







Raising a Healthy Rabbit

Excerpted from Your Rabbit, by Nancy Searle
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Why Rabbits?

Raising rabbits is gaining in popularity for many reasons. For example, rabbits can be raised in any type of environment, whether it be country, suburb, or city, and they fit easily into most family settings. A rabbit makes a friendly, low-maintenance family pet and is a good size animal for children as well as adults to care for. In addition, it doesn’t take a lot of money to get started with rabbits — this project will fit into most family budgets. Although proper equipment contributes to the success of raising rabbits, it is more important for equipment to be functional than fancy.


Choosing the Right Rabbit

There is an unusually broad range of choices for rabbits. Much depends on whether you want a pet or a wool business. Also influencing your choice may be:

[image: image] Availability. Is your chosen breed raised in your area? If you select a breed that is popular locally, you will have a greater choice of quality animals.

[image: image] Cost of animal. You will find that some breeds command higher prices than others.

[image: image] Cost of care. Other factors, such as breed size, also affect overall costs, since larger breeds need larger housing and consume more feed.

[image: image] Amount of care. Angoras, which must be groomed daily, take more time than do other breeds.

[image: image] Ease of raising. Some breeds, such as Netherland Dwarfs and Holland Lops, can be difficult to raise.

After you have evaluated your own needs and preferences, you’ll want to select a breed, locate breeders with stock for sale, and then visit a rabbitry to choose your rabbit.

Good Breeds for Pets

An increasing number of people keep rabbits as pets. As pets, rabbits can be kept indoors or out, they make no noise, they have few veterinary needs (including no vaccination), their initial cost is low, and daily care is not demanding. These features make rabbits ideal pets for busy, modern families. Any breed may be kept as a pet, but if you want to raise rabbits primarily to sell as pets, you are wise to consider some of the smaller breeds. These include: Netherland Dwarf, Dutch, Mini Lop, and Holland Lop.

Good Breeds for Fiber

In recent years, natural fibers and handcrafted items have become very popular. This has brought about a new appreciation for the Angora rabbit breeds. Soft and warm, Angora wool is obtained by pulling the loose hair from the mature coat. Because you are really just helping the natural shedding process, this hand plucking does not hurt the animal. The plucked wool can then be spun into yarn. Although Angora rabbits require some special management (they need to be groomed often), raising them and selling their wool is an excellent business venture.

How Many Rabbits Do You Want?

Whether you are looking for a pet or want to start a small rabbit business, you may want to begin with one rabbit. This allows you to experience both the fun and the work that goes with rabbit ownership. If you enjoy caring for one rabbit, you can get more rabbits as time goes on.

Some new rabbit owners who intend to start a breeding program choose to start with more than one. A reasonable number to begin with is three rabbits, consisting of one buck (male) and two does (female), known as a trio. Ask the breeder to help you select three rabbits that are not too closely related. Look at the animals’pedigrees. The rabbits in your trio may have some relatives in common, but their pedigrees should show some differences in their family trees as well. Your trio should not be brother and sisters. Three rabbits from the same litter are too closely related to be used for breeding purposes.

Whatever number of rabbits you begin with, remember that each rabbit will need its own cage. Don’t purchase more animals than you are able to care for properly.

Recognizing a Healthy Rabbit

Good health is the most important quality to consider when you select your stock. Look for the following features to determine a healthy rabbit.

[image: image] Eyes. The eyes are bright, with no discharge and no spots or cloudiness.

[image: image] Ears. The ears look clean inside. A brown, crusty appearance could indicate ear mites.

[image: image] Nose. The nose is clean and dry, with no discharge that might indicate a cold.

[image: image] Front feet. These are clean. A crusty matting on the inside of the front paws indicates that the rabbit has been wiping a runny nose, and thus may have a cold.

[image: image] Hind feet. The bottoms of the hind feet are well furred. Bare or sore-looking spots can indicate the beginning of sore hocks.

[image: image] Teeth. The front teeth line up correctly, with the front top two teeth slightly overlapping the bottom ones.

[image: image] General condition. The rabbit’s fur is clean. Its body feels smooth and firm, not bony.

[image: image] Rear end. The area at the base of the rabbit’s tail should be clean, with no manure sticking to the fur.


Getting Acquainted

[image: image]

A new rabbit has many adjustments to make. Give your rabbit a few days to get used to you and its new surroundings before you handle it a lot.

Get to know your rabbit in a setting where both of you can be comfortable. A good place to get acquainted is at a picnic table covered with a rug, towel, or some other covering that will give the rabbit secure, not slippery, footing. Your rabbit will be able to move around safely on the table, and you can safely visit and pet your rabbit without having to lift it. Rabbits will usually not jump off a table. In spite of this, never leave a rabbit unattended when it is out of its cage.

Once your rabbit seems comfortable on the table, practice picking it up. Because the table offers a handy surface to set the rabbit safely back onto, this setting is much better than risking a possible fall to the ground.

Picking Up Your Rabbit

The best way to pick up a rabbit is to place one hand under it, just behind its front legs. Place your other hand under the animal’s rump. Lift with the hand that is by the front legs and support the animal’s weight with your other hand. Place the animal next to your body, with its head directed toward the corner formed by your elbow. Your lifting arm and your body now support the rabbit — just like tucking a football against you. Your other hand is free and can rest on the rabbit’s back for extra security. Place the animal gently back on the table and repeat this lift.

To help your rabbit become comfortable with being carried, practice handling skills often, but for short periods of time — 10 to 15 minutes at a stretch.

