Rabbit Care and Information

By: Magic Happens Rabbit Rescue

Supply Checklist
	Necessary items

· Appropriately sized cage or habitat
· Pelleted food

· Timothy hay

· Food bowl

· Water bottle or bowl
· Litterbox & litter

· Chew toys & playthings

	Helpful items

· Hide-boxes

· Hay rack
· Tall exercise pen or play yard

· Treats

· Rabbit books – “Rabbits for Dummies” or the “House Rabbit Handbook” by Marinell Harriman


Size:
· Rabbit breeds differ in weight, body length, ear length, hair type, and temperament. Generally the larger the ears, the larger the rabbit will be.
· True dwarfs average 2-4lb, and should get no longer than 12” in length. The most common small breeds include the Netherland Dwarf and Holland Lop.

· “Mini” breeds are smaller versions of a breed, but not necessarily “dwarf” sized. Mini Rexes and Mini Lops are an average weight of 5-7lbs.
· The largest rabbits are breeds such as the Flemish Giant or French Lop. These rabbits are often 12-15lbs, and can grow up to 25lbs!

Life span:

· The average lifespan of a rabbit is 7-10yrs, up to 12yrs with proper care. Smaller rabbits tend to live longer than larger breeds.
· A rabbit matures around 4-8 months of age (depending on the breed), and is considered a “senior citizen” around 5-6 years.

Diet:

· Treats should not be given in excess of 10% of total food intake.

· Timothy or other grass hays should be always available. Hay is vital to intestinal tract health and reduces ailments such as hairballs and gut stasis.
· Alfalfa and other legume hays can be given as treats, but should not be included in the main diet of an adult rabbit.

· Hay racks are a great way to keep hay from being soiled on the cage floor.

· Ceramic bowls work best because they are chew resistant and don’t tip easily. 

· Pellet feeds should be given in limited amounts to prevent obesity.

· On average, feed ¼ cup of pellets per 5lbs of rabbit weight for adults.
· Fur makes guessing weight by sight very difficult. Use a scale to be sure.

· Pellet feeds which contain corn, oats, and dried fruits should be avoided. Timothy-based pellets are best for adult rabbits, and alfalfa-based pellets are for younger (1-8 months) or active rabbits. Minimum fiber content should be 18% or higher.
· Fresh vegetables can be given as a large portion of the main diet, preferably 1/3 to 1/2 of total intake. Always introduce greens gradually.
	Healthy vegetables & fruit
Given as part of a daily diet
* Basil

* Blackberries

* Blueberries

* Bok Choy

* Carrot & tops

* Celery

* Chickweed
* Cilantro
* Clover
* Collard greens
* Coltsfoot

* Cow parsnip (hogweed)

* Cucumber
* Dandelions
* Endive

* Escarole

* Green peppers

* Lettuce (no iceberg)

* Mint
* Papaya (remove seeds)
* Parsley

* Pea pods (flat edible kind)

* Pumpkin

* Raddichio
* Radish
* Raspberries
* Strawberries

* Tomato (remove seeds)
* Wheat grass
	Acceptable vegetables & fruit
Given only in moderation
* Apples (remove seeds)

Very high in sugar
* Brussel Sprouts

Can cause bloating
* Bananas

Very high in sugar
* Cabbage

Can cause bloating
* Cauliflower

Can cause bloating

* Chinese cabbage

High in calcium & can cause bloating

* Kale

High in calcium & can cause bloating

* Spinach

High in caclium

* Watercress

High in caclium


	Dangerous plants
Restrict all access

* African violets
* Anemone
* Angel’s trumpet
* Apple seeds
* Apricot

* Avocado

* Azalea

* Baby wood rose

* Bamboo

* Black cherry

* Bluebonnet

* Boxwood

* Butterfly weed

* Cactus

* Carnations

* Clematis

* Daphne

* Datura

* Ferns

* Fool’s parsley

* Foxglove

* Ginkgo

* Holly

* Iris

* Ivy

* Juniper Trees

* Lupins

* Morning glory

* Mushrooms

* Nightshades

* Oleander

* Papaya seeds

* Philodendron

* Potatoes
* Primroses

* Rhododendron

* Rhubarb

* Sago palm

* Shamrock plant

* Star of Bethlehem

* Strawberry bush

* Wisteria

* Yew


Housing:

· Indoors is the best place to keep a bunny – you can keep a better eye on your rabbit and will notice any illness much sooner, and they are far less stressed by weather changes, lurking predators or insects.
· Being kept outdoors is rough on a domestic rabbit. There are many downfalls:
· Insects – ear mites, fur mites, and fly strike are the most common, but mosquitoes and other insects carry deadly diseases.

