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For over a year now, life has been far from normal. Everyone has 
adapted and coped in different ways, but what we are all hoping for 
is light at the end of the tunnel and some normality to return, and 
hopefully now the warmer and sunnier months are here, we can all 
enjoy time out in the fresh air. With this is mind, we want to remind 
everyone to make sure your rabbits are protected from the hazards 
that come with summer. Take care to ensure they have adequate shade, plenty of water 
and circulating fresh air. Remember to check them twice daily to ensure they are clean 
and there are no signs of fly eggs or maggots – if you find either you must take your 
rabbit to an emergency vet.

Myxomatosis and RVHD are both prevalent within the UK, and there is still some 
misunderstanding and incorrect information on what they are, how they are (and aren’t) 

spread, and what vaccination actually does. Dr Sophie 
Jenkins writes on the subject on page 2.

Our Five Welfare Needs series comes to a conclusion, 
looking at the need to be protected from pain, suffering, 
injury and disease. You can read Dr Laura Dixon’s final 
instalment on page 4.

Respiratory tract disease in rabbits is a common health 
problem, but there can be numerous causes and therefore 
treatments. Veterinary surgeon, Tariq Abou-Zahr explains 
all in his feature on page 12. 

The way rabbits are handled has long been discussed. Dr 
James Oxley et al. write about this on page 16, based on a 
recent owner survey on handling techniques.

Exercise and movement are important for all of us, and 
rabbits are no exception. However, as a prey species, 
encouraging movement must be done in ways that does 
not increase their stress. Rabbiting On Veterinary Adviser, 
Dr Guen Bradbury explains how this can be achieved, in the 
feature on page 20. 

On page 40, Dr Emma Milne writes about showing 
rabbits in her continuing Ethics series; how and why this 
causes stress to the rabbits involved and potential health 
implications.

We also introduce the four new rescues that our Sponsor 
a Rescue 2021 will be supporting, look at substrates and 
litter you can use (and those you shouldn’t), how elderly 
rabbits are cared for in rescue, the causes of excessive 
urination and drinking, and what causes normal and 
abnormal fur loss.

We love receiving your letters, photos or ideas for features 
for future issues.

Until next issue, take care

Claire Speight Editor

A WARM WELCOME TO 
THE SUMMER ISSUE OF 

RABBITING ON

Rabbiting On is the quarterly 
journal of the Rabbit Welfare 
Association and Fund, which exists 
to improve the quality of life of 
pet rabbits in the UK. For further 
information about day-to-day 
rabbit health issues please visit 
the website at:  
http://rabbitwelfare.co.uk 
To join the RWAF please go to the 
website or telephone the Helpline: 
0191 933 9000

Our Summer Star Bunnies are Geoff 
and Grace, sent in by Ruth Reid
Geoff and Grace win; 1 x 2kg Excel Nuggets (winners choice of 
Junior & Dwarf, Light, Mature, Adult Mint or Adult Oregano), 1 x 
1kg Excel Forage and 1 pack of snack treats. 
For further information on Burgess Pet Care’s extensive range 
of animal feeds, call their FREE customer Care Line number:  

0800 413 969
In order to claim your prize you must contact us on info@
rabbitwelfare.co.uk with your choice of preferred Excel 
nuggets, RWAF membership number, postal address and 
telephone number before the next issue of Rabbiting On is 
published.

Cover picture: L Jones

STAR BUNNIES
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HEALTH

The European Rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus) is not native to the UK. 
It has, however, been in the UK for centuries, after being introduced 
as a food source by the Romans and Normans. However, due to 

intense farming, an overwhelming rabbit population established. When 
an overwhelming population occurs, nature tries to control it with either 
a prey-predator relationship or diseases, e.g. viruses. The three main 
viruses of rabbits are Myxomatosis, Rabbit Viral Haemorrhagic Disease 1 
(RVHD1) and Rabbit Viral Haemorrhagic Disease 2 (RVHD2). 

What are these viruses?
Myxomatosis is a Leporipoxvirus (poxvirus affecting Leporidae, i.e. rabbits 
and hares). The natural host is the South American Wild rabbit, where it 
causes mild skin lesions. When myxomatosis spread into Europe in the 
1940’s, the wild rabbit developed severe symptoms and high mortalities 
occurred. This was seen as an advantage to UK farmers, who were now 
finding the wild rabbit a pest. In 1953, myxomatosis was introduced into 

the UK in order to control the rabbit population. Within 
2 years, the UK wild rabbit population had declined by 
95%. 

Rabbit Viral Haemorrhagic Disease is a calicivirus and 
was first reported in China in 1984. It rapidly spread 
throughout the world rabbit population, causing sudden 
death of millions of rabbits. RVHD1 is the classic disease, 
causing high morbidity (numbers of rabbits affected) 
and up to 90% mortality (numbers of rabbits that 
die). Young rabbits between 4-8 weeks appear to be 
immune, although it is not fully understood why. RVHD2 
is a newer variant of RVHD1. It was initially reported in 
2010, within mainland Europe. RVHD2 affects rabbits 
of all ages, including those that are vaccinated against 
RVHD1. In 2013, RVHD2 entered the UK and quickly 
outnumbered RVHD1 in morbidity (Westcott and 
Choudhury, 2015). RVHD2 has a lower mortality, ranging 
from 7-50%. Rabbits that survive RVHD2 can spread the 
virus for up to two months. 

How does myxomatosis spread?
Viruses spread directly (rabbit to rabbit) and indirectly 
(fomites, insects, and indirect host). The main spread 
of myxomatosis in the pet population is indirectly, via 
biting insects (fleas, mosquitoes, flies, sucking louse, 
Cheyletiella). All pet rabbits, even those indoors, 
are susceptible to the virus. Myxomatosis is more 
commonly found during warmer months, when fleas 
and mosquitoes are in their element. However, the virus 
can survive winter within the body of a flea and cause 
symptoms in early spring. Insect control is important 
to prevent the spread of myxomatosis. Fly screens, 
fly repellents such as Rearguard© and F10 Insectide 
Spray© and environmental control of flies and fleas are 
important. The rabbit flea can be carried by cats and 
dogs. Any rabbit-owning household that also has these 
pets, should ensure flea treatment is kept up-to-date in 
their cat/dog. Direct transfer of myxomatosis can occur 
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Myxomatosis lesions with 
blackened lumpy skin in 
localised areas

MYXOMATOSIS,  
RVHD1 AND RVHD2 - 
What are they and how 
are they spread?
By Dr Sophie Jenkins BVetMed  
PgCEAS GPExAP MRCVS,  
Advanced Practitioner in  
Zoological Medicine

Signs of myxomatosis 
include swollen eyelids, 
lips, nose, ears and 
genitals
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via sneezing and discharges from the eyes. Myxomatosis does not spread 
via human clothing or shoes. Having said that, strict precautions should 
be in place when treating a rabbit that has myxomatosis, to ensure no 
possible spread can occur from the handler to another rabbit. 