[image: image]

A “football hold” is a secure way to carry your rabbit.

Sometimes an overactive or frightened bunny will struggle and get out of control. When this happens, drop to one knee as you work to quiet your animal. Lowering yourself to one knee lessens the distance the rabbit has to fall and provides a more secure base for a frightened rabbit. You can also easily set the animal on the ground from this position, if necessary. After it’s had a short rest on the ground, carefully and securely lift the rabbit again. Even the most mild-mannered rabbit can have a bad day, so be prepared to handle any situation in a calm, controlled manner.

Turning Your Rabbit Over

After you master lifting and carrying your rabbit, you will want to learn how to turn it over; you’ll need to get it in this position in order to better observe its teeth, its toenails, and its sex. You can’t see everything about a rabbit just by looking at the top!

[image: image]

If your rabbit starts to struggle while you are holding it, drop to one knee.

Turning a rabbit over puts the animal into a very unnatural position. First, its feet are off the ground so it cannot run away, and second, to make matters worse from its point of view, its underside is now exposed. A wild rabbit in this position is probably one that is about to be eaten by a predator! Your rabbit has good reason to resist this type of handling, so be especially careful and patient.

Practice turning your rabbit over back at the table where you first learned how to lift and carry it. Again, you will want a rug on the table, and wear a long-sleeved shirt.

To turn the rabbit, use one hand to control the head and the other hand to control and support the hindquarters. Place the hand that holds the rabbit’s head so that you are folding its ears down against its back, while you reach around the base of the head. If you prefer, you can place your index finger between the base of the rabbit’s ears and then wrap your other fingers around toward its jaw. With your other hand, cradle the rump. Now that your hands are in place, lift with the hand that is on the head and at the same time roll the animal’s hindquarters toward you. Try to do this movement in a smooth, unhurried manner.

If your rabbit cooperated, you will now be able to let the table support its hindquarters. This will free the hand that was holding the rump to check other things, such as the teeth and toenails. If your rabbit fights against this procedure, it is showing you that this is not its first choice of positions. Keep trying, but be sure to do so in a place where the rabbit hasn’t far to fall, and try to support it securely. Your rabbit can injure itself if it struggles and falls.

If you need to turn your rabbit over for a closer look and no table is handy, let the animal rest on your forearm instead of on the table. When you have the rabbit in this position, you get better control over the hindquarters, because they are tucked between your elbow and your body. This is even easier if you sit in a chair; you can then use your legs instead of the table to support your rabbit. In fact, you may find that when you are seated, you can hold your rabbit more securely for grooming and toenail trimming.


The H.E.L.P. Technique

[image: image]

When turning your rabbit over, use one hand to control and support the head and the other hand to control and support the hindquarters.

The elements necessary to keep your rabbit healthy can be remembered by the acronym H.E.L.P.:

H is for housing. Hutches should offer protection from extremes in temperature, from winds, and from rain and snow. It is very important that hutches are cleaned often. Germs that cause diseases like to live in dirty places. A clean hutch doesn’t give germs a place to grow.

E is for the rabbit’s environment. Do you protect your rabbit from loud noises? Do you keep scary animals away from its cage? Do you provide shade on hot days? If you do, these are some ways you can make your rabbit’s environment more comfortable. By removing things that cause stress or upset to your rabbit, you can actually contribute to its health.

L is for looking. One of the most important things you can do each day for your rabbit is to look at it, or observe it. Changes in how your rabbit acts or looks often indicate that it is not feeling well. Use your other senses, too. A strong smell of ammonia indicates poor ventilation or unclean conditions. The sooner a problem is spotted, the better your chances are of solving the problem before it is too late.

P is for proper nutrition. Feeding the proper amounts of the right foods on a regular schedule is very important. And don’t forget lots of fresh, clean water! Be familiar with what your rabbit normally eats. A change in eating habits is often one of the first signs that a rabbit is not feeling well.


The Best Housing

Rabbit housing — called a hutch — can be the largest single expense in your rabbit project. Whether you buy or build, you must be sure that your housing — and the environment in which you place it — meets the rabbit’s needs. Proper housing contributes greatly to the health and happiness of your animals.

Providing Adequate Space

Your rabbit will spend most of its time in its hutch; the hutch should be large enough for the rabbit to move around in, as well as for feeding equipment. When planning how much space you need, the general rule is to allow 1 square foot (0.1 m2) of space for each pound your rabbit weighs. A cage that is 2 feet (60 cm) wide and 3 feet (90 cm) long is 6 square feet (0.6 m2) and would be perfect for a 6-pound (2.7 kg) Mini Lop. Find out how much a mature animal of your rabbit’s breed weighs, and use this as a guide to plan the size of its hutch. Young rabbits and bucks may do fine with slightly less space, but does that will be having litters (baby bunnies) will need the whole amount.


Rabbit Housing Checklist

Good rabbit housing must:

[image: image] Provide adequate space

[image: image] Protect your rabbits from the weather

[image: image] Protect your rabbits from other animals

[image: image] Be easy to clean



After you have figured the width and length of the cage, you must decide how high it should be. Most cages are 18 inches (45 cm) high, although small breeds, like the Netherland Dwarf, need a height of only 12 to 14 inches (30–35 cm).