· Predators – hawks, owls, and foxes often aren’t seen unless there is prey around, such as a rabbit. Dogs or cats can also frighten a bunny to death. Heart attacks and shock are common causes of death in outdoor rabbits.

· Weather – maintaining a comfortable, stable, or even acceptable temperature outdoors can be very difficult, especially in summer. Winter rains, wind and cold can produce respiratory problems quickly, and heat exhaustion can be quickly fatal when unnoticed while at work or school. Fans do little good on a fur coat, but do help with humidity.
· Socialization – a pet rabbit that is not near its family is not as friendly as one who lives inside with humans. A rabbit is a social animal that lives in groups in the wild.

· A cage can be made of many materials, often plastic or metal. Wood is not a good choice, as it absorbs urine and odors, is difficult to sanitize, and gets chewed.
· Wire-bottom cages are not typically the best choice for rabbits. Wire slats that are far apart result in stubbed toes and sore joints. Wire that is thin hurts to sit, stand, or lay on. If this type of cage is used for medical or sanitary reasons, provide a solid area for relief.
· Some new cages have plastic bottoms with slats. These are much better than wire bottoms, but toes can still be injured when racing around.

· The cage should be large enough at minimum so that the rabbit can stand up, lie down and stretch, and take at least 2 strides from one side of the cage to the other.
· Bedding/Litter can be made of many materials. Recycled paper products are the most absorbent and control odors best. Wood shavings can be used, such as aspen or hemp, but avoid pine and cedar, as the aromatic oils can be aggravate the lungs, liver or kidneys.

· Scoop the litterbox daily, and sanitize the cage weekly. Replace bedding or litter and wipe down surfaces with warm soapy water, or a 50/50 white vinegar & water solution.

· Male rabbits generally should not be housed together, and opposite gender rabbits should only be housed together if they are altered. Introducing new bunnies to each other should be done very carefully and under close supervision.
Exercise & Bunny-proofing:

· Rabbits were designed to stay on the move in the wild. They should not sit idly in a cage, but have time daily to run in a bunny-proofed area. Lack of activity can lead to decreased muscling and early onset of arthritis, which is not often noticed if the rabbit isn’t allowed to move around much.
· “Bunny-proofing” means making an area safe for a rabbit. Rabbits love to chew things like cords and wires, carpet, and books.

· PVC works great for keeping cords safe from teeth and out of the way. There are also “cord keepers” that you can purchase at office supply or home improvement stores.
· Carpet and sheetrock can cause intestinal blockage if swallowed – be sure to supervise playtime if your rabbit has access to carpet.
· Even if you think an area is safe, be sure to supervise playtime at least for the first three or four sessions. Your rabbit may find something you missed, or squeeze into an area you didn’t think he could fit into. You also don’t want to miss the fun of watching him or her “binky” once he’s explored the area!

Grooming & Hygiene:

· Rabbits bathe themselves as cats do and should rarely need baths, if ever.
· If a rabbit has diarrhea, consider bathing only the soiled area.

· For a full bath, use only rabbit shampoo. If possible, use a waterless or a powder one instead. Keep the animal warm and dry it quickly.

· If a rabbit gets matted fur, corn starch-based baby powder works well. Talc in normal baby powder is toxic if swallowed while grooming itself.
· Be extremely careful if using scissors. Rabbit skin is very thin and delicate. It’s very easy to stretch the skin outwards and accidentally cut it. 
· Nails may need trimming every few weeks. Cut the clear part of the nail and avoid the quick - the pink part that contains blood vessels.

