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The digestion of rabbits, guinea pigs, most other rodents, and several other mammals has a
unique aspect, and that is the formation of cecotropes. Through this special mechanism, these
animals can receive more nutrition from what they eat. This special digestive process has been
referred to as 'cecotrophy,' 'hindgut fermentation,' 'coprophagy,' or 'pseudorumination.'
What are cecotropes?
Cecotropes, also called 'night feces' or 'soft feces,' are the material resulting from the
fermentation of food in a part of the digestive system called the 'cecum.' Cecotropes are
nutrient-rich and are passed out of the body, like feces, but are reingested by the animal so the
nutrients can be absorbed. Cecotropes have twice the protein, and half of the fiber of the
typical hard fecal pellet. They also contain high levels of vitamin K and the B vitamins.
How are cecotropes produced?
To help understand cecotropes, it is helpful to know something about how the digestive tract of animals make them. As with
humans, animals with hindgut fermentation have an esophagus that leads to the stomach. From there, food enters the small
intestine, where absorption of the nutrients takes place. The food then passes to the colon. Little, if any, absorption of
nutrients occurs in the colon. In animals that have coprophagy, the large fiber particles pass quickly through the colon and are
excreted as typical feces. Through special muscle contractions (reverse peristalsis) in the colon, the nutrient-rich portion of the
food is moved back into the cecum, a sac-like structure between the small intestine and colon. This food remains in the
cecum, where it is broken down by special bacteria into absorbable nutrients, such as simple sugars, starches, and amino acids.
At a certain time of the day, depending upon the species of the animal, the material from the cecum is moved into and through
the colon and passed out through the anus. The animal then ingests this material and it moves through the digestive tract a
second time, and the nutrients formed in the cecum are absorbed in the small intestine. Without this process, many of the
nutrients in the food would be lost and passed through the colon, and out as typical feces. If rabbits, guinea pigs, and rodents
are not allowed to eat the cecotropes, they will suffer from malnutrition.
In a way, cecotrophy is similar to the process of ruminant animals chewing their cud. Cows, goats, and other ruminants chew
their food once, swallow it, and then the digestive process continues in the rumen where the fiber starts to be broken down by
bacteria. When these animals chew their cud, the material from the rumen is brought up through the esophagus to the mouth,
where it is rechewed and swallowed. By repeating this portion of the digestive process, ruminants, too, receive more nutrition
from their food.
What do cecotropes look like?
Cecotropes are smaller, softer, and more moist than the hard fecal pellets. They are covered with greenish mucus, which
makes them stick together.
How often are cecotropes passed?
Cecotropes and the typical hard feces are passed at different times into the colon. Depending upon the species, some animals
pass the cecotropes at night, others at dawn, and others throughout the day. This allows animals to ingest the cecotropes
during periods when they are not normally feeding.
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