Protection from Inclement Weather

Many people who own multiple rabbits keep their rabbitries outdoors. With proper care, rabbits have fewer health problems when raised outdoors and can survive temperatures well below zero. However, you do need to provide protection from winds, rain, and snow. If your cages are inside, you are already providing this protection. If your cages are outside, you will want to add protection as the temperature drops. Most outdoor cages can be enclosed quite easily by stapling plastic sheeting around three sides. If you live where the weather is extremely cold, cover the front with a flap of plastic as well. Do not enclose the whole cage so tightly that the ventilation is poor or that it is difficult to get in to feed and care for your animal.

Take advantage of the winter sun. If your outside cages are movable, place them in a location that receives a lot of direct sun.

Although healthy adult rabbits don’t suffer when it is cold, newborn rabbits can easily die from the cold. If you are expecting a litter during cold weather, be sure the doe has a well-bedded nest box. You may want to move the doe into a warmer location, such as a cellar or garage. After the litter is about 10 days old, the cage, with Mom and her nest box of babies, can be moved back outside.

Rabbits are most comfortable when the temperatures are between 50° and 69°F (10° and 20°C). In hot climates, it is important to locate the cage in the shade, and ensure that the cage has lots of air circulation around it. Also provide plenty of cool, fresh water.

In extreme heat, use empty plastic soda bottles to make rabbit coolers. Fill the bottles two-thirds to three-quarters full with water and keep them in your freezer. In periods of extreme heat, lay a frozen bottle in each cage. The rabbits will beat the heat when they stretch out alongside their rabbit cooler.

Protection from Other Animals

[image: image]

Wrap plastic sheeting around three sides of your hutch, and nail a separate flap of plastic over the front.

A
sturdy, well-built hutch will contribute to the safety of your rabbits. Most cages are built on legs or hung above the ground — which also makes the cages safer from dogs, cats, rodents, raccoons, and opossums. Keeping your cages in a fenced area or indoors offers even better protection, but this may be impossible when you are just getting started.

Easy-to-Clean Cages

Clean cages are important to the health of your rabbits. If your cages are easy to clean, you will be able to do a better job of caring for your rabbits. Cages should have a wire floor that allows droppings to fall through to a tray or to the ground. Choose all-wire cages or wood-framed cages that do not have areas where manure can pile up. Plan your cages so you can easily reach into them and get around them to clean all parts.

Using Secondhand Cages

Many rabbit raisers begin with used cages. This is a less expensive way to get started, but be sure to do the following before you use secondhand equipment:

[image: image] Check carefully for holes, rusted wire, chewed wooden areas, and sharp edges. Repair any problems before you introduce your rabbits to their new home.

[image: image] Carefully clean and disinfect the cage. First scrape off any old manure and hair. Then wash the entire cage in a 1:5 bleach-and-water solution. Set the cage in a sunny spot and allow the cage to dry thoroughly before you put a rabbit into it.


Poor Cage Materials

[image: image] Do not choose a hutch that is made with poultry wire or with hardware cloth. These products are not sturdy enough for a safe, long-lasting hutch.

[image: image] Do not buy a cage made of mesh larger than 1″ × 2″ (2.5 cm × 5 cm). A larger mesh may be cheaper, but it is not a good idea because baby bunnies can squeeze through.

[image: image] Never use a cage that has 1″ × 1″ (2.5 cm × 2.5 cm) or 1″ × 2″ (2.5 cm × 5 cm) wire for its floor. Rabbits can get their feet caught in these openings and break or dislocate their rear legs. Instead, look for cages with ½″ × 1″ (1.3 cm × 2.5 cm) floor wire. This smaller mesh gives more support to the rabbit’s feet, but the spaces are still large enough to allow manure to pass through.




Daily Observations

The L (looking) of H.E.L.P. can help you to identify illnesses in their early stages. If you suspect that an animal is not well, use the following checklist to help you pinpoint what might be wrong.

[image: image]


Proper Nutrition for Healthy Rabbits

Providing proper feed for your rabbits is a very important part of successful rabbit raising. A healthy, balanced diet is based on providing commercial rabbit pellets and fresh water. In the past, rabbit owners had to mix different feeds in order to get the proper nutritional balance for their animals. Nowadays, stores carry feed that is already balanced. Commercial pellets are the best and easiest way to provide proper nutrition for your rabbits. However, commercial feeds do vary, and different feeds are available in different locations. Talk with other breeders and with your feed store clerk to learn about the brands available in your area.

You’ll also learn that even under the same brand name there are often several different types of feed. These types of feed are designed to meet the needs of different rabbits at different stages in their lives. The feed ingredient that varies is the protein content. Mature animals usually need a feed that provides 15 to 16 percent protein. Young growing animals and active breeding does are often fed a ration with a higher level of protein, 17 to 18 percent.

Understanding Feed Labels

The U.S. government requires that all rabbit feed contain at least a certain amount of protein and fat. A feed may contain more than these amounts, but not less. The amount of protein and fat is listed on the feed package. The package also lists the fiber content. A package label may say that the feed has no more than 18 or 20 percent fiber, but this tells you only the maximum amount of fiber. You also need to know the minimum amount it contains. It is very important that rabbits eat feed containing at least 16 percent fiber. If they get less than that, they may have diarrhea.

Water

No matter which type of feed you provide, your rabbits will not eat well unless you provide the most important nutrient of all — water! We often do not think of water as food, but it is essential to your rabbits’ health. Rabbits simply do not thrive without a constant supply of clean water.

Salt

Salt is another ingredient that is important to a balanced feed. It is not necessary to provide a salt spool for your rabbit (and they cause your cage to rust, as well). You may see advertisements for inexpensive salt spools that can be hung in each cage, but the commercial pellets you use as feed already include enough salt to meet your rabbit’s needs.

