
Chinchillas
Average life expectancy 10-12 years
Adult weight 0.4-0.6 kg

Pet chinchillas are of South American origin (the Andes) and prefer colder, dry 
environments.  They have beautiful coats which have special requirements and can be 
damaged by stress.  Stress and rough handling will cause “fur slip” – loss of fur in patches 
which can take 4-6 weeks to re-grow. This is their way of escaping from predators.

They are timid, retiring animals by nature.  Unsocialised chinchillas can bite.  They are 
serious gnawers and can be quite destructive.

Food and water provision

Chinchillas are from a mountainous habitat with poor vegetation and have adapted to a very 
high fibre diet with similar requirements to those of the rabbit.

Plenty of good quality hay and fresh grass should be provided and commercial chinchilla 
pellets should be fed. These are longer than pellets for rabbits or guinea pigs as the 
chinchillas can hold them with the front paws. However, rabbit or guinea pig ration can be 
used.

Small amounts of fresh fruit and vegetables can be given e.g. carrot, celery, apple and green 
vegetables as well as dried fruit e.g. raisins (just 1 or 2 a day).

Nuts are high in fat and may be a choking hazard so are best avoided.  Raisins are very 
useful for disguising medication.

Food is usually given in ceramic bowls. Water is best from a water bottle, ensuring that all 
animals can reach the bottle and it is tilted appropriately. The bottle should be checked for 
leakage which will cause dampness and in turn matting and damage to the coat. The water 
should be changed daily and the bottle should be cleaned with Milton every 2-3 days.

Behaviour

Chinchillas will form monogamous pairs or can be kept in groups although females may be 
aggressive towards each other.

Males can be castrated from 5 months and females spayed from 6-7 months of age.



Although timid by nature, socialised chinchillas can be very affectionate.  They will bite and 
bark in fear as well as drop their fur in patches.  They may also urinate at the handler in 
fear and can be surprisingly accurate (both sexes)!

Housing

Chinchillas are very active animals so require a large high cage to allow climbing.  Wooden 
cages are unsuitable as they will gnaw through them.

They must be housed indoors out of the rain and the temperature should not exceed 20-
22oC.

Ideally a cage should be; greater than 2m3 multi-layered, wire mesh with a wire mesh floor so 
that faeces and urine can fall through and not damage the coat.

The cage floor is usually left bare and a nest box provided which may be lined with hay or 
straw.

Environmental enrichment

Chinchillas should be provided with a daily dust bath to keep the fur in good condition. 
Chinchilla dust (pumice sand and fuller’s earth mixture) should be supplied in a shallow dish 
or cat litter tray. The bath should be removed after 30 minutes to prevent irritation to the 
lining of the eyelids and oral cavity.  

Fruit wood branches, pipes, rocks and hay racks should also be provided.

Transportation

Chinchillas can be transported in guinea pig carriers.

Parasite prevention

Handling

Chinchillas should be caught and restrained gently, quickly and efficiently to avoid fur slip 
which can occur due to stress, even without rough handling.  



To safely handle a chinchilla it is best to gently place one hand around the shoulders with 
the fingers and thumb behind the forelimbs.  The hindquarters should be supported with the 
other hand.
Things to note!

Please contact your local veterinary practice should you notice any of the following or indeed 
anything that you consider unusual for your chinchilla:

• Wet face and chin -  “Slobbers”
• Anorexia
• Weight loss
• Increased drinking due to reduced food intake
• Swellings or abscesses of the jaw 
• Soiled, matted coat due to inability to groom
• Dullness, hunched appearance, teeth grinding, abdominal distension
• Constipation
• Diarrhoea 

Males should be regularly checked to ensure no fur has become wrapped around 
their penis.

Barbering (chewing of the tail or whiskers) of chinchillas housed in groups may be 
due to stress, particularly over-crowding.  It may also be due to a lack of fibre in 
the diet or dental disease so should this occur; please discuss it with your local 
veterinary practice.