How do RVHD1 and RVHD2 spread?
Unlike myxomatosis, RVHD1 and RVHD2 are spread via fomites (small 
particles) that are transferred via shoes, clothing, wheels, water bottles, 
bowls and other animals, and also directly from infected wild/pet rabbits. 
RVHD can withstand very cold temperatures, lying dormant in the 
environment for many months (proven only at strict laboratory-controlled 
environment and unlikely to reflect true conditions in the field). It is likely 
to be destroyed by the sun’s ultraviolent rays and washed away by rain. 
Biosecurity, particularly at rescues, is extremely important to stop the 
spread. This should include disinfectant foot dips, change of clothing/
shoes and quarantine of new rabbits. It is unlikely that picking wild flowers 
and weeds will cause spread of RVHD. Weeds and flowers are a good 
source of nutrients, but you should still wash any wild-picked vegetable 
matter before feeding it to your rabbits.

Clinical signs
Myxomatosis symptoms occur within 5-7 days of infection. Signs include 
swollen eyelids, lips, nose, ears and genitals. Secondary bacterial infection 
often occurs, leading to fatal pneumonias. Myxomatosis rapidly progresses 
and almost all unvaccinated, affected rabbits will die within 10-14 days. 
Some rabbits may only present with mild swellings to the ears, eyelids and 
genitalia, and a raised temperature, passing away within 2-3 days. Other 
diseases can cause swellings around the nose and genitals, such as rabbit 
syphilis (Treponema cuniculi). However, syphilis normally has crusting of 
the nose and genitals, whereas myxomatosis does not. Vaccines are not 
100% and occasionally mild myxomatosis can occur in vaccinated rabbits. 
These symptoms include chronic skin lesions with blackened lumpy skin in 
localised areas (typically back, sides and abdomen). After several weeks, 
the skin lesion falls off and the skin heals. These are the lucky rabbits as 
they develop natural immunity to myxomatosis.

RVHD1 is often fatal before any clinical signs. Owners may notice 
bleeding from the nose, mouth or anus a few hours before death. Other 
differentials include acute trauma (head or chest damage), lung infections 
or tumours, fungal infection of the nose (aspergillosis) and toxicities.

RVHD2 often presents with vague clinical signs such as anorexia, 
lethargic, inappetence, mild bleeding from the nose, mouth and anus. In 
a group situation, several rabbits will go down with symptoms over 1-3 
weeks. Differentials include those from RVHD1. 

Diagnosis and treatment
If your rabbit is unwell, you should contact your vet immediately. There 
are many causes that can present similarly and it is important to obtain 
prompt diagnosis and treatment.

Myxomatosis is normally diagnosed on clinical signs. Sadly there is no 
treatment that will cure this awful disease. Fluid therapy and supportive 
care can be administered, but are rarely successful in an unvaccinated 
rabbit. 
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Diagnosis of RVHD1 is generally via post-mortem, with 
liver biopsies submitted for histopathology. However, 
as many pet owners may not present a deceased rabbit 
to the vet, the prevalence of RVHD1 within the pet 
population is not truly know. Sadly there is no treatment 
for RVHD1. Supportive care may be attempted, but 
by the time clinical signs have set in, the outcome is 
normally fatal. Vaccination in an establishment may 
not be helpful in an outbreak, as the incubation period 
for RVHD1 is very short (1-3 days) in comparison to the 
onset of immunity from the vaccine (7-21 days).

RVHD2 presents differently from RVHD1. As such, other 
causes of gastrointestinal stasis, lethargy and mild 
bleeding should be considered. If multiple rabbits are 
involved, RVHD2 should be top of the list. Treatment 
includes fluids, supportive feeding and pain relief. 
Diagnosis is similar to RVHD1 (post-mortem, liver 
biopsies) and there are also PCR tests. The onset of 
immunity with vaccination can be similar to that of the 
incubation period of RVHD2 (3 to 9 days). Immediate 
vaccination in an outbreak may therefore save several 
individuals. 

Vaccination
These viruses are worrying for rabbit owners and 
rescues. The good news is that a single vaccination that 
covers against all three diseases is now available. If your 
rabbits are out-of-date with their RVHD2 vaccination, 
they will likely require this before the triple combo 
vaccination is given. It is best to discuss this with a 
rabbit savvy vet.

Other animals can 
spread RVHD

Occasionally mild 
myxomatosis can occur 
in vaccinated rabbits
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BEHAVIOUR

THE FIVE WELFARE NEEDS - 
The need to be protected from 
pain, suffering, injury or disease
By Laura Dixon, Research Scientist
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A relaxed, pain 
free posture

This is the fifth and last article in a series looking at the Five Welfare 
Needs, and how they apply to our pet rabbits. As a reminder, the 
Five Welfare Needs (previously known as the Five Freedoms), were 

developed as a way to assess animal housing and management, and they 
are1:

•  Need for a suitable environment

•  Need for a suitable diet

•  Need to be able to exhibit normal behaviour patterns

•  Need to be housed with, or apart from, other animals

•  Need to be protected from pain, suffering, injury and disease.

Here we will be discussing potential causes of pain, suffering, injury or 
disease that rabbits can experience and how to minimise/prevent their 
occurrence.

Hiding signs
Rabbits are a prey species, which means that they have evolved to 
minimise any signs of pain, illness or distress that may make them more 
vulnerable to a predator. This means that unless it’s a severe or acute 
injury, rabbits only show very subtle signs of pain, suffering, injury 
or disease until things get much worse for the rabbit, which leads to 
treatment being more difficult2. 

Potential risks to rabbit health and well being
There are disease risks to rabbits, with Myxomatosis and Rabbit Viral 
Haemorrhagic Disease being the most prevalent. Myxomatosis is a viral 
disease that can cause fever, swelling, lesions and raised masses, eye 
and nose discharge, and difficulty breathing3. There are two strains of 
Rabbit Viral Haemorrhagic Disease (RVHD1 and RVHD2), and these cause 
massive internal bleeding and usually lead to death, although some 
rabbits can recover from RVHD2 with early vet care. 