Hay

Many owners also feed hay to their rabbits. Feeding hay will add more time to your feeding and cleaning chores, but rabbits enjoy good-quality hay, and it adds extra fiber to their diet. If you feed hay, be sure it smells good, is not dusty, and is not moldy.

If you choose to feed hay on a regular basis, you will want hay mangers in each cage. Hay mangers are easy to construct from scraps of 1″ × 2″ (2.5 cm × 5 cm) wire. If you make your own cage, you can use the leftover wire. If your cages are indoors and are of all-wire constrution, you can just place a handful of hay on the top and the rabbits will reach up and pull it through the wire. Avoid setting hay inside on the floor of the cage, because it will soon become soiled and droppings will collect on it. This can cause disease and parasite problems.

[image: image]

To make a simple hayrack, bend a scrap of wire and attach it to the side of your cage with J-clips.

What about Special Feeds and Treats?

Some breeders give their rabbits a long list of other feeds. Experienced rabbit raisers, especially those trying to get their animals ready for a show, have special feeds that they feel give their animals an edge. Oats, sweet feeds, corn, and sunflower seeds are a few of the extras they provide along with pelleted feeds. However, any additions to the diet can cause upsets to a rabbit’s digestion. It is best to keep to the simple diet of pellets and water, and maybe some hay, and leave the additional feeds until you have experienced several years of successful rabbit raising.

Many new rabbit raisers think that they are being nice to their animals if they give them fresh greens and vegetables as treats. In fact, lots of these can actually be harmful to your rabbits. Young rabbits are especially sensitive to too many treats, so it is best not to give them any. As a rabbit matures, its digestive system can handle more things, but treats should never become a large part of your rabbit’s diet. Some common treats that are okay for mature rabbits are slices of apple and a piece of carrot. Lettuce and cabbage are not good treats for rabbits of any age, because they give the rabbits diarrhea.

When to Feed

If we study the feeding habits of wild rabbits, we can apply what we learn to feeding our domestic rabbits. In nature, rabbits have learned to stay in a safe place during the day. In late afternoon, hungry wild rabbits come out of hiding. By this time, they are ready for their big meal of the day. Wild rabbits are nocturnal animals, active throughout the night and into the early-morning hours.

If our tame rabbits could pick a mealtime, they would probably agree with their wild relatives and choose late afternoon. Using this information, most rabbit breeders feed the largest portion of their rabbits’daily ration in the late afternoon or early evening.

How often should your rabbits be fed? Although different breeders develop a schedule that works for them, two feedings a day — one in the morning and one in the late afternoon — seem to be most common. If you choose to feed twice a day, serve a lesser portion in the morning than in the afternoon.

Feeding Time Is Checkup Time

If you have self-feeders and water bottles, you may feel comfortable feeding only once a day. Feeding time, however, is for more than just feeding. Time spent with your rabbits is an opportunity for discovering situations such as:

[image: image] Has a youngster fallen out of the nest box?

[image: image] Is an animal sick or not eating well?

[image: image] Does a cage need a simple repair before it becomes a major repair?

[image: image] Does your rabbit need extra water due to extreme heat or freezing conditions? Remember that the overall health of your rabbit will be better if clean, fresh water is available at all times.

Because a lot can happen to your rabbits in a 24-hour period, you should feed, water, and observe your animals at least twice a day. The serious rabbit breeder will see this as a worthwhile investment in time.

Whatever feeding schedule you choose, remember that it is very important to follow the same schedule every day. Your rabbits depend upon you, and they will settle into the schedule that you set. Avoid variation in feeding times. If you regularly feed at 7 A.M, you should do so even if it’s Saturday and you want to stay in bed a little longer. Plan ahead for times when you cannot be there to feed your rabbits. Be sure other family members are familiar with your feeding program so that they can help out from time to time. If your family includes more than one rabbit raiser, you can take turns with feeding responsibilities.

How Much to Feed

There is no set amount of feed that is right for all rabbits, but the following chart gives you some average amounts.

AMOUNT OF PELLETS NEEDED EACH DAY*

In order to use this chart, you need a simple way to measure how much to feed each animal. You can make your own measuring container from empty cans. For example, a 6-ounce tuna fish can filled level to the top holds 4 ounces of pellets. The same can filled so that the pellets form a small mound above the lid gives a 5-ounce serving. You may use a larger can and mark several different levels to indicate the amounts you most commonly feed.

[image: image]

Feed guidelines are exactly what their name says, guidelines only. As you get to know your rabbits better, you will find that some need more feed and some need less. A simple way to judge who need more or less is to feel your rabbits regularly. Just a few pats can give you an idea of their condition. If you stroke each rabbit from the base of its head and follow along the backbone, you will soon learn to tell who is too fat and who is too thin. When you run your hand over the rabbit, you will feel the backbone below the fur and muscles. As you feel the bumps of the individual bones that make up the backbone, they should feel rounded. If the bumps feel sharp or pointed, your rabbit can use an increase in feed. (Note: Extreme thinness may also indicate health problems. See pages 20–30.) If you don’t feel the individual bumps, it probably means there is too much fat covering them, so that rabbit will do better on less feed.

If you need to adjust the feed amount, make the change gradually, not all at once. Unless the rabbit is extremely thin or extremely fat, increase or decrease by about 1 ounce each day. A small plastic scoop that is used to measure ground coffee holds about 1 ounce of pellets. Use this scoop to add or subtract feed, 1 ounce at a time. It will take awhile for the change to show on your rabbit, but you should see and feel a difference in 1 to 2 weeks. It’s good to get in the habit of giving each rabbit a weekly check. It takes only a few seconds to feel down the back of an animal. If you check regularly, you will be able to adjust feed before your rabbit becomes extremely fat or thin.

