Fear of Fireworks Protocol For  Rabbits and Guinea Pigs
As a natural prey species, the pet is pre-programmed to react adversely to any unusual object, noise, or movement, particularly any that approach the animal in an unexpected manner. Moreover, the faster the approach, and the louder the noise, the worse the perceived threat.  Little wonder that so many pets are terrified by the whizzes and bangs created by firework displays. 

Fireworks are a particular threat to the emotional welfare of the small pet, the latest canon-type bangs being both very sudden and exceedingly loud. The consequences of this can be catastrophic – a panicking pet can easily endanger its own life.

What can be done to solve the problem?

To the pet, normality equals safety.  Once they become accustomed to a strange sight or sound, they can learn to accept that it is not a threat, and that there is nothing to fear.  

As we all know, fireworks make distinctive noises.  Many humans find the constant bangs and whistles around bonfire night unsettling, so imagine what that must be like if you had the sensitive hearing and natural ‘flee from danger’ instinct of a pet, and nobody could explain to you what was going on. Throw in some flashing lights and memories of feeling frightened last time you heard those noises, and it becomes easy to understand why animals can be frightened by fireworks, and why they may become increasingly anxious as the bonfire season progresses.


Unfortunately, it is impossible to explain to a pet that the fireworks are just noisy and that they are, in fact, totally harmless. What we can do is allow the animal to become accustomed to the type of sounds associated with fireworks, and to allow them to learn through experience that no harm will come to them and that there is nothing to fear.

How does the Programme Work ?

The programme aims to help your pet learn to cope with fireworks by gradually desensitising him to the noises associated with them. It is not a ‘quick fix’ and it will require time and commitment from you to work through the programme in full.  


The CD with the sounds of fireworks is just one part of the programme and it has been designed to recreate the noises associated with fireworks in a random pattern so that it sounds as realistic as possible to your pet, but remains entirely under your control. You should never use it to frighten or punish the pet, but should gradually build up his experience of firework noises and teach him to relax when he can hear these sounds. 

Our programme is divided into 3 important stages


· Creating a safe haven for your pet

· Using the desensitising CD

· Coping with the firework season. 

· What next : the long term plan

Creating a safe haven for your pet
If your pet is already stressed and anxious, it will be difficult for them to learn anything – least of all how not to be frightened!

It is necessary that your pet is in a safe and calm environment when you start to use the desensitising CD.

In most cases, the best place for this will be the pet’s own hutch.  The pet should be able to relax in a familiar place with a thick bed, plenty of places to hide and plenty of high fibre feed to munch (hay or alfalfa).  

The following guidelines should help you to create a suitable safe and calming environment for your pet. 

· Hutches and pens should be brought indoors, to a cool quiet room or into a shed or garage.  Ideally, choose a position close to the centre of the house, where the noise will be at it’s least intrusive, and windows can be blacked out.

· Give your pet extra bedding to burrow into so that he feels safe.  

· If you cannot bring your pet’s hutch inside, turn it so that it faces a wall or fence, and cover it with and old blanket or duvet.

·  Surround the hutch with bales of hay or cardboard boxes to muffle the noise made by fireworks being let off nearby

· Having a more confident companion nearby may help some small pets.  If your pet lives alone, try giving them a cuddly toy as a ‘companion’ during firework  season – at least it will not react to the noises!

Familiarity and predictability help pets to relax, and you should establish a regular  routine of bringing the firework phobic pet in to it’s safe haven before dusk during the weeks running up to bonfire night.  

Experiment with various methods of encouraging your pet to relax – stroking or massaging is suitable for some, but most small pets will relax better if they are left in peace to munch on some hay and hide in their bed – as they would do in their natural environment. 

How To Use The CD
Make sure your pet is safe and comfortable in his ‘safe haven’ before you start to use the CD.

· Turn on the CD, initially at a very low volume (Volume 1 on your CD player) and for a few seconds only. Use a remote control, or get an assistant to operate the CD player, so you can stay close to your pet and observe their reactions

REMEMBER – animals are far more sensitive to sound than people, and they will hear the CD at volumes so low you do not even know that it is on.  

· Play the CD at gradually increasing volumes, for gradually longer periods of time. Over around 3-4 weeks, you should work up to playing the disc at full volume for up to 15 minutes, while the pet remains calm and relaxed throughout. Play the CD at different times of day, sometimes in the morning, sometimes at night.  

· Watch out for your pet displaying any signs of anxiety, not just the obvious ones like shaking or frantic nest building, but also more subtle signs like as not standing still, shifting his weight, stamping, circling, tense muscles, laying ears back and grinding teeth. If the animal appears anxious at any time, say nothing to him and turn the CD off. Do not play the CD again for a few days, and start again at a lower volume.

· Be aware of other small pets’ reactions.  The CD can be played to a group of rabbits or guinea pigs, and all the pets will be able to learn from it – but you will need to work through the programme at a pace to suit the most nervous member of the group.

Coping With The Firework Season

Preparation is the key to surviving the firework season!

Now that you have created a safe haven for your pet to go to during bonfire night, you can use it and the CD to help him cope.  

· Provide your pet with a high fibre meal, such as long stemmed hay or alfalfa to keep him distracted during the firework party.  The actions of eating and chewing are in themselves calming for an anxious pet.

· Make sure your pet is used to coming in before dusk.  For the duration of the firework party, close as many doors as possible between your pet and outside, and insulate their hutch.

· Play the radio and the Fear Of Fireworks CD to your pet throughout the bonfire party, so that the now-familiar firework sounds can help to drown out the extra noise from outside 

· Ignore the noises yourself, and speak reassuringly to your pet if he shows any fearful behaviour your pet shows – just as when you were working through the protocol.  NEVER punish the pet for fearful behaviour.

What Next ?
Once your pet is used to the CD and you have both made it through this year’s bonfire season, it is a good idea to keep up the desensitisation programme.  You do not have to keep playing the CD every day – once a week or as often as you remember will be fine – but do try and keep the element of surprise.  

Try the following variations:

· Play the CD with the player set to ‘random’ mode so that your pet does not become too used to the order of the tracks

· Move the CD player around the house or garden, so the pet does not get used to the sound always coming from the same place

· Play the CD with different family members in attendance, so the pet does not come to rely on just one person for reassurance

· Once you are sure that your pet is not frightened by the CD, try playing it while your pet is calm and relaxed in different places, such as an outdoor run. 

· Make sure you play the CD at random times of day, to keep the element of surprise.  That way, your pet will be better prepared for random fireworks, bird scarers, local shoots or other similar noises that occur throughout the year

If you have any difficulties with introducing the CD, or your pet appears distressed at any stage of the programme, it may be that the pet requires additional help, in the form of either a more detailed behaviour therapy plan, or medication to help him remain calm while working through the protocol. 

Please do not hesitate to contact the surgery if you are experiencing difficulties.