Rabbits are also vulnerable to parasite infections. Parasites can be 
internal (inside the rabbit) or external (on the fur/skin of the rabbit). For 
example, E. cuniculi is a microscopic brain and kidney parasite found 
in rabbits that can lead to a range of health issues such as head tilting, 
weakness in the back legs and uncontrollable spinning or rolling; however, 
a large number of rabbits can carry this parasite without any symptoms. 
Rabbits can also contract worms, usually from eating vegetation 
contaminated with carnivore faeces. The worms aren’t transmitted 
through rabbit droppings, but infected animals may develop cysts in the 
skin or more seriously, in the liver4. 

Fleas are a common external parasite that feed on blood, so a large 
infestation could lead to weakness in the rabbit, and they are also a 
transmission risk for myxomatosis. Maggots from fly eggs can cause 

a serious issue, called flystrike. The flies lay eggs on 
the rabbit and maggots hatch from the eggs. The 
maggots can eat into the rabbit’s flesh in 24 hours and 
can quickly cause death5. Accumulation of faeces or 
caecotrophs on the rabbit’s hind end due to a poor diet 
or the inability to clean themselves, can also increase 
the risk of flystrike.

Rabbits can get cuts or injuries from fighting with other 
rabbits, from other animals, from an inappropriate 
environment or from poor handling. These injuries could 
be minor; however, blood from the wound may attract 
flies, leading to increased risk of flystrike, or the wound 
could be more serious, like broken bones. The wound 
could also develop an abscess (a pocket of infective 
bacteria) which will build up fluid and pressure until it 

When your rabbit needs to see an emergency vet
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bursts. They may also be associated with dental disease when in the head 
or neck area of the rabbit. 

Rabbits, like other animals, can also develop osteoarthritis. This is a 
painful inflammation of the joints that often occurs later in life, but rabbits 
of any age can suffer with arthritis. Overweight rabbits are more likely 
to develop arthritis and obesity can also make it difficult for the rabbit to 
clean urine and faeces from their fur. In addition, the extra weight puts 
increased strain on the cardiovascular system. 

Rabbits have a unique digestive system and need to be continuously 
grazing on high fibre forages to maintain proper gut health. The action 
of chewing these foods also helps to naturally wear teeth down and they 
help stimulate the rhythmic muscle contractions that move food through 
the digestive tract. Low fibre diets can result in problems with normal 
gut contractions and can lead to gut stasis, the slowing down or stopping 
of the digestive system which results in a build-up of harmful bacteria 
in the gut. If not treated quickly, toxins from the bacteria can lead to 
organ failure and possible death6. Proper grooming is also needed for 
gut health. Rabbits groom themselves and if they ingest lots of fur, along 
with being fed a low fibre diet, this can lead to blockages/slowdown in the 
digestive tract.

Look for changes in behaviour
The best way to spot pain in a rabbit is to look for changes in their normal 
behaviour. Look for changes in their movement – lameness, stiffness, 
or unwillingness to move. Look for changes in their response to their 
companion or to you – reduced willingness to come over and interact. 
Look for changes in how they spend time – reduced time grazing, 
increased time hiding, changes in grooming behaviour, etc. There are pain 
scales that vets use, such as grimace scales, but these are usually better 
at detecting acute pain (such as after surgery), rather than chronic pain. 
Owner observation of changes in the rabbit’s behaviour can be a very 
sensitive way of detecting pain.

What can you do?
Prevention of factors that may cause pain, suffering, injury or disease 
is the best method. Rabbits should be vaccinated against Myxomatosis 
and both strains of Rabbit Viral Haemorrhagic Disease and should get a 
yearly booster vaccination. Some rabbits will still occasionally contract 
Myxomatosis, even when vaccinated, but the disease is generally much 
milder and has a good prognosis.

All rabbits should be neutered. This reduces unwanted or aggressive 
behaviours and reduces the chances of fighting causing injury. However, 
remember that rabbits always need to be properly introduced and that 
neutered males and females tend to bond the best (see RWAF website for 
bonding information).

Rabbits should be housed with a companion in an appropriate 
environment that fulfils their needs (see Summer 2020 Rabbiting 
On,) and doesn’t present any dangers to the rabbit. Rabbits should be 
routinely checked for signs of ill health. Get to know the normal behaviour 
of your rabbit so that any deviations can be identified. Examine the 
rabbit’s fur and skin, mouth, eyes, nose and ears for abnormalities or 
signs of discharge and the rabbit’s bottom for signs of urine staining and 
diarrhoea. It is also a good idea to keep a weekly record of your rabbit’s 

weight so you can identify any increases or decreases 
in weight for an adult rabbit, and regularly groom your 
rabbit. Make sure to properly handle the rabbit while 
doing these checks so the rabbit doesn’t panic, struggle 
or escape and fall to the ground7. 

Finally, you need to make sure you get your rabbit 
appropriate vet treatment as soon as possible when 
needed. 

What is an emergency?
If you notice any of the below, this is an emergency that 
requires an urgent vet visit8:

-  maggots on the rabbit (flystrike)

-  not eating or drinking properly

-  not toileting properly – decrease in droppings, 
diarrhoea, blood spots in urine

-  inactivity and/or hunched posture

-  mouth breathing

-  discharge from ears, nose, mouth

-  severe cuts and bleeding or broken bones

-  collapsing or having seizures

-  unable to pass urine

Remember that your rabbits are depending on you to 
keep them safe, healthy and happy, so you need to be 
vigilant for any possible changes or issues. If you are 
ever unsure about a possible issue with your rabbit, 
always bring them to the vet just in case.
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Polyuria and polydipsia are terms used to describe 
increased urination and increased thirst. These 
are not uncommon signs of illness; however, 

the challenge is that there can be many causes of the 
condition. Rabbits can get all of the conditions that 
cause these signs in humans, dogs and cats. There 
are also a few conditions which cause increased 
urination and increased thirst mainly in rabbits, such 
as Encephalitozoon cuniculi and calcium metabolism 
disorders. It can be hard to identify why a rabbit is 
drinking or urinating more, so usually your vet will need 
to carry out tests to identify the most likely causes. Some 
illnesses cause a rabbit to be extra thirsty and want to 
drink more and therefore needing to urinate more. Other 
illnesses can cause the rabbit be unable to make normal 
concentrated urine, specifically where the inability of the 
kidney to conserve water leads to dilute urine and loss of 
water. To catch up on this loss, the rabbit then needs to 
drink more to prevent dehydration. It can be a challenge 
to work out which one has come first.