In general, overfeeding is a more common problem than underfeeding. For one thing, overfeeding means it costs you more to care for your rabbits. In addition, if you are breeding your rabbits, you’ll find that overweight rabbits are generally less productive than animals of the proper weight. In fact, fat rabbits often do not breed, and an overweight doe that does become pregnant can often develop problems.

[image: image]

Stroke your rabbit along its backbone regularly to judge whether it is getting the proper amount of food. The bumps of the individual bones that make up the backbone should feel rounded.


Special Cases

In some special cases, a rabbit’s feed may need to be adjusted.

[image: image] A young, growing rabbit needs more feed than a mature rabbit of the same size.

[image: image] Rabbits need more feed in cold weather than in hot.

[image: image] A doe that is producing milk for her litter needs more food than a doe without a litter.




Responsible Rabbitry Management

A good schedule will allow you to use your time effectively to accomplish the many tasks that are part of raising healthy rabbits. The chores that are required can be broken down into daily, weekly, and monthly tasks.

THINGS TO DO DAILY

[image: image] Feed and water regularly. Establish a daily schedule and stick with it 7 days a week.

[image: image] Observe your rabbits and their environment. Daily observation helps you catch small problems before they become large problems.

[image: image] Keep things clean. Attend to small cleaning needs so they don’t grow into large cleaning chores.

[image: image] Handle your rabbits. Regular handling will make your animals more gentle, and you will become more aware of their individual condition. This may be impractical in a large rabbitry, but you should strive to handle some of your animals each day.

THINGS TO DO WEEKLY

[image: image] Clean cages. Solid-bottom cages and cages with pullout trays must be cleaned and re-bedded weekly. On wire-bottom cages, use a wire brush to remove any buildup of manure or fur.

[image: image] Clean feeders. Rinse crocks with water-and-chlorine-bleach solution (1 part household bleach to 5 parts water). Check self-feeders for clogs of spoiled feed.

[image: image] Check rabbits’ health. If there are animals that you did not have time to handle and check earlier in the week, do so now.

[image: image] Check supplies. Do you have enough feed and bedding for the coming week?

[image: image] Make necessary repairs. Have you noticed a loose door latch or a small hole in the wire flooring? Take time to do these small repairs before they lead to larger problems.

THINGS TO DO MONTHLY

[image: image] Check toenails. You will not have to trim the toenails of every rabbit every month, but you should check each animal and trim those that need it. This is an important management skill to learn, because properly trimmed toenails decrease the chances of your rabbit being injured. Long toenails can get caught in the cage wire and cause broken toes and missing toenails. The time spent trimming toenails will also benefit you; you will be less likely to be scratched when you handle your rabbit.

[image: image]

Trimming toenails is usually a two-person job. With someone holding the rabbit on its back, use one hand to push back the fur so that you can see the nail and the other hand to do the trimming. Trim just the tip of the nail, not the more dense portion, which contains blood vessels.


Common Health Problems

If you’ve noticed that your rabbit seems to be ill, you should identify and treat the problem as soon as possible. Following are some common rabbit ailments and advice for treating them.


Finding a Good Veterinarian

You will be capable of handling most health-related conditions, but some conditions require the skills of a veterinarian. Since not all veterinarians have had a lot of experience treating rabbits, find a person with the knowledge to provide the best veterinary care. Talk with other local rabbit owners for recommendations. As rabbits become more and more popular as pets, veterinarians have more opportunities to treat them. This trend has made it easier for rabbit owners to find good veterinary care for their animals.



Abscesses

An abscess is a collection of pus caused by infection. An abscess is the body’s way of getting infection out of the body. Sometimes a cut or scratch gets infected, and an abscess forms. Eventually the pus drains out.

If an abscess forms on your rabbit, you will sometimes feel it before you see it. When you pat your rabbit, you may feel a bump. If you part the fur and look, you will see a raised area. If this area looks reddish and feels warm, it is probably an infection. Over time, an abscess gets larger and the skin covering the area opens to allow the built-up fluid, or pus, to escape. This fluid is usually thick and white. Although abscesses will drain by themselves, the pus carries germs that can infect other areas of the body. To stop the spread of these germs, you should be there when the abscess drains. Since you can’t be sure when this will happen, treatment for an abscess includes starting the draining process. If your rabbit has an abscess, call your veterinarian. If you can’t get professional help, ask a friend to help with the following treatment.

1. One person should hold the rabbit while the other uses medicinal disinfectant to clean the area around the abscess. It may be easier to do this if you clip away some of the surrounding hair.

2. Use a sharp, clean instrument such as a razor blade to make a small opening to let out the pus. Because the pus in the abscess has been pushing very hard against the rabbit’s skin, this small cut will probably not hurt your rabbit. In fact, the cut releases the pressure of the pus, so it will actually decrease the pain.

3. Use clean cotton balls to help push out the pus.

4. Wash out the wound and the surrounding area with medicinal disinfectant.

5. Apply an antibiotic cream to the wound. (You can use an over-the-counter medication sold for human use.) Do not bandage the area; the rabbit will only chew it off!

[image: image]

Step 5: Use a cotton ball or swab to apply antibiotic cream to the wound.

