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Using Exotic Animals in Therapy

Melissa Y. Winkle

coupational therapy practitioners
continie to use and make con-
tributions to the growing body
of knowledge of animal assisted
therapy (AAT) as a legitimate
medality, ! Dogs and horges
appear to be the most freguently
waed and most commonly
deseribed animals used inour
profession.*® Although the number

of secupational therapy practitioners
who use AAT is growing, il is not gen-
erally presented in professional school
curricubum and there iz little literature
offering direction.* The inclusion of
exatic animals in AAT is also becom-
ing more prevalent, but there are few
reaonirees to offer muidance. The Delta
Society is a well-known organization
that offers education and evaluation
regarding potential animals used for
therapy, but it does not cover all types
of animals, because of differing state
laws, and & lack of detailed knowledge
of behavioral predictability and disease
transmission.’

Currently, practitioners who 1se
exotics in AAT must perform indepen-
dent studies about the care and use
of exciic andmals 5o that the integrity
of their interventions is not compro-
mised. Basic program developrient
amnd standards of practice rmust begin
by gaining knowledge in the handiing,
care, and precautions of exotic animals.
Any animal used in practice st have
routine veterinary care. "Veterinar-
ians [and veterinary techricians] can
provide answers to fundamental ques-
Hons concerning animal hushandry,
health, handling and behavior, and they
are the recognized experts in zoonotic
disease."? A well-cared-for animal
and good disinfection techniques will
redice the risk of the animal as a
source of lness, infection, of parasite
fransmission, This article provides
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basic ntervertion activities and, more
importantly, offers elementary informa-
tion to be considered before selecting
and using specilic exedic animals in
oocupational therapy intervention.
Basic hand washing with warm
g0apy water should be standard
practice before and after interaction
with any animals to avoid transmission
of zoonoses (diseases that are com-
municable from animals to humans).
Regular grooming and veterinary cave,
understanding animal behavior, and
giving animals frequent breaks from
clients result in a safer environmend

for humans and animals. Clients must

be sereened for motor and cognilive
ability, and for their interacticn history
with anirmals. A client's poor strength
of inability to grade grasp and move-
ment are contraindications for working
with some animals. In some cases, a
modified infant shing may be used to
provide additional support for a calm
rabhit, ferret, or other small animal
who has been trained to feel comfort-
able in it, To ensure animal and client
safety, consider practicing with toy
anirmals before using real ones.

Jill Levensan

BIRDS

Although many birds have therapeu-
tie value, nat all should be handled.
Many finches, parakeets, canaries,
Amazon parrots, African grey par-
rots, macaws, and cockatoos do not
typically enjoy physical interaction
and touching, Cockatiels, lovebirds,
conures, pigeons, and doves may
provide more interaction and are less
frail for handling, Birds are generally
low ador, though they are quite messy
and often throw food around inside
and outside of their cages. The activi-
ties associated with birds in AAT can
include developing skills to care for
others, measuring, scooping, poaring,
using tools to clean cages, exploring
leisure activities, enhancing animal
welfare, and practicing social skills,
Participants may enjoy constructing
bird toys, houses, or feeders; mak-
ing birdseed mixtures from a recipe;
shopping for supplies; and gaining
advanced knowledge about birds.
The smaller the bird, the shorter the
life span. Precautions include the
potential for transmatting psitticosis
(upper-respiratory implications) and
aspargillosis (fungal), both of which
are tranamittad by aerosalized fecal
dust. Avian tuberculosis is a respira-
tory atflment that can be transmitted
to mmmtaconlpmgnised humans,
Prevention includes applying a fine
mast of water to fecal matter and wear-
ing & mask to clean cages. In addition,
scratches can be avoided with nail and
beak trims as needed ?

FERRETS

Ferrels are interactive and can be
frained for many activities. Many enjoy
being groomed, plaving feteh, and
even being walked. Participants can
construct tovs and playhouses, and
research ferrets' specialized diets.
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Considerations for Using Exotics in Therapy

Step 1. Analyze the population and location for which AAT is being considered. Use
the ability, health status, and activity level of clients to guide the selection of
appropriate animal participants,

Step 2. Contact city and state officials (Animal Control, Veterinary Board, ete.) to
determine which exotic animais are legal in captivity and to determine any
zoning issues.™ Using an illegal animal may annul insurance coverage in
the event of a mishap.

Step 3. Eantgct a local veterinarian who has a special interest in and experience
with exatics to discuss health, behavior, care, and handling and welfare
Issues. The frequency of regular examinations differs for each species.
Determine the appropriate intensity and duration of handling, and appropri-
ate-down time to ensure animal and client safety. Veterinary personnal are
the bast sources of information on the housing and fransportation needs of
exatic animals.