Normal and increased drinking
It has been found that the normal amount of water a 
rabbit needs to intake is around 100ml per kilogram (kg) 
body weight a day (range can be 50-150ml per kg over 
24 hours). A medium sized rabbit weighs around 3kg and 
would need 300ml water a day. Rabbits have a higher 
metabolic rate and therefore also higher water intake 
than cats and dogs. A 3kg rabbit drinks about the same 
as a 10kg dog. It can be drunk, taken in as part of grass 
or leafy vegetables or the body can make it by breaking 
down other foods or body fat (metabolic water). This is 
why sick rabbits may have a sunken-eye look, as the fat 
that sits behind the eye has been used to provide water to 
help with the dehydration related to illness. Polydipsia is 
therefore diagnosed when a rabbit is drinking more than 
200ml per kilogram body weight over 24 hours. This is 
best measured over a three day period to get an average. 

Urination
Increased urination may be seen more as a behaviour change, as the rabbit 
may appear to have lost their litter training or no longer just urinate in 
the one spot in the environment, or the latrine area may be a lot wetter. 
If measured, normal urine volumes are around 130ml per kilogram body 
weight a day (range can be 20-350ml per kg over 24 hours).  As the condition 
progresses, the rabbits back legs, feet and tail may be soaked in urine from 
dribbling or increased spraying. Staining of the fur and burns on the skin with 
redness and infected sores can be seen in rabbits suffering with this over a 
longer period of time. Even with frequent bathing, it can be a challenge to 
protect the delicate rabbit skin. The use of baby nappy barrier creams and 
less bathing can help. Take care not to allow your rabbit to lick at the creams. 
However, the cause of the change in urination and most likely compensatory 
polydipsia is required, to allow specific treatment. A urine sample can be 
very helpful in the first step of investigating the common causes of increased 
urination. Put less bedding in the latrine area or no absorptive litter in the 
litter tray and then collect the sample up into a spoon or with a syringe and 
put it in a clean container for your vet to analyse. 

Causes of polyuria and polydipsia
Below are the causes of polydipsia and polyuria in rabbits, listed 
in order of how commonly they are seen by vets (see tables 1 and 2). The 
top five causes are pain, inappetence, kidney disease, liver disease and 
calcium metabolism disorders. The vet will usually need to run further 
tests on the urine and blood to work out the most likely cause of the 
problem. Some conditions, like a sore mouth or dental pain from dental 
disease, may be suspected from examination of the rabbit’s mouth 
during the consultation, but as over two thirds of the tooth is within the 
jaw bone, problems with dental pain may need to be identified by x-rays 
or other imaging. If liver or kidney disease is diagnosed on the blood 
tests, further information as to the type and amount of disease often 
requires additional follow-up investigation. Ultrasound scanning allows 
the structure of these organs to be assessed. X-rays allow the size and 
shape and associated organs to be assessed. If the cause is due to calcium 
metabolism disorders, the x-rays may reveal stones in the urinary tract 
(kidneys, tubes connecting kidneys (ureters) to the bladder and urethra 
taking the urine out of the body) or calcium hardening of the arteries. 
Specific blood tests can be sent out to an external laboratory to measure 

HEALTH

POLYURIA AND 
POLYDIPSIA IN 

RABBITS
By Dr Brigitte Lord, Veterinary Surgeon
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antibody levels caused by exposure to Encephalitozoon cuniculi, a 
common cause of kidney disease in rabbits. 

These two tables show the different reasons for increased thirst (Table 
1), and increased urination (Table 2) in rabbits, listed in order of how 
commonly they are seen by vets. The ones in red are the top five!

Photo 1: The photograph shows the normal appearance of rabbit 
urine. It is difficult to assess the volume of this at home. The 
cloudy appearance is the calcium the rabbit does not need from 
the diet and has filtered this, from the blood stream into urine, via 
the kidneys. It is normal to see this. The red colour can be normal 
colour pigments from food or abnormal blood. If the rabbit seems 
unwell then a vet check-up is recommended

Reasons for increased 
thirst

What is happening to the rabbit? How does the disease 
process cause this?

Pain (seen commonly 
with dental disease)

The exact reason for this is unknown, but it is thought that 
drinking may be soothing for oral pain or compensatory for 
eating less.

Anorexia, food 
deprivation, stress

Not eating or unable to eat. Thirst can increase by 6.5 times if 
the rabbit has not eaten for several days, as the rabbit needs to 
drink more to compensate for not getting water from their food. 
Life threating gut stasis will also be an issue. However stress 
can also cause inappetence and lack of thirst as the rabbit 
wants to hide.

Boredom Psychological problems commonly related to boredom can be 
expressed in many ways and drinking more, over grooming and 
chewing bars may all be seen.

Reasons for increased 
urination

What is happening to the rabbit? How does the disease 
process cause this?

Kidney disease Kidney problems can prevent the rabbit from making 
concentrated urine.

Long-term or severe 
liver disease

The full mechanism is unclear. However, the nausea often 
associated with liver disease, with an impulse to drink and 
compensatory for eating less may be involved. When the liver 
is damaged, it will also release digestive juices (bile acids) into 
the blood stream, which may act on the kidney to stop it making 
concentrated urine.

Calcium metabolism 
disorders leading to 
high calcium levels in 
the blood

Calcium regulation problems may be related to feeding 
excessive commercial rabbit foods and the urinary system 
being unable to flush out the excessive levels of calcium that 
are not needed. The build of calcium crystals may develop into 
bladder stones which rub against the bladder wall and cause 
cystitis. The rabbit will feel the urge to urinate more frequently 
and drink more to compensate. Stones may also develop in the 
kidney and hardening of the arteries to the kidneys may also 
be seen. This may reduce the urine concentrating ability of 
the kidney. High calcium ions in the blood also desensitise the 
kidneys to the hormonal control of water conservation.

Cystitis (inflammation 
of the bladder)

Irritation of the bladder leads to an increased impulse to urinate 
and compensatory increased impulse to drink.

Pus infection of the 
uterus

The kidneys become insensitive to the hormones involved 
in water conservation. A compensatory increased thirst will 
usually be seen.

Endotoxaemia Toxins in the blood that can be released by the body in reaction 
to massive stimulation of the immune system or from some 
bacteria. These can cause a type of blood poisoning.

Kidney infection The kidney becomes insensitive to the hormones involved 
in water conservation. A compensatory increased thirst will 
usually be seen.

Compensatory flushing 
out of the kidneys 
following correction 
of an obstruction (like 
a urinary stone) in the 
urinary tract

Increased urination is seen as the body regains control of water 
conservation and salt balance in the body following a prolonged 
period of urine retention. A multitudinous of mechanisms are 
involved.

Diabetes mellitus (very 
rare)

Diabetes affecting the pancreas and blood sugar control. This 
is very rare in the rabbit. The high blood glucose overflows into 
the urine pulling water with it, reducing water conservation by 
the kidneys.

Side effect or action 
of some medicines like 
diuretics or steroids

The medicine acts to reduce the urine concentrating ability of 
the kidneys.