6. Throw away the cotton balls or swabs in a proper place and carefully wash your hands with soap and warm water.

7. Check the wound daily, and apply more antibiotic cream until it has healed.

Parasites

A parasite is a creature that uses a living animal as its food source. Sometimes you may notice a large bump that feels like an abscess and may even have some pus. It is not an abscess, however, if there is a hole near the top of the bump. If you look carefully, you may see a dark, wormlike shape inside the hole. This wormlike shape is actually a parasite. In this case, a fly called a Cuterebra fly (not a common housefly) has laid an egg on your rabbit. The egg hatched and is now growing under your rabbit’s skin. In its larva stage, it looks more like a worm than a fly. If left alone, this parasite will use your rabbit as a food source to help it grow into an adult Cuterebra fly. The larva crawls out of the hole in your rabbit and develops into a flying insect.

Cuterebra larvae are harmful to your rabbit and need to be removed. Removal is usually no more difficult than treating an abscess, but it is best to seek the help of your veterinarian.

Coccidiosis

A rabbit may have diarrhea because it does not have enough fiber in its diet (see page 13), or because it has a disease of the digestive system. One disease that causes diarrhea is coccidiosis (pronounced cock-side-O-sis). The disease is easy for rabbits to get and may cause any of the following symptoms:

[image: image] Soft droppings (diarrhea)

[image: image] Fur that looks rough, not smooth

[image: image] Animal not growing as well as you think it should

[image: image] A pot belly, yet rough over the backbone

Coccidiosis does not usually kill rabbits unless it goes untreated. It is often seen in young litters of rabbits. The little organisms (called protozoans) that cause this disease are present in droppings and in soiled feed and bedding. When a cage that was a clean home for one doe becomes home to Mom and eight growing youngsters, it is much more likely that manure will build up, or that feed dishes will become dirty. Even if you make an extra effort to keep things clean, it is easy for the youngsters to pick up these disease-causing organisms. Older rabbits living alone can also get coccidiosis. No matter what their age, rabbits kept in clean living conditions are much less likely to suffer from this disease.

If you need to treat your rabbits for coccidiosis, you should provide a two-part treatment: (1) clean housing, and (2) medical care for the animals.

Coccidiosis Treatment: Housing

1. Remove all soiled bedding and food.

2. Scrape all built-up manure from the cage at least every 3 days.

3. Clean cage with chlorine-bleach-and-water solution (1 part household bleach to 5 parts water). Let dry thoroughly.

4. If the rabbits in the litter are old enough (5–6 weeks), separate them into smaller groups in additional cages.

Coccidiosis Treatment: Medical

The medicine used to treat coccidiosis is sulfaquinoxaline. It is available in most farm-supply stores, probably as a treatment for coccidiosis in calves, pigs, or chickens. Look for a label that lists sulfaquinoxaline as an ingredient. Although the label will probably not give directions for treating rabbits, you can use the dosage suggested for poultry or mink. If you purchase the medicine from a rabbitry supplier, it will include guidelines for rabbits.

Wash out a used milk container and label it with the name of the medicine you are using. Fill the container with water, then measure the proper amount of medicine into the water.

Provide the medicated water for 5 days, or as recommended on the label. This should be the only source of water you give to the animals being treated. If a rabbit doesn’t like the taste of the treated water, add a bit of Jell-O powder to it (about 1 teaspoon [5 ml] to a gallon [3.8 l] of water). One suggested treatment plan is as follows:

[image: image] First 5 days, offer sulfa-treated water.

[image: image] Next 10 days, offer plain water.

[image: image] Last 5 days, offer sulfa-treated water.

[image: image] Repeat this sequence two to four times a year.

This schedule is very important. During the first few days of sulfa treatment, the original organisms that made your rabbit sick are killed, and your rabbit will seem to be much better. The large population of organisms that cause coccidiosis lay eggs, however, and a second period of medication is necessary to control those eggs that hatch later.

Colds and Snuffles

When a rabbit has a cold, it shows some of the same symptoms as you do when you have a cold — such as sneezing and having a runny nose. Unfortunately, 90 percent of the rabbits that seem to have colds actually have a much more serious disease called Pasteurella multocid, or snuffles. Although a cold can be cured, snuffles cannot. Prevention is the only way to protect your rabbits against snuffles, and the best prevention is to keep your rabbitry clean and well ventilated.

Your rabbit’s sneeze is usually the first sign of a cold or snuffles. Of course, lots of things can make a rabbit sneeze. If you hear sneezing, be sure to look for other signs of illness, too. If you see a white discharge from its nose, your rabbit probably has a cold or snuffles. Look at your rabbit’s front paws. Is the fur matted and crusty? If it is, this shows that your rabbit has been wiping this runny nose. Matted front paws are another sign of a cold or snuffles.

Although rabbits and people don’t give each other colds, rabbits can give colds to each other. If you suspect that a bunny has a cold or snuffles, move it away from your other rabbits. Also, be sure to disinfect its cage before moving in another rabbit.

A rabbit with a cold or snuffles will make other rabbits sick. If you have other rabbits, therefore, it is best to have the sick rabbit humanely put down. If you have only one rabbit, you can try to treat it.

Scientists are looking for an antibiotic that will cure snuffles in rabbits; as yet, they haven’t been successful.

Ear Canker

This condition is caused by tiny mites that burrow inside the rabbit’s ear. A rabbit with ear mites will shake its head and scratch at its ears a lot. The inside of an unaffected rabbit’s ear is nice and clean; the inside of an ear with ear mites looks dark and crusty. If you find one rabbit with ear mites, check all your rabbits. Ear mites can move to other animals, so other rabbits may also be infected.

