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GUIDELINES FOR EUTHANASIA OF RODENT NEONATES AND FETUSES 
 
The 2020 version of the AVMA Guidelines for Euthanasia of Animals 
(https://www.avma.org/sites/default/files/2020-01/2020-Euthanasia-Final-1-17-20.pdf) 
provide several recommendations for the euthanasia of fetuses and neonatal rodents from 
which the IACUC adopted the following guidelines for PIs: 
 

I.  FETUSES  
 
 It is unnecessary to remove fetuses for euthanasia after the dam is euthanized. 

Fetuses that are believed to be unconscious may be quickly killed by rapidly freezing 
in liquid nitrogen (N2). 

 
II.  NEONATES (up 10 days postnatal age): 

 
Acceptable methods  
 Injectable barbiturates (e.g. pentobarbital) or other non-inhaled anesthetic agent 

 
Conditionally acceptable methods (requiring scientific justification and IACUC 
approval): 
 Inhaled Agents:  (e.g. Isoflurane).   Any inhalation euthanasia MUST be followed 

by a secondary physical method to confirm death.    NOTE:  CO2 is NOT 
recommended for neonatal mice or rats (they may need 30-50 minutes to die from 
CO2 exposure)  

 Physical Methods:   
o Decapitation using scissors or sharp blades,  Some rodent neonates may have a 

tissue mass that is too large for some scissors. Consideration should be given 
to the potential for pain from tissue crushing as well as to personnel safety. 

o Cervical Dislocation 
o Hypothermia —The gradual cooling of neonates is acceptable with conditions. 

As cold surfaces can cause tissue damage and presumably pain, the animals 
should not come in direct contact with ice or precooled surfaces. Hypothermia 
for euthanasia (or anesthesia) is not recommended after approximately 7 days 
of age. Neonates < 5 days of age that do not have sufficient nervous system 
development to perceive pain may be quickly killed by rapidly freezing in 
liquid N2. 

 
Not Acceptable methods (without anesthesia):   
 Immersion in liquid N2  
 Perfusion or immersion in chemical fixatives. 

 
III.   OLDER NEONATES ( > 10 days of  age):   See IACUC guidelines for euthanasia 
of adult animals.   
 
IV.  OTHER SPECIES:  If working with neonates in a USDA regulated species, consult 
with the veterinarian for recommendations.  
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