Table 1. This table shows the reasons for increased thirst and how this happens.

Table 2. This table shows the reasons for increased urination and how this happens.

Conclusion
It is important to know what is normal for your rabbits 
and how much they drink and urinate each day. Any 
changes in urination or thirst should prompt a visit to 
the vets, as it could be a warning sign of something 
more serious.

Increased urination may be seen as a behaviour change, as the 
rabbit may appear to have lost their litter training
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WELFARE

CAN CHILDREN AND 
RABBITS COHABIT?
By Guen Bradbury, Rabbiting On Veterinary Adviser
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Children should only 
mix with rabbits at 
floor level

Despite their cuddly appearance and their small size, rabbits do not 
make good pets for children. Nevertheless, many children’s stories 
feature children holding and cuddling rabbits, and this image is still 

often used in marketing and advertising. 

Historically, rabbits were often seen as a good ‘starter pet’ for a child 
– teaching them about the full responsibilities of caring for an animal. 
Unfortunately, most children rapidly got bored of their rabbits, which 
ended up neglected and forgotten. However, while rabbits do not make 
good pets for children, they can make excellent family pets, given the 
right situation.

Why aren’t rabbits good pets for children?
Rabbits are prey animals. To survive, they need to avoid being eaten. This 
means that they must be alert to any signs of danger and must respond 
accordingly – running away if possible and defending themselves if not. 
Being picked up is a clear sign of danger, so rabbits will try very hard to 
prevent this happening.

Children have limited ability to empathise with others, find it hard to delay 
gratification, and like to explore the world with their hands. This makes it 
very hard for them to respond to the feelings of an animal (like a rabbit) 
that they don’t instinctively understand. It is hard for them to delay the 
gratification of touching an animal in order to wait until it has learned to 
come to them – so children are likely to grab. And it is hard for them to 
recognise that something that is pleasurable for them, like being picked 
up, is very scary for a rabbit. This means that children find it hard to 
emotionally engage with a rabbit.

Additionally, children behave physically in ways that are very intimidating for 
rabbits. They tend to move fast, behave unpredictably, and make very loud 
noises. If an animal runs away, most children will chase it. If they do manage 
to corner and catch a rabbit, they may lack the motor skills or knowledge to 
handle the rabbit safely, so the rabbit might be dropped and injured. 

Children should be taught 
to let the rabbits choose 
to interact with them
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People who buy rabbits for children often don’t realise how much space 
rabbits need, or want to keep the rabbits in a small enclosure so the child 
can get close to rabbits that want to escape. Rabbits kept in this sort 
of environment are forced to interact in ways that are stressful and do 
not make interesting pets. Rabbits need a stimulating environment and 
correct companionship to show the behaviours that are interesting to 
humans. Inappropriate environments increase the likelihood that children 
will get bored with rabbits.

How can rabbits make good family pets?

Rabbits can make good family pets, providing certain rules are followed. 
If a pair of rabbits is to be introduced into a family, they should be the 
responsibility of the adults, not the children. The children should be 
taught to let the rabbits choose to interact with them, to never chase 
them, and to never pick them up.

Young children often find it hard to interact with pet rabbits. Parents 
should only allow contact between the children and rabbits when the 
children are tired and calm. Young children can be taught to only stroke 
the rabbit when they are lying on their front at the same level – this 
helps them to see the world from the rabbits’ point of view, and, more 
practically, prevents them being able to give immediate chase! The parent 
should stop the interaction before the rabbits are bored to prevent the 
child feeling frustrated when the rabbits move away. Redirecting the 
children’s attention onto another activity reduces their frustration.

“Rabbits are ground-loving prey animals, who become friendly 
and responsive when properly treated. But rabbits are vulnerable 
to injury if handled badly and rarely appreciate being cuddled. 
Therefore, rabbits do not make good children’s pets, but can make 
successful family pets, if parents respect the needs of the rabbit 
and the limitations of the children. Adults must accept all the 
responsibility of caring for the rabbit.”

Rabbit Welfare Association & Fund policy statement

Explaining the rabbits’ actions helps children to empathise with the 
animals and to learn what they like.

“When she grinds her teeth like that, she’s feeling happy and relaxed. 
She really likes it when you stroke her gently on the face and ears.”

“Can you see how the rabbits are snuggled together and sleeping? 
When they look like that, they don’t want to be disturbed.”

“When he moves away from you, he doesn’t want to play with you 
anymore. He was scared because you moved very suddenly. Next 
time, try to move more gently and he is less likely to run away.”

As the children become older, parents should explain 
what the rabbits’ behaviours indicate. This helps them 
to see the rabbits as individuals with emotions and 
helps them to learn how to modify their own behaviour 
to encourage the behaviours they want in the rabbits. 
Parents should teach the children to recognise signs 
of fear, and to respect the rabbits’ choice to interact 
or to leave them alone. Parents should also teach the 
children how to encourage the rabbits to interact more 
with them, so they learn ‘good rabbit manners’ rather 
than just learning to avoid ‘bad rabbit manners.’ When 
friends visit, children can be tempted to try to force the 
rabbits to interact with their friends – but giving them 
responsibility to teach their friends how to interact with 
the rabbits in acceptable ways can help to reinforce 
good behaviour patterns.

Even quite young children can hand feed rabbits, and 
this provides a rewarding interaction that does not 
involve contact. They can scatter pieces of vegetable on 
the floor to watch the rabbits search for them, and they 
can point to pieces that the rabbit has missed (unlike 
dogs, rabbits do not instinctively follow the direction of 
a point, but this behaviour can be trained). If the rabbits 
have good recall, children can run to different parts 
of the garden and call them over to give them pieces 
of concentrate food. Older children can be taught how 
to train the rabbits to do different behaviours – often 
showing more application than their parents!

Physical contact
The only physical contact that children should have 
with the rabbits is stroking them on the head and ears. 
Children should be taught to offer a closed fist in front 
of the rabbit’s nose – if the rabbit lowers its head, they 
can stroke it, but if it doesn’t, they should move away. 
This sort of impulse control is hard for young children, 
so they should always be supervised and distracted 
away if the rabbits do not want to interact. They should 
also stroke the rabbit using the back of the hand, not the 
front, to reduce the temptation to grab.

Children and rabbits do not automatically form mutually 
beneficial relationships. If adult owners invest time and 
effort in the learning process, then children can learn to 
have close relationships with rabbits, and the impulse 
control developed will serve them well in different parts 
of their lives.

If the rabbit lowers 
their head, the child 
can stroke them
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As a junior doctor and rabbit enthusiast, I find the similarities and 
differences between humans and rabbits fascinating. As fellow 
mammals, there are many similarities, with doctors and vets often 

using the same investigations and medicines. However, they are clearly not 
just miniature (furry) humans, and have clear differences in their anatomy, 
physiology and diseases which affect them.