· If bleeding occurs, use baking soda or styptic powder to stop the bleeding.

· In the case of short or dark nails, use a nail file to trim instead of clippers, or bring your rabbit to a veterinarian.

Handling:
· Allow at least a week for your new pet bunny to settle in before a lot of handling is done. This decreases general stress and anxiety and aids the training process.
· Never “force” handling or cuddling. An animal that learns to fear being handled will resist more and more each time it is attempted.
· Rabbits are built to live on the ground. Being picked up in the wild usually meant death, so until the bunny trusts you, leave petting and handling to the floor level.

· Sitting in a small area such as a hallway and doing something else will give your bunny a chance to explore the room as well as see you as non-threatening. This is a great way to “break the ice” with a new pet bunny.

· When picking up a rabbit, kneel or get as close as you can to the rabbit. Cup your hand under its chest and scoop up the rear end with your other hand. Bring the rabbit to your chest so that all four feet are resting on you.
· Picking up a bunny is often easy, but putting them down can cause even a gentle bunny to wriggle in anticipation. If possible, sit where the bunny can leave your lap on its own and get back to its cage when it wants to. If it feels safe yet unrestrained, it will have fewer reasons to want to leave.
· Kicking and scratching means that neither bunny nor human is happy. A rabbit has very powerful hind legs, and can actually break its own back by struggling. Prevent this by staying close to your bunny when transporting it, and keeping it away from startling noises such as barking dogs or a loud radio.
· Scruffing should be used only if necessary. It can invoke fear, is not comfortable, and if done improperly, can injure a rabbit.
Communication:

· Rabbits communicate primarily by body language, but also use noises such as grunts, honks, thumps, and a scream if extremely scared.
· Pay attention if your rabbit’s ears are flat back. If it is standing with its body raised and ready to pounce, you should stay away! If he is tense, wide-eyed, and trying to be as flat as possible, he is very nervous and scared.
· A bunny that runs quickly, zig-zags, jumps extra high and twists, or even does flips, is a happy bunny! This rabbit feels safe enough in its environment to run and play. These antics are often referred to as a “binky” or “binkying.”

· A rabbit that is “flopped” over or sprawled out is relaxed and very comfortable.
· A loud “thump” made with both back feet is a signal to other rabbits that there is danger. If you are trying to catch your bunny, it means “Don’t come any closer!”
· Licking shows affection… or you may taste good!

· Grooming another bunny shows that the one being groomed is dominant. If a rabbit comes up to you and puts your head under your hand, he is saying “pet me!” and if you put your hand under your rabbits chin and he nips, he is saying “You are not the dominant one, I am the alpha here. You are supposed to pet me!”

Habits:

· Rabbits are crepuscular, meaning they are most active at dawn and dusk.
· Letting your bunny out for exercise while getting ready in the morning and before dinner in the evening easily fits into the average routine.

· “Chinning” an object is a way of marking it. Just as cats have scent glands on their cheeks and “claim” you by rubbing against you, rabbits have scent glands under their chins, and will do the same.
· Spraying is not uncommon in unaltered male rabbits, and can even occur in unspayed females. It is often a territorial issue, and happens mostly when in the presence of other rabbits or pets. Very rarely, an altered rabbit may still spray.
· A favorite pastime of the rabbit is chewing. Rather than trying to stop a natural instinct, try to redirect it from unwanted items – such as furniture – to toys or wooden chewsticks. Untreated wicker baskets, paper towel tubes, and cat toys make great, inexpensive, and fun toys to occupy your bunny.
· The other favorite habit a rabbit has is digging. Since it often can’t do this in its cage, it may try to do it on your carpet, especially where it meets the wall. Again, try redirecting the instinct. Provide a box full of somewhat shredded newspaper, where it can happily finish the shredding for you!
Litterbox Training:

· Once a litterbox is being used inside the cage, it will be a great tool for the rabbits exercise area as well.
· The first time or two outside the cage, the rabbit will most likely leave a few “pills” of poop here and there to mark where it’s been. This is normal, and most likely will stop after the first few times.

