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Purpose  

The purpose of this policy is to provide guidelines and procedures for investigators whose protocols 
involve the euthanasia of pregnant dams, rodent fetuses or neonates. Proper euthanasia is quick, 
minimizes pain and distress and reliably causes death. In all cases death must be verified after 
euthanasia and prior to disposal. 

The AVMA Guidelines for Euthanasia of Animals: 2013 Edition states that “Scientific data  
indicate that mammalian embryos and fetuses are in a state of unconsciousness throughout 
pregnancy and birth.” It also states that “The precocious young of guinea pigs remain 
insentient and unconscious until 75% to 80% of the way through pregnancy and remain 
unconscious until after birth due to chemical inhibitors” and “embryos and fetuses cannot 
consciously experience feelings such as breathlessness or pain. Therefore, they also cannot 
suffer while dying in utero after the death of the dam, whatever the cause.” 1 There is also 
literature which indicates that there is the likelihood that pain may be perceived relative to the 
neural development in mouse, rat and hamster fetuses over 15 days, and in guinea pig fetuses 
over 35 days and that behavioral responses to sensory stimulation do occur. 4-7 
 
Guidelines 
 

a. Pregnant Dams euthanized when fetuses are not required for study must follow 
Guidelines set forth in policy 7.15 IACUC Euthanasia CO2, 7.18 IACUC Euthanasia by 
Decapitation and the AVMA Guidelines for Euthanasia of Animals. No additional method 
of euthanasia is required for the fetuses provided they are never allowed to breathe. 
The intact uterus with the pups or the intact amniotic sac with the pups can be removed 
from the dam; however, it may take 1 hour or longer before the fetuses are dead. If at 
any time the fetuses are allowed to breathe, they must be euthanized by approved 
methods which may include decapitation, cervical dislocation, hypothermia, anesthesia 
followed by exsanguination, chemical anesthetic overdose. Fetuses believed to be 
unconscious may be immersed in liquid nitrogen. When chemical fixation is required, 
fetuses must be euthanized prior to immersion. 

b. Fetuses- Mouse, Rat Hamster and Guinea Pig  
i. Mouse, Rat, Hamster greater than E15 or guinea pigs greater than E35: Physical 

methods are considered the most effective and humane. Acceptable physical 
methods include decapitation, cervical dislocation, hypothermia. Inhaled agents 
and noninhaled agents may be used according to AVMA Guidelines but must be 
followed with an adjunctive method of euthanasia to verify death.  

c. Neonates (newborn animals that are breathing) 
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i. Inhaled Agents: Prolonged exposure to volatile anesthetic agents and CO2 may 
be required. Adjunctive method of euthanasia must be performed after neonate 
is unresponsive to painful stimuli.  

ii. Noninhaled agents: injectable barbituates or dissociative agents combined with 
α adrenergic receptor agonist or benzodiazepines are acceptable for use in 
fetuses or neonates. 

iii. Decapitation using scissors or sharp blades is appropriate for altricial neonates 
less than 7 days of age. (NOT GUINEA PIGS) If greater than 7 days of age, adult 
decapitator must be used.  

iv. Cervical dislocation is acceptable for fetal and neonatal mice and rats.  
v. Altricial neonates less than 5 days of age may be quickly killed by rapidly 

freezing in liquid N2. (NOT GUINEA PIGS) For neonates greater than 5 days of 
age this method may only be used if preceded by anesthesia. 

vi. Hypothermia- altricial neonates up to 7 days of age (NOT GUINEA PIGS) may be 
used as a euthanasia method. Animals may not come into direct contact with 
ice or precooled surfaces. This method must be followed by an adjunctive 
physical method of death. 

vii. Guinea pig Neonates: euthanasia method must follow guidelines for adults. 
viii. Mouse, Rat and Hamster Neonates greater than 7 days of age must follow 

guidelines for adults.  
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