Normal fur loss
Rabbits naturally moult four times per year, with two moults being more dramatic 
than the others. In the wild, as rabbits squeeze through gaps in hedgerows and 
into small spaces, the fur is shed but domestic rabbits often require grooming 
to help remove the excess fur. This is an important part of rabbit husbandry as 
ingestion of excess fur by the rabbit or its partner can cause blockages in their 
intestines, particularly when fibre and fluid intake are compromised. Whilst 
moulting is normal, abnormal and excessive loss of fur resulting in fur thinning 
and baldness can indicate underlying problems – this article considers some of the 
causes of abnormal fur loss in domestic rabbits and the conditions your vet may 
consider when examining your rabbit. 

Common problems
Dermatology problems are a common presenting complaint for vets, an 
estimated 20% of small animal consultations revolve around a dermatology 
problem1. This article is not meant as advice, and as with any rabbit that is 
unwell, you should seek the opinion of a suitably-qualified rabbit savvy vet if 
you notice abnormal fur loss in your rabbit to ensure they receive the correct 
investigations, diagnosis and treatment. 

All rabbits are born without fur but some never develop fur – this is termed 
congenital alopecia, with a number of genetic mutations having been 
reported2. There is an association of congenital alopecia with a weakened 
immune system, and affected rabbits should be kept indoors for warmth 
and protection from excess UV exposure which can predispose them to skin 
cancer, much like in humans2. For rabbits who initially have normal fur, and 
later develop abnormal fur loss, this can be considered acquired alopecia and 
for this there are many causes2.

An important piece of information when investigating fur loss is to work 
out whether the fur is falling out or being pulled out, by itself or by another 
rabbit. Rabbits naturally pull their own fur during pregnancy to create a nest 
for their litter; and similarly, unspayed rabbits can have phantom or pseudo 
pregnancies whereby they can do the same. In these cases, the owner will 
often notice a nest in the rabbit’s living space, which the rabbit has created 
with this fur. Pseudopregnancy in itself generally does not require any 
medical intervention, but as per RWAF guidelines, it is recommended that all 

female rabbits are spayed to reduce their risk of cancer 
and the stress that this can cause.

However, a rabbit pulling its own fur can indicate an 
underlying problem. Pain or itching due to an underlying 
skin trauma, infection or infestation can cause a rabbit 
to bite, pull and scratch an area of fur, causing the fur to 
fall out. In this case, the rabbit may seem to focus on a 
particular area and on examination of the underlying skin, 
the vet may be able to identify a clear cause. Ringworm 
and mites are examples of infections affecting rabbits 
which may or may not cause itching, but can result in fur 
loss with bald patches and crusting of the skin2,3,4. Both 
can be easily treated, once correctly identified, but if left 
untreated can worsen, causing significant distress to the 
rabbit and increasing the chances of passing the infection 
on to other rabbits, and humans, with which it is in contact. 

If the rabbit seems to be focusing on a particular area, 
without an obvious dermatological cause, it would be 

HEALTH

ABNORMAL FUR 
LOSS IN RABBITS

By Dr. Roxann Holder 
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Despite extensive 
investigations, the 
cause of Muffin’s 
fur loss could not be 
identified

Flaky skin is a 
common sign of mites
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important to consider pain underlying that area.

On the other hand, a diffuse pattern of hair pulling may have a psychological 
or physiological cause. Allergy or irritation can cause a diffuse or localised 
itch – if suspected, it will be important to identify any changes that have 
been made to the rabbit’s environment and to eliminate these. If the cause 
cannot be found or cannot be eliminated, then as for treatment of allergies in 
humans, antihistamines can be considered at rabbit specific doses. 

Boredom
Excessive self-grooming and fur pulling can also be a sign of psychological 
distress, whether this be boredom or stress. Making changes to alleviate this 
stress is key to resolving this, and may include providing the rabbit with more 
space and enrichment, moving them away from loud noises and busy places, 
making changes to the diet to encourage more foraging and hay eating and 
introducing a bonded companion. In her book ‘Behavioural Problems in 
Rabbits’, Guen Bradbury describes how domestic rabbits without sufficient 
enrichment and stimulation, will spend a much greater proportion of their 
time grooming than wild rabbits, which can lead to fur loss5.

Some rabbits not only pull their own fur out, but they also eat it – eating 
something which would not normally be ingested is called pica6. Ingested fur can 
build up in the intestines, however unlike cats who can vomit up a furball, rabbits 
are not physically capable of doing so. Fur can build up into a mass, known as 
trichobezoar, which can cause gastrointestinal stasis and obstruction7. There 
does not seem to be a full understanding of why some rabbits start eating their 
own fur. However, ensuring a good quality diet, sufficient enrichment and a 
non-stressful environment would be reasonable in the first instance. Similarities 
can be drawn to pica in dogs, whereby there are believed to be a variety 
of predisposing factors and causes, including physiological factors such as 
increased appetite, to psychological factors such as anxiety6.

If all physical causes have been considered, and steps have been taken to 
minimise psychological distress, it is worth noting that compulsive behaviours 
including extremes of self-mutilation have been observed in rabbits, and 
antipsychotic medications can be considered8. 

If the rabbit in question is living with another rabbit, it is important to check 
that the other rabbit is not pulling out the fur, which may indicate stress or 
bond breakdown.

Fur falling out
Fur can also fall out for many reasons. As already mentioned, parasites such 
as mites and fungal infections such as ringworm can result in fur loss with 
or without itching – examination of the skin and skin scrapings can help to 
diagnosis this2,3,4. However, it can also be a sign of internal problems which 
need to be considered, with many of these causes overlapping with the causes 
of abnormal hair loss in humans. Causes include, but are not limited to: stress, 
vitamin deficiencies, thymus, adrenal and pituitary tumours, sex hormone 
imbalances, thyroid problems and autoimmune disorders2. 

In an article written for Medirabbit.com, Geren. J. et al. describe two cases 
of bilateral scleroderma (skin thickening) and alopecia in intact male rabbits, 
one of which suffered Leydig cell tumours in both testes3. The observed 
skin conditions were suspected to result from elevated oestrogen and 
testosterone levels, with castration resulting in a return of testosterone 
to normal levels3. The same article also explains how hair loss has also 
been observed (rarely) in rabbits days or weeks after neutering/spaying – 
hypothesised to be due to an imbalance of hormones, specifically androgens2. 

