Is Surgery Safe for Your Ferret?
Hello fellow ferret lovers.  First, I’d like to thank and honor everyone who contributes to the well being of ferrets, from the single ferret mom or dad to the ferret shelters to all the people in the ferret medical and product development fields.  Since our little fuzzies can’t talk, I want to thank you all on their behalf.

Following is information to help inform ferret owners and to increase the awareness of the present technology and standard of care available to help our ferrets survive surgical procedures.  I urge you to use this information to ask your ferret’s veterinarian the important questions necessary for his survival.  This and much more information can be found on my website (www.bradleyhills.com).  In the last 15 years of practice, I have had the privilege of treating thousands of ferrets.

There are many conditions that may require your ferret to need surgery.  If your ferret needs surgery, your selection of both an animal hospital and a veterinarian can affect the outcome of your ferret’s procedure.  Here are some important considerations:

State-of-the-Art Equipment

Although this is not the only consideration, it is important.

a) Anesthesia

There are both injectable and gas anesthesia agents available on the market for pets.  I believe that gas anesthesia is far safer, since it leaves the body after it is exhaled, and the ferret wakes up.  Injectable anesthesia has to be broken down and excreted by the liver and kidneys, and, therefore, can be in the ferret’s system longer (especially in the case of sick ferrets).  The gas anesthesia we use exclusively is sevoflurane because it is one of the quickest to leave the body and therefore the ferrets can wake up very fast, especially if there is a problem.
b) Monitors

The monitors used during surgery are very important, since it is these monitors that let us assess how your fuzzie is doing.  In my opinion, these monitors should always be used for ferret surgical procedures:
Pulse oximetry:  This tells us the blood oxygen level of the patient.
EKG:  This lets us know how the heart is functioning under anesthesia.

Capnography:  This very important monitor, which tracks blood carbon dioxide levels is usually the first one to tell us if there is a problem.

c) Surgical Environment

The surgical environment should be a controlled, repeatable process even when there are several different surgeons.  Especially important is a heated surgical table and heated ICU cages.  Ferrets are small and can lose body heat rapidly.  To avoid this, these elements are crucial.

d) Ventilator

This, in my opinion, is one of the most important advances we have to make our patient safe under anesthesia.  When any animal goes under anesthesia, it is normal for them to breathe more shallowly.  This results in a lower blood oxygen concentration, which, if it drops too low, can lead to brain damage or death.  The ventilator mechanically breathes for our patient.  We can set the number of breaths per minute and see how deep the breath is to make sure the ferret maintains a normal blood oxygen level throughout the surgery.
e) Surgeon’s Experience and Skill Level

The surgeon’s experience is directly related to the number of ferret procedures the surgeon has performed.  Since each person has a different degree of hand-eye coordination, experience does not always mean skill level.  The skill level is a combination of inherent hand-eye coordination, experience level, and how equipped the hospital is with the latest technology.

f) Surgeon and Staff’s Emotional State

Believe it or not, the surgeon and staff’s ability to control their emotional state has an impact on the outcome of the procedure, as well as on your ferret’s feeling of safety and comfort.  In places where there is a great deal of tension and stress, this will affect interpersonal communication, and, therefore, the efficiency and teamwork during surgery.  In addition, since ferrets don’t talk, they are constantly assessing their environment based on non-verbal clues such as body language and stress/tension level.
Remember, when things are going well or when people want to impress someone, it’s easy to portray a positive emotional state.  But, when rushed, stressed, or there is no one to impress, that is when our control of our emotional state is critical in a medical and surgical environment.  Be aware of how the staff talks to each other, and keep in mind your own intuition.

I hope this information will help our wonderful ferret parents know more what to look for and what to ask.  When the health of your ferret is involved, don’t be shy to ask the important questions.  Your ferret deserves the best.

Thank you, and happy ferreting!

Charlie Weiss, DVM