Mites can easily be treated with common household oils, such as olive oil, cooking oil, and mineral oil. Mites breathe through pores in their skin. If they come into contact with oil, it blocks these breathing pores and they soon die.


Keep It Clean

Mites are more likely to appear in rabbits that live in dirty cages, so be sure to keep your cages clean.



1. Use an eyedropper to put several drops of an oil that contains a miticide, or olive, cooking, or mineral oil into the rabbit’s ear. Gently massage the base of the ear to spread the oil around.

2. Use cotton swabs to remove some of the loose, crusty material.

3. Repeat this treatment daily for 3 days.

4. Wait 10 days, then repeat the treatment for 3 more days.

5. Wait another 10 days and repeat the treatment again for 3 days.

[image: image]

To treat for ear mites, use a cotton swab to remove loose, crusty material in the ear.

Malocclusion

A rabbit’s teeth continue to grow, like your finger- and toenails — only faster, ½ to ¾ inch per month. In a normal rabbit, the top front teeth slightly overlap the two bottom teeth. The normal chewing that happens when the rabbit eats keeps its teeth at a proper length. If the rabbit’s teeth do not meet properly, then this normal wearing down doesn’t occur and the teeth can grow very long. This condition is called malocclusion, or buck or wolf teeth. The top teeth may curl around and grow toward the back of the rabbit’s mouth, like a ram’s horns. The bottom teeth may grow out in front, instead of in back of, the top teeth. These bottom teeth may grow so long that they stick out of the rabbit’s mouth, and can even grow into its nostrils. It may be hard for the rabbit to close its mouth. When the rabbit tries to chew, these long teeth can stick into its skin, causing the rabbit pain; they also make it hard for the rabbit to pick up its food.

If you suspect malocclusion, remove your rabbit from its cage to check its teeth carefully. This is a situation where your handling skills will really pay off, because you must turn your rabbit over to get a good look.

To help your rabbit regain its ability to comfortably eat its food, you will have to trim these overgrown teeth. It is easiest to have a helper for this job — one person to hold the rabbit securely and another to do the trimming.

[image: image]

In the illustration on the left, the teeth are properly aligned teeth; on the right, the teeth are overgrown because they are not properly aligned.

1. Use fingernail clippers to trim the teeth as close to normal length as possible. Be careful not to cut shorter than normal, or you may cause bleeding and discomfort. You may have to trim each tooth more than once to get it down close to normal size. For some large breeds of rabbits, you may need a larger tool (such as dog toenail clippers). Your rabbit may not like having you stick the clippers in its mouth, but the actual clipping does not hurt, because there are no nerves in its teeth.

2. Check your rabbit every 2 or 3 days to see how its teeth are coming along. Trimming should enable your rabbit to begin to eat normally again.

Most cases of malocclusion are inherited. This means that the rabbit was born with the condition or with the tendency to develop the condition. Rabbit breeders do not want to raise more animals with malocclusion, so these rabbits should never be used as breeders.

Some rabbits develop malocclusion from an injury. This will happen occasionally when a rabbit chews on its wire cage.

Whatever the cause, once the teeth are out of alignment, they rarely return to the proper position. In most cases, the teeth must be clipped every 2 to 3 weeks for the rest of the rabbit’s life.


Signs of Malocclusion

[image: image] Your rabbit is losing weight, but does not seem sick.

[image: image] Your rabbit drops its food or seems to have difficulty chewing.



Sore Hocks

The hock is the joint in a rabbit’s hind leg between the upper and lower leg bones. The rabbit carries most of its weight on its hind feet, so the area between the hock and the foot takes a lot of wear and tear. Although the rabbit has fur on this part of the leg, it is not always thick enough to protect it. Sometimes the fur wears away and the unprotected skin develops sores. A sore hock can cause a lot of discomfort. For a person, it would be like trying to walk barefooted over sharp stones.

You can suspect sore hocks if your rabbit shows signs of discomfort when it moves. Your rabbit will put down its foot and then quickly reposition it.

Sore hocks take a long time to heal, and if untreated, the spot can become infected. The sooner you start treatment the better your success rate will be.


Causes of Sore Hocks

Some rabbits seem more likely than others to get sore hocks:

[image: image] Nervous rabbits that stamp their feet a lot may develop sore hocks more often than their calmer relatives.

[image: image] The soft, short fur of the Rex breed makes sore hocks more likely.

[image: image] Thinly furred foot pads may result in sore hocks.

[image: image] Some of the very large breeds seem to get sore hocks more often. These animals carry more weight, and therefore put more stress on their hock area.

[image: image] Animals whose feet are small compared to their body size are likely to get sore hocks.



1. Remove the animal from its cage and examine the hock area. Are there places where the fur has worn off? Are these areas bleeding or infected? Examine the front feet, too. Sores can also develop on the front feet.

2. Clean the hock area and apply a medicated cream, such as Bag Balm or Preparation H.

3. Check the hutch for things that might have caused the condition, such as sharp spots on the cage floor and wire that has been put on upside down. Place a board or piece of carpeting in the cage, so your rabbit can rest off the wire. Be sure the cage is clean, so infection will be less likely.

[image: image]

Turn your rabbit onto its back so that you can examine its hocks.

Sunstroke/Heatstroke

You know how hot it can feel when the temperature rises into the 90s. Just think how this must feel if you are wearing a fur coat!