Another case described by Geren. J. et al. is that of a five 
year old rabbit presenting with symmetrical bilateral fur 
loss, decreased appetite and increased respiratory effort. 
The post mortem is reported to have found hepatitis 
(inflammation of the liver) with similarities to autoimmune 
hepatitis seen in humans2. 

Conclusion
There are a variety of investigations which can be 
considered when a rabbit presents with fur loss of unknown 
cause. These include blood tests to look at the full blood 
count, urea and electrolytes, inflammatory markers, 
liver function and hormone levels (thyroid, androgens), 
as well as blood films to look for blood cancers. Skin 
biopsies, x-rays, ultrasound scans, full body CT scans and 
exploratory surgeries can also be considered. 

Unfortunately, in some more complex cases, the cause of 
fur loss and associated underlying ill health may not be 
found, even with extensive investigation by rabbit savvy 
vets and liaison with their peers. This was the case for 
Muffin (pictured), who underwent extensive investigations 
and treatments without a clear diagnosis, and sadly went 
on to lose weight, develop breathing issues and died about 
seven months after fur loss was initially noticed.

In conclusion, there are a wide variety of causes of 
abnormal fur loss in rabbits, some of which are easily 
treated if caught early. However, some causes are more 
complex and may be the first indication of a more serious 
underlying pathology. 
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Upper respiratory disease or “chronic snuffles” is a hugely common 
problem in pet rabbits. It can, at times, be a very complex problem 
to treat, with many cases being refractory to the usual medical 

treatment instigated. 

It has long been assumed that most respiratory disease in rabbits is 
down to “Pasteurella”, a bacterium that has frequently been linked to 
respiratory disease, and which is cited in most of the literature as being 
the most common cause of such disease in rabbits. While Pasteurella 
is no doubt an important rabbit pathogen, and is frequently involved in 
respiratory disease, it’s important to realise that there are also many 
other potential causes of “snuffles” and sneezing.

The respiratory system
The respiratory system can be divided into upper and lower sections. The 
windpipe, bronchi and the lungs can be considered the lower respiratory 
tract, whereas the sinuses, nasal passages and pharynx (at the back of 
the throat) can be considered the upper respiratory tract. Respiratory 
disease can be upper respiratory, lower respiratory or both. In general, 
lower respiratory diseases can be considered to be more serious and 
include pneumonia. There is no doubt that upper respiratory disease can 
be a significant problem, causing discomfort, difficulties with breathing 
and compromised welfare. It’s important to remember that rabbits are 
obligate nasal breathers, and any impairment to breathing through their 
nose is likely to result in significant stress. 

Upper respiratory disease processes can extend to involve the lower 
respiratory tract too, becoming very serious. Therefore, any upper 
respiratory disease in rabbits has to be taken seriously. Any time a rabbit 
is sneezing more than normal, sounds nasally congested, or has nasal 
discharge, they should see a veterinary surgeon familiar with rabbit 
medicine and surgery at the earliest opportunity. 

Possible causes
There are a number of possible causes of upper respiratory disease and 
snuffles. Some examples include:

• Secondary to dental disease:

The reserve crowns (roots) of the maxillary (upper) tooth 
roots are not too far away from the nasal passages. 
Dental disease is hugely common in rabbits. Just as the 
crowns within the mouth can elongate and overgrow, 
so too can the part of the tooth beneath the gum level. 
Retrograde overgrowth of the reserve crowns can 
eventually lead to a situation where these roots begin to 
impinge into the rabbit’s nasal passages. Not only will this 
lead to turbulence in air flow due to massively disrupted 
anatomy and architecture of the nasal passages, it 
also leads to extension of bacteria from the mouth into 
the nasal passages. Sometimes, it may be a few teeth 
only that are involved, but sometimes, almost all of the 
cheek teeth can be involved and in the latter scenario, 
treatment can be far more challenging. Prevention is 
certainly better than cure and taking the usual steps to 
avoid dental disease as best possible (feeding ad lib fibre, 
ensuring a complete diet), is highly recommended. 

• Upper respiratory infections:

Although Pasteurella is a very common bacterial 
organism isolated from the respiratory system of the 
rabbit, having sent many deep nasal swabs from rabbits 
for culture, I can confirm that there are a plethora of 
different bacterial organisms which can be involved 
in upper respiratory infections in rabbits. In the case 
of very severe or chronic infections, infection can 
spread beyond the walls of the nasal passages and 
can begin to affect the bone (osteomyelitis). The bony 
turbinates within the nose may similarly be affected. 
Some organisms can be difficult to culture, and some 
organisms can be particularly difficult to treat, as they 
are resistant to multiple antibiotics. I would always 
recommend culture and sensitivity testing where a 
bacterial infection is suspected. 

RESPIRATORY 
TRACT DISEASE
By Tariq Abou-Zahr, BVSc CertAVP(ZooMed) MRCVS,  
Senior Clinician (Exotics) 
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to antibiotics and 
anti-inflammatory 
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• Other possible underlying issues:

Rhinoliths are occasionally seen. These are 
otherwise known as nasal “stones”, calcified 
concretions within the nasal passages. 
Occasionally, nasal foreign bodies are seen. 
Grass seeds and small shards of hay and straw 
are the usual suspects in my experience. 
Sometimes, nasal polyps or masses may be 
seen, and these may be benign or malignant. 
With many of these other possible causes, 
secondary infections are common. Large 
amounts of mucous and respiratory exudates 
may also be produced, which can sometimes 
obliterate one side of the nasal cavity. 

Diagnosis
With any upper respiratory problem, 
particularly if refractory to simple treatment, 
a full diagnostic work up is recommended. 
Bloods are sensible to check for evidence of 
an infection/inflammatory process and to 
check for any confounding systemic disease 
or immunosuppression. Imaging is also very 
sensible, of the upper respiratory tract in 
particular, but perhaps also of the lower 
respiratory tract too in many cases, to rule out 
lower respiratory involvement and especially, 
to rule out metastasis of cancerous processes 
to the lungs where a cancerous process is 
suspected as a possible cause. As far as 
imaging is concerned, there are two modalities 
of particular relevance for upper respiratory 
problems: CT and rhinoscopy. CT (computed 
tomography) involves the rabbit going through 
a plastic donut, on a moving table. There are 
x-ray heads within the plastic donut, producing 
x-ray slices throughout the patient. Often these 
slices may be at very regular intervals, 1mm 
or less is common. CT is much more sensitive 
for detecting upper respiratory problems than 
conventional x-rays are. Conventional x-ray 
allows the production of a single, flat 2d image 
only. Not only does CT allow 3d imaging of the 
nasal passages and sinuses, it also allows a 
3d assessment of the tooth roots and middle 
ears. It is important to remember that ultimately, the nasal passages 
and middle ears are linked via the eustachian tube, and that middle ear 
problems, like upper respiratory problems, are reasonably commonly 
encountered in rabbits. 