Step 4. Establish policies and procedures that identify protocals for integrating
the animals into the setting. Establish a specific physical spacs for animal
assisted interventions to address potential client phobias, cultural belisfs,
allergies, disease fransmission, and potential health issues of others,
Before bringing an animal inte practice. contact the company's infection
control officer.

Slep 5. Select only exotic animals that have known health and behavior histories. If
outside animal handlers are visiting the treatment setting with their animals,
ask for an in-service to discuss the animals’ abilities, behavioral indicatars,
and prood of health from a veterinarian. When obtaining a new animal, there
may be a quarantine period. Practitioners should also take time to learn the
particular animal’s abilities and behaviors before introducing it to cliants.

It is the practitioner’s responsibility to ensure the health and safety of hoth

the animals and clients.

Ferrets live for & to 8 years, are not too
frail to be handled, and can be trained to
use a litter box, which most be cleaned
every day to avoid odor. Some peaple
don’t carve for the “musky” smell that
even netteraed ferrets emil, so this should
be considered when considering using 2
ferret for AAT They can acquire dlnesses
zuch as influenza Lypes A and B from
hurmans, and vice versa, Therefore, inter-
action between ferrets and immunocom-
promized individuals is a risk, Ferrets are
also susceptible to rabies, giardia (intes-
tinal parasite], ringworm (fungus), and
canine distemper. Precautions inelude
regular vaccinations and nail trims, 1

RABBITS

Rabhbits require special handling tech-
niques because they have a fragile frame
Their back legs must be supported to
aveld serious injury to themselves and
serious scratches to clients. After they
are trained to be acclimated to i, an
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infant sling may be useful to keep them
supported and safe. A trained rabbit
used to being handled will allow dress-
ing vests and grooming techniques, and
will approach individuals who are able

to remain caline A rabbit's diet provides
opportunities for participants to plan
reals, budgel, shop for or grow fresh
items, and prepare the food, Participants
may also build bedding boxes from wood
and hiy. Rabbits live 6 to 13 years. They
can transmit pasturella (skin and tissue
bacteria), sarcoptic mange or scabies
{skin mite), ringwortn (fungus), and
encephalitozoon cuniculi (protozoal
parasite), which affects the nervous
system and can be deadly for immuno-
compromised individuoals. Fless ona
rabbit can be g concern in certain parts
of the coundry due to the fleas’ potential
to trinsmit plague. Tr ensure salety, use
basic hand-washing technigues and do
not allow individuals to handle the waste
material of a sick rabbit. ! Rabbits can

have quite an odor {from waste material}
when kept indoors, but they do very well
living cutdoors when provided with a
Benerons living space, proper shelter, and
protection.from predators,

AMPHIBIANS AND REPTILES

Frogs and toads are not typically used in
therapy because they are fragile and they
can get away quickly, Turtles are sturdy
enough to be handled if the person uses
proper techniques, ineluding full-body
support b avoid clawing, which may cause
them to be dropped. Turtfes and tortoises
require specialized environmments thal,
allow for sunning, feeding, soaling, and
burrowing. If kept indoors they do not
have much odor when basic sanitation is
ohzerved, although they often prefer to be
autdoors. Developing a habitat provides
chents with opportunities for shoveling,
raking, planting, snd building, They van
alzo develop fine motor strength and
dixcterity by pushing bits of vegetation
through hardware cloth that is hung low
in the habitat, They may plant gardens to
grow fresh fruit and vegetables, and build
shelters for protection from the elements
and predators, Turtles can be decorated
temporarily with peel-and-stick jewels,
which allow clients to practice organiza-
tianal skills, pereeptual processing, fine
motor and eve—hand coordination, and
even pattern copying. After a soaking bath,
mineral oil can be applied to the shell for
& great tactile activity, Turtles can live for
up to 100 vears. Lizards such as bearded
dragons, iguanas, and monitor lizands are
not too fradl to e handled and can live for
5 to 20 years. Large living quarters may
be plarmed and constricted by clients Lo
improve their cognitive, neuromusculosk-
eletal, and motor funetioning. The Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention esti-
mates that approsdmately 7% of homan
infections with salmonellae in the 115, are
associated with having handled a reptile.
The zoonotic considerations for reptiles
are best discussed with a veterinarian
because transmission can ocour through
the skin or from hites

RODENTS

The life span of rats, mice, and hamsters
is 1 to 3 years. They are typically honsed
in cages that need to be cleaned weeldy
to prevent odor. Recyeled paper that is
made inlo pellits decreases odaor and
allergens, and absorbs waste, Rats are the
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