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QUESTION:
What exactly is an “exotic” pet, and why do they need special care?

ANSWER:

In the vet world, an exotic pet is any pet that is not a dog, cat, live stock, zoo animal, or horse.  Essentially, “exotic pets” refer to the pets that people own that are commonly found in pet stores including small mammals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, and fish.  The most common small mammals include rabbits, guinea pigs, ferrets, rats and other rodents.  The most common reptiles include snakes in the boa and python families, desert tortoises, box turtles, red eared sliders, and lizards such as bearded dragons, geckos and iguanas.  Finally, the most common species of pet birds are the small and medium budgies (parakeets), cockatiels, conures, as well as the larger amazons, african greys, cockatoos, and macaws.

These non-traditional species warrant extra attention because their proper care is often not as well established from the outset as it is with dogs and cats.  In fact, loads of misinformation circulates in the exotic species circles.   The shelves of pet stores are stocked with many inappropriate or unnecessary care items next to appropriate choices.  This often leads to confusion on how to properly care for any particular exotic pet.  As a result, many exotic pets receive inappropriate diets and supplementation, incorrect or insufficient lighting, poor heating and habitat, and deficient environmental enrichment.  
These issues might not seem too harmful in and of themselves, but over time and in combination they can lead to stunted growth, digestive problems, and weak immune systems.  Sadly, I see many pets each week that are diseased (in some cases severely) secondary to inappropriate care, usually unbeknownst to their owners.  A large part of my job each week is to counsel exotic pet owners on proper care and disease prevention for their special pets.  While we can treat the problems, sometimes they are so advanced by the time I see the pet that there is no way to turn the process around.  The best way to avoid these care-related problems is to bring your exotic pet to an exotic-trained veterinarian for a new pet exam and consultation soon after adoption.  This can go a long way to giving your exotic pet the best chance to grow up healthy and strong.

Max Conn, DVM is the owner of Cat & Exotic Care of the Central Coast, a full-service veterinary hospital dedicated to the special needs of cats, birds, reptiles and small mammals.  Cat & Exotic Care is located in Pismo Coast Plaza, 565 Five Cities Drive, 805-773-0228.  More information can be found at www.catandexoticcare.com.

If you have a veterinary question that you would like to propose for an upcoming edition, please send it to email@catandexoticcare.com with “ask the vet” in the subject line.

