and distraction make me scatterbrained and forgetful. For allowing me the space and time to follow my passion and immerse myself in it fully, and accepting our Ratty life. I love you without measure.


Introduction

This book will give you the foundational knowledge, not only to keep rats as pets, but to help them thrive in your care.

You will learn about finding an ethical breeder, some rat behaviour, cages, cleaning, and even common health issues.


Breeding Practices




The details outlined here are for educational purposes, to help you understand common practices employed by pet rat breeders, and are not an instruction for how to breed them yourself. Some aspects of breeding are left out here, to prevent from encouraging breeding. Rat genetics are a key component of breeding pet rats, and will not be outlined in this book. Many rat breeders put a great deal of time and effort into researching genetics and breeding before beginning, as breeding any animal should always be done thoughtfully and responsibly.


Rattery Prefixes & Suffixes

A prefix is usually a three or four letter combination, used to identify a rattery to other breeders. When I registered for membership with AFRMA (the American Fancy Rat and Mouse Association), I chose the prefix WTCH for Bewitched Rattery.

Any rat I have bred will have my prefix before their name as an indicator they were bred in my rattery. If my prefix is used as a suffix, following a rat's name, this means that I own the rat, but did not breed it.

For example: my rat Sausage is labelled WTCH Sausage. If she were to go to another rattery, say my partner Stellar Rattery (whose prefix is STL), her label would become WTCH Sausage STL.

If for example, I bring a rat into my rattery from another breeder like my mentor Blue Stone Siamese Rattery (whose prefix is BSS), the label would be BSS (rat name) WTCH.

Many breeders keep track of their rats using software, and also use the software to generate pedigrees for their rats. This tells you the heritage of the rat, and what genetics may be present when you are working with them. It is a way for breeders to share information so that they know what they are dealing with and may encounter while breeding specific rats.

Prefixes and suffixes are usually used on pedigrees as opposed to full rattery names, because they are shorter, and a quick way of making identification.

In the event a rat comes from a store, or a breeder who doesn't use prefixes and suffixes, then they do not have one.


Inbreeding, Line Breeding, & Outcrossing




Inbreeding is the practice of pairing closely related rats (such as brother to sister, father to daughter, mother to son). In laboratories, inbreeding is often done for 20 generations or more. This practice is used to create populations with genetic uniformity. This allows for more reliable and reproducible results when conducting experiments. While this does reduce genetic diversity, it can also help to eliminate undesirable traits and create lines with specific characteristics. Inbred rats are a very useful tool in research. This can also be useful to breeders in focusing on specific desired traits in temperament, appearance, and health, and eliminating traits that are not desired by selecting against those rats when breeding. Selecting against a rat simply means choosing not to breed it. The rat(s) can then be soft culled from the program and kept as a pet, or adopted to another owner as a pet. Inbreeding can lead to issues such as reduced fertility, smaller litters, and increased susceptibility to certain diseases in some instances, so selective breeding (only choosing healthy rats with strong genetic makeup) is of great importance.

Line Breeding in rats means breeding closely related individuals (cousin to cousin, uncle to niece, nephew to aunt, or half-sibling to half-sibling). This is done to concentrate on desirable genetics within a family line, producing predictable offspring with consistency. In comparison to Outcrossing, Line Breeding offers more control over the genetic makeup of the produced rats, as the relatedness of parents means more shared genes. This practice is done carefully by breeders in hopes to produce desirable traits in the line and then combine them in the offspring. Line Breeding can be effective at emphasizing desirable traits as well as undesirable ones. If a line carries negative traits, these can be passed down the line and become more pronounced due to genetic concentration.

Outcrossing means breeding unrelated rats. This practice is used to bring new genetic material into the line. It can be used to improve upon traits like coat quality, colour, and size, or to weed out health and temperament issues, or increase genetic diversity. This is a useful tool in breeding, but as always, breeders should take great care when pairing rats to ensure they avoid introducing undesirable traits, or masking genetic health problems, making them harder to detect and address. Outcrossing can also be used to increase resilience to diseases, or to reduce inbreeding depression (reduced fertility and smaller litter sizes).

Line Breeding will often follow an Outcross to solidify the desirable traits and minimize the risk of introducing problems. It is of utmost importance to track offspring after an Outcross, this is why some breeders will hold back the first one or several generations following an outcross before homing them with other breeders or pet homes. This allows the breeder to assess the success of the outcross.

Responsibility when breeding is of utmost importance, as breeders must take great care that they work to promote the overall quality and wellbeing of domesticated rats in general. It is also crucial to ensure that they are not producing rats with aggression who become injurious toward their humans and their cage mates


Culling in Rat Breeding




This is a very controversial topic, as such, I will try to cover the matter in as clear and concise, but sensitive a manner as possible.

What does culling mean? By definition, to cull is to remove.

Soft culling in rat breeding means to remove the selected rat from the breeding program, be it via adopting the rat to a pet home, or simply not breeding it.

Soft culling is the most commonly used form of culling in breeding programs, and does not result in termination of life.

Hard culling is used for different reasons, and results in euthanasia for the selected rat.




Not everyone agrees with this practice, however it is a valid technique when used properly for the right ethical reasons, and done humanely.

Behavioural issues are a common reason for choosing to hard cull. While fear alone is not a reason to hard cull a rat, a rat who bites should be immediately removed from breeding plans. A rat who is fearful/skittish is not desirable in a breeding program. This causes the rat to live in a state of constant fear, apprehension, and stress, and inhibits quality of life, which should be a high priority in breeding. Aggression is another behavioural issue which should be selected against when breeding, and can lead to hard culling for the same reasons as above. It is also worth noting that aggressive rats are a danger to other rats as well as humans.

Rat bites can be dangerous. The bacteria in their mouths can lead to infection, and some rats carry Streptobacillus moniliformis, a.k.a. Rat Bite Fever, which can cause serious illness to those with compromised immune systems. Symptoms of RBF include fever, chills, headache, vomiting, joint pain, and a rash of small red bumps on the hands and feet. Rat bites can also cause permanent nerve damage in some cases, as their jaws are very strong, and their teeth are very sharp. Biting and aggression can and SHOULD be selected against when breeding, and biting rats should NOT be selected as breeders in pet breeding programs.
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