· An older rabbit is easier to train than a baby or “teenager” rabbit. Spaying and neutering also greatly eases the training by reducing territorial tendencies.
· Rabbits often prefer to eliminate in only a few places, often in corners and near their food. It is not uncommon to find the occasional “pill” in their food bowl as a way of marking it as its own.

· The size of the litterbox depends on the rabbit. Bunnies tend to prefer corners, but corner pans from pet stores are often too small. Make sure your bunny has enough room to comfortably get in and move around in the litterbox. Cat litter pans or plastic storage totes also work well.
· For litter, use any acceptable type of bedding. Be cautious of clumping cat litter, which can “clump” in the rabbit’s intestinal tract if eaten. Paper bedding is the most odor absorbent, and you can easily scoop urine and feces out at one time. Corn cob litter works great as it is granule-like enough that you can scoop the poop out of it, but not absorbent so that the urine falls to the bottom of the pan and the rabbit does not sit on it as with paper bedding.
· To begin training, find out which place your rabbit has already begun to use as an elimination spot. Place the litterbox in that spot, placing a few poops in the box to give him the idea. Adding a bit of timothy hay to the box helps too, as rabbits often defecate while eating. Rabbits often keep a “toilet” side and “kitchen” side.
· The more the bunny feels that you respect his cage as his territory, the less apt he is to “mark” it with urine and feces and use only the litterbox.
· Be sure to clean the litterbox frequently. No bunny wants to hop into a pile of poop or urine. Sitting on soiled bedding over time can cause scalding of the skin.
· Other rabbits or pets may make your bunny feel like his space has been invaded. Other disruptions in routine can also cause him to quit using the litterbox or eliminate elsewhere.
· If a bunny has quit using the litterbox and nothing in your rabbit’s life has changed, consider a health-related cause. Check with your rabbit’s vet.

· Litterbox training usually doesn’t happen overnight. It may take 24hrs or 24 days, or may never happen fully. Be consistent!
Spaying/Neutering:
· Altering or fixing your pet rabbit (known as spaying in females and neutering in males) greatly improves the life of your pet rabbit. Altering a rabbit will…
· Greatly reduce the risk of ovarian cysts or cancer, which is very common in older females.
· Greatly reduce hormonal behaviors, such as spraying, mounting, territorial aggression, and nesting behaviors.

· Makes a bunny calmer, and housetraining and handling much easier.

· Some veterinarians have different thoughts on neutering. Some prefer to wait until the rabbit is older so the organs are fully developed, and others prefer to neuter shortly before they are fully mature so that hormonal problems never begin.

· Be sure to find an experienced rabbit vet to perform your rabbit’s spay or neuter. Using common anesthetics can be fatal to rabbits – only a few are acceptable.

· Prices of the surgery vary, from as little as $75 up to $250, depending on your vet and the medicines used. Some prices include bloodwork while others are optional.  Typically spays are more expensive as they are more invasive.
Health Issues:

	A happy and healthy animal will have…

· A regular appetite
· Healthy skin and fur

· Clear eyes and ears
· Clean bottom

· Alertness and curiosity


	A sick or injured animal may have…

· Weight loss
· Lethargy
· Heavy or deep breathing

· Skin lesions or bumps

· Dirty bottom

· Eye or nasal discharge

· Crusty ear canals




· Heat stroke – emergency condition. Symptoms include heavy panting, drooling, and in extreme cases, seizures and loss of consciousness. Contact vet immediately, and cool down by soaking ears and legs with cool water. If caught in the early stages, mist the ears with water, use a fan to circulate air, and lay frozen bottles of water inside the cage for the rabbit to lie against.

· Diarrhea – loose or soft stools caused by a poor diet or dietary change, stress, internal parasites, or other illness. Contact a vet within 48hrs to determine cause and treatment. Call immediately if stools are very watery.
· Malocclusion – overgrown or misaligned teeth. Have a vet trim teeth regularly or extract the tooth to prevent mouth sores and inability to eat.

· Mites – fur mites cause patches of hair loss, while ear mites cause brown scabs or crusts in the ear. Contact your veterinarian within the week for treatment.
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