Bottle-Rearing Orphan Kittens



Chilling is the single greatest danger to newborn kittens. For the first two weeks, kittens cannot shiver, so you cannot tell whether they are cold. Therefore, the first important piece of equipment needed is an incubator. Simply take a cardboard box, or the crate, pad it well and put a heating pad, temperature set on “Low”,  under half of it. In this way, the kitten can get off the heating pad if it becomes too warm. If there are more than one kitten you may have to separate them by dividing the box/crate into different sections, as orphans often suck on each others ears, tails or genitals. Just make sure they each can get on and off the heating pad.

Nourishment

Kittens need the right formula. KMR and Esbilac Milk Replacer are two; WalMart sells a product called Tiny Tiger. In a pinch, some goat milk can be substituted, this is not a long-term solution however. Albertsons and Kroger sell goat milk in the fresh-milk department. 

This is how you bottle-feed: With the kitten resting on its stomach, gently insert the nipple into its mouth. Squeeze out a drop of milk, and kitten should nurse with his head extended and slightly elevated. Make sure kitten is actually sucking by checking the level in the bottle. If milk comes out of its nose., the hole in the nipple is too large. Sometimes you have to keep squeezing milk into kittens mouth, some take a while to learn. Or you may want to keep a slight pull on the bottle to encourage sucking.  Very weak kittens may be fed with an eye dropper (slow and gently!). Never cradle a kitten on its back, like a human baby; this is not how they nurse at mother cat and formula might be aspirated  into the lungs.  A bottle-fed kitten will generally stop when it’s full. Just like human babies, kittens need to be burped; hold it up and wait. At this time, you may also gently pet it, this simulates mother cat grooming her baby, will get circulation going and get kitten used to human touch. To stimulate bowel movements you should gently massage genital area with a wet cotton ball or Kleenex after each feed. This stimulation mimicks its mother cleaning it and is very important; it should only be discontinued once kitten is more active (at about 2 weeks of age). Bottle-fed kittens do not always defecate every day; cause for concern however is a hard stomach and lethargy. 

All utensils should be washed  with hot soapy water and rinsed well.

Feeding Frequency:  Newborns - every 2 hours (yes, also through the night)

                                 1-2 weeks  - every 3 – 4 hours

                                 3 weeks      - should sleep through the night

These are general timelines; feeding frequencies are determined by kitten size and overall condition. 

Wipe off any milk drops from kitten’s face; once dried onto the fur this is very hard to clean up. 

At three weeks kittens may start to lap milk or a weaning formula from a saucer. At four weeks you can mix the formula with a commercial kitten food. Weaning to solids can begin at this time. You will still have to offer the bottle though. At this time, you may also offer a shallow litterbox – you just might luck out and they learn early even without mama teaching them! Generally even bottle-reared kittens learn to use the litterbox by instinct. 

Points to remember:

· Do not chill  -  Do not Overheat  -- Avoid drafts.

· Do not disturb the kittens other than feeding and cleaning them; all they need to do is eat, sleep and gain weight.

· Watch for signs of kittens nursing on each other – they can get very sick by doing so.

· Keep a clean environment.

· You may NOT use flea spray on the very young; all you can do is comb out the fleas. At six weeks of age you may spray a flea comb lightly with Adams Flea Spray, then comb out the fleas. 

· If in doubt, contact your veterinarian.
Sources:

"When Little Lives Depend On You", an advertising pamphlet by Pet-Ag, Makers

of KMR

"The Borden Guide to The Care And Feeding of Orphan Pups,  a booklet by

Borden, makers of Esbilac

Cat Owner's Home Veterinary Handbook, by D.G.Carlson D.V.M. + James M.

Griffin M.D.,  Howell Book House, MacMillan.

This information has not been reviewed by a veterinarian.  It is intended to supplement, not replace, veterinary advice.   Please see your veterinarian if you have health or behavior concerns about your pet.
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