Hot weather can be very hard on rabbits; extremely high temperatures can kill them. During a hot spell, check your animals during the day. It is normal for a rabbit to stretch out in the coolest part of its cage when it’s hot, but if your rabbit is breathing heavily and its muzzle is dripping wet, it may be suffering from heat-stroke or sunstroke. You should act immediately in order to save the life of your rabbit.

1. Move the rabbit to a cool location. The cellar in your house is probably several degrees cooler than it is outside.

2. Wipe the inside and outside of the rabbit’s ears with ice cubes. Because the blood vessels in a rabbit’s ears are closer to the surface than are those in other parts of its body, ice applied here will cool the animal faster than applying ice to any other spot. Wrap the ice in cloth so that you can hold it more easily.

Emergency Care: In advanced cases of sunstroke, the rabbit may be almost lifeless. In this situation, every second is important. To cool the rabbit as quickly as possible, gently place it in a container of water. Use water that is at room temperature, not cold water, so that you don’t give it a sudden shock. Do not let the rabbit’s head go under the water, just wet it up to its neck. Once it is wet, place the rabbit in a quiet, shaded area to recover.

[image: image]

Wipe the inside and outside of your rabbit’s ears with an ice cube to counteract heatstroke.

Wool Block

Rabbits are very clean animals. During their normal grooming process, they naturally swallow some loose fur. Sometimes they swallow so much that a ball of fur forms in the digestive tract, and nothing in the rabbit’s digestive system dissolves this fur. Because Angora rabbits have extra-long coats, they experience wool block more often than other breeds. However, this condition can also happen to rabbits with other types of fur, including normal, Rex, and Satin.

If your rabbit is eating very little and is losing weight, wool block may be the problem. Check the rabbit in question. Are its teeth okay? Are there signs of diarrhea? Does the rabbit have a runny nose? If the answers to these questions are no, then wool block is a good possibility.

An animal with wool block usually has a big lump in its stomach, so it thinks it is full and will not eat. This is why the rabbit loses weight, even though food is available. An animal with wool block will continue to drink, so treatment is usually done through its drinking water. Pineapple and papaya contain a substance that can break down the fur balls. Feeding chunks of fresh pineapple is one common treatment for wool block. Adding fresh pineapple juice to the rabbit’s water is a second. Health food stores sell papaya tablets that can be given to the rabbit with its feed.

[image: image] To ensure that the pineapple or papaya mixture gets into your rabbit’s system, use an eyedropper to hand-deliver a dose.

[image: image] As a preventative, many Angora breeders offer pineapple or papaya tablets on a regular basis.

Worms

Rabbits raised in wire cages very seldom have a problem with worms. But if you see tiny worms in your rabbit’s droppings, Piperazine, a product commonly used as a cat wormer, is a very simple and effective treatment. Add liquid Piperazine to your rabbit’s drinking water (1 teaspoon [5 ml] of Piperazine to 1 gallon [3.8 l] of water). Treat for 3 to 5 days, wait 10 to 12 days, and then treat again for 3 to 5 days. Order Piperazine from a rabbitry supplier, or look for a cat wormer that lists Piperazine on the label.


Stocking a First-Aid Kit

If you start with a healthy rabbit and take good care of it, you should have very few health problems. If a problem does arise, early treatment will increase your rabbit’s chances for a full recovery. Having the necessary things on hand will help you start treatment as soon as a problem is noticed. The best advice is to assemble a first-aid kit; some of the supplies you may already have in your home.

For common medications, find several other rabbit owners who would also like to make a first-aid kit for their animals. Most medicines come in fairly large amounts. It helps if you can share the supplies and the cost with others.

[image: image] Several small bottles or jars. Empty containers from prescription drugs work well.

[image: image] Large container to hold your first-aid materials. A shoe box is about the right size.

[image: image] Labels so you can mark each presription-drug container with its name and dosage information.

[image: image] Cotton balls to clean wounds or apply medicines. Store these in a plastic bag.

[image: image] Cotton swabs to clean wounds or remove ear mite crust. Store swabs in a plastic bag.

[image: image] Hydrogen peroxide to clean wounds.

[image: image] Disposable rubber gloves.

[image: image] Nail clippers for keeping nails trimmed. These may also be used to trim teeth. Use ordinary nail clippers intended for humans, or if you have a large breed, use dog nail clippers.

[image: image] Small pair of sharp scissors to trim hair from around wounds.

[image: image] Plastic eyedropper to give liquid medicines or put oil in ear to treat ear mites. Wash well between uses. Store in a small plastic bag.

[image: image] Miticide or cooking oil to treat ear mites.

[image: image] Antibiotic cream for wounds, and Bag Balm or Preparation H for sore hocks.

[image: image] Papaya tablets for prevention and treatment of wool block.

[image: image] Piperazine for worming.

[image: image] Sulfaquinoxaline for coccidiosis.

[image: image] Eye drops for nest box eye infections.
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Small Medium Large
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Bucks 20z 360z 490z
Does 3oz 60z 9oz
Doe, bred 1-15 days 3oz 60z 9oz
Doe, bred 16-30 days 3%—4 oz. 7-8 0z. 10-11 oz.
Doe, plus litter (6-8 8oz. 10 oz. 12 0z.
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Doe, plus litter (6-8 14 oz. 18 oz. 240z
young), 1 month old
Doe, plus litter (6-8 22 oz. 28 0z. 36 0z.
young), 6-8 weeks old
Young rabbit (weaned),  2-3 oz 360z 690z

2 months old

*1 ounce = 28 grams.
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