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Canine distemper virus Owner 

Factsheet 
Canine distemper virus (CDV) is a disease that, although uncommon, is fatal in ferrets. 

 

   
Facial dermatitis in a Ferret affected by Canine Distemper Virus 
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What are the symptoms of CDV?  

Red itchy rashes can be one of the first symptoms you may notice on your ferret. This may be on 
their chin, or on and around the anus/groin region. Other symptoms may include nasal/ocular 
discharge and coughing/sneezing. If you notice any of these symptoms, you should take the ferret to 
your vet for further investigation. 
 
Other symptoms of CDV include lethargy, anorexia, high temperature, depression, thickening of the 
footpads, and black tarry faeces may also be seen, but are less common. 
 
CDV can also affect the central nervous system and cause; muscle tremors, seizures, muscle 
weakness and paralysis but this will depend on the strain of CDV that the ferret has. 
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How is CDV transmitted?  

CDV can be transmitted by nasal/ocular discharge, urine, faeces and saliva. An infected ferret will 
shed the virus for 7-10 days after infection and just before clinical signs are seen. The virus can also 
be transmitted by inanimate objects, so strict hygiene practices must be upheld. 
 
CDV can be transmitted to other ferrets and dogs so it is important to keep the affected ferret in strict 
isolation. The use of gloves, aprons, masks, hair nets, shoe covers and shoe dips should be 
implemented. The ferret must not share any bowls, toys or other objects with any other animals. 
   

What treatment is available for CDV?  

There is no treatment for CDV in ferrets and unfortunately the disease is fatal. Once diagnosed with 
CDV, the ferret may be admitted to your veterinary practice for isolated veterinary care and be 
provided with fluid therapy, antibiotics and nutritional support. This may help with the clinical 
symptoms and maybe prolong the ferret’s life for days or even weeks. The vet may also discuss 
euthanasia with you as this may be the only option, depending on how sick the ferret is. 
   

What prevention is there for CDV?  

Ferrets can be vaccinated with a CDV vaccination by your vet from 12 weeks of age, and this is 
repeated yearly.  The vaccination is designed for dogs but can be used in ferrets off license - this 
means that your vet will ask you to sign a document stating that you are happy for the medication to 
be used, even though it was produced for a different species. 
 
All vaccinations will be completed based on a risk analysis of each individual ferret. There is a chance 
that the vaccination can cause the disease, or the ferret can have a bad reaction to it, so they must 
be monitored for at least 30 minutes after the vaccine has been given. It is more important to 
vaccinate ferrets if they are being taken outside or to shows where there is a higher risk of coming 
into contact with the virus. 
   

How will my vet diagnose CDV?  

CDV will be suspected in any unvaccinated ferret presented to your vet with some or all of the above 
clinical signs. Your vet may take samples of; blood, urine, faeces, tissue or take throat swabs to be 
sent off to a laboratory for testing. 
   

What is the prognosis?  

Unfortunately, the prognosis is very poor as CDV is fatal in ferrets. 

 

 


