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Introduction
Rabbits and rodents may suffer from a wide range of dental problems. Although the vast
majority of cases are related injury or to lack of wear and tooth elongation, dental caries, a
bacterial plaque-associated disease, may also be seen.

Dental caries
Caries is a process of bacterial destruction of tooth substance. To develop, caries requires
both specific bacterial species to be present and a rapidly fermentable food energy source,
such as sugar, not normally present at high levels in natural diets. Tooth destruction may be
superficial and of little consequence, or it can result in large cavities. These need to be
distinguished from resorption lesions which may also appear as cavities in the tooth structure
but are not the result of bacterial action.
Rabbits and rodents do not naturally carry cariogenic bacteria but they can acquire them
from their owners. Once cariogenic bacteria are established on tooth surfaces they
metabolize carbohydrates producing lactic acid as a waste product. This lowers the pH
sufficiently to dissolve calcium salts out of enamel producing a roughened tooth surface.
Once enamel has been affected, dental caries will appear as a change in tooth color. Caries
will appear whiter if enamel is simply demineralized or darker if partial remineralization and
incorporation of pigments has occurred. Once the lesion extends into dentine its collagen
content is also used as a food source by bacteria and the tooth crown is gradually destroyed.
Caries rarely causes clinical signs, but lesions are common and were identified during 37% of
postmortem examinations in chinchillas (Chinchilla lanigera) with abnormalities of tooth
eruption. Caries lesions in omnivorous rodents with brachydont or short-crowned cheek

teeth are similar to the lesions seen in humans, and the rat (Rattus norvegicus) has been used
extensively in dental caries research. If dental caries are identified early, dietary correction
plus oral hygiene measures such as oral rinses and even tooth brushing may be employed by
dedicated owners. Even cavity preparation and placement of fillings has been described in
rats, however these procedures are generally impractical and significantly affected teeth are
best extracted. In herbivorous rodents such as the chinchilla and guinea pig (Cavia porcellus),
teeth are usually elongated when dental caries are found. Therefore the simplest solution is
to remove the affected parts of teeth while correcting overall elongation via coronal
reduction and occlusal equilibration (i.e. tooth trimming). This procedure frequently
eliminates caries lesions, and if the pet will eat a more appropriate, low-carbohydrate diet
they are unlikely to redevelop.
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