Rhinoscopy involves putting a small medical telescope (an endoscope) 
inside the nostril(s). Lesions can be visualised with the rhinoscope, but 
also samples can be collected for cytology/histology/culture using special 
fine forceps placed alongside the scope. Rhinoscopy may be challenging 
in very small patients, especially in small Netherland dwarves.

Case study
Floppy, a 4-year-old male neutered mini-lop was treated 
for “snuffles” for several weeks but was refractory to 
treatment with antibiotics and anti-inflammatories. 
Deep nasal swabs had been taken, which had revealed 
an overgrowth of E.coli in the nose. Antibiotics had 
been selected based on the sensitivity results of the 
bug cultured. Because of this lack of response to 
treatment, a CT scan was opted for, to imagine the 
upper respiratory tract and hopefully to gain some 
more information about what might be going on. An IV 
catheter was placed in Floppy’s ear and sedation was 
given. A regular CT scan was performed first, followed 
by a CT scan after administration of a special iodine-
based intravenous contrast solution, which shows 
up areas of high blood flow and potentially therefore 
areas where there are inflammation or cancer present. 
Thankfully, no suspicious cancerous lesions were found. 
However, the radiologist did find a 2.5cm long structure 
in the right nasal passage, with an appearance highly 
compatible with a linear foreign body. A rhinoscopy was 
performed under a general anaesthetic, and a piece of 
hay was retrieved from deep within Floppy’s nose. 

In many of these cases, especially where rabbits are 
uninsured, owners do not have the resources to allow 
advanced techniques like CT and endoscopy to be 
performed. As seen in the case here though, without 
investigating the problem thoroughly, sometimes, 
critical aspects may be missed!

Image of Floppy’s 
CT scan

Rabbit rhinotomy 
incision
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HEALTH

Our ‘Nursing at Home’ series aims to help guide owners on how to 
care for their rabbits at home, when faced with specific nursing 
care needs. This issue, we look at caring for rabbits who have had 

marsupialization surgery.

What is marsupialization?
The technique of marsupialization is frequently used on rabbits due to the 
consistency of their pus. Rabbit pus is semi-solid and unlike cat, dog or 
human pus, it does not drain well from abscesses or infected areas.

Abscesses on the head are common; those around the jaw are frequently 
linked to dental disease and ear base abscesses are frequently deeply 
rooted in the middle/inner ear. Both of these pose surgical challenges as 
these abscesses are often impossible to completely surgically remove. 
Flushing and suturing them closed is highly likely to result in the abscess 
reforming, since all the diseased tissue and infection will not have been 
removed.

NURSING CARE AT HOME 
– Caring for rabbits after 
marsupialization surgery

By Claire Speight, Registered Veterinary Nurse

Marsupialization refers to the surgical technique of 
cutting into an abscess and suturing the edges to the 
outer skin, leaving the wound open so it can not heal 
quickly. When abscesses are sutured in this way, the 
wound remains open and can drain freely for several 
weeks, allowing the infection to resolve from the inside 
out, and allowing frequent flushing and cleaning with 
the rabbit not having to be anaesthetised again.

What will my rabbit look like after 
surgery?
Your rabbit will likely stay at your vet’s for a few days 
to ensure their pain is managed and the vet is satisfied 
they are well enough to be cared for at home. 

When they are discharged, you need to be prepared. 
There is no denying that wounds that are marsupialized 

Our Nurse at Home 
series offers advice 
for specific situations
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Intra-op view 
of the wound

The wound one week 
after surgery

After one month the 
wound has nearly healed

Approximately seven 
weeks after the initial 
surgery, the wound 
has healed

are not pretty to look at and may have an odour, and, at first, can be 
difficult to look at. Your vet should warn you about this prior to the 
surgery being undertaken so you know what to expect. They may have 
some images of previous, similar surgeries, that they can show you, so 
you are prepared.

Your rabbit will have an open wound which may be several centimetres 
large and deep. It may be possible to see internal structures, such as part 
of the jaw bone or skull. The wound will leak fluid containing pus and some 
blood, although this should not be excessive.

What care will my rabbit need?

Your rabbit will be on pain relief from your vet and this may be more than 
one type. You must make sure you give your rabbit the correct dose, via 
the correct route, at the correct time of day and do not stop or change 
this without speaking to your vet first.

The antibiotics your rabbit will be on are imperative to help to try to 
resolve the infection. Antibiotics need to be taken seriously and 
it cannot be emphasised enough of the need to continue with the 
antibiotics correctly. Giving the wrong dose, not giving them at 
the correct times or not finishing the course all result in potential 
antibiotic resistance building up. This is a serious problem in human 
and veterinary medicine and we MUST ensure we use antibiotics 
correctly and responsibly.

Cleaning of the wound is imperative and you are likely to need to flush 
out the cavity of the wound at least daily and maybe more frequently 
according to your vet’s instructions. This helps remove any residual 
debris which could not be removed during the initial surgery. This should 
not be painful for your rabbit but you will need to ensure you follow your 
vet’s instructions on how to do this and wear gloves. If you are unsure 
what you are doing, please do not be worried about asking for another 
demonstration.

If your rabbit is not eating normally you will need to be syringe feeding 
them according to your vet’s instructions.

Make sure your rabbit is housed on bedding that does not contaminate 
the wound or get stuck to any of the discharge. You still need to make 
sure you offer them hay, and fresh grass can be handpicked and offered.

Most rabbits do not interfere with the wound, if their pain relief is 
sufficient, so there should not be the need to use a buster collar, but if you 
find that they are scratching discuss this with your vet.

Companion rabbit

You will need to ensure your rabbit’s companion does not lick at the 
wound. This is impossible to achieve if they are being kept together. Whilst 
separating a bonded companion is generally never recommended, in this 
case it would be best to separate them with a wire divider, but ensure they 
can still see and smell each other and lie next to each other (make sure 
the companion cannot groom the other rabbit through the bars). This will 
only be for a few weeks, and as long as they can still see and smell each 
other it should not affect their bond.

Are there any problems I need to monitor for?

Over the days and weeks the amount of pus that comes from the wound 
should start to lessen. If it is getting worse this may be a cause of 
concern. The wound will start to heal over the weeks (normally 3-8), which 
is normal, but the infection should have resolved before it closes up, 
otherwise the infection will reoccur. If you think the wound is healing too 
quickly or are concerned that the infection is not resolving, please contact 
your vet for advice. 

Your vet will want to see your rabbit for rechecks during the continued 
care at home, so make sure you attend any follow-up appointments.

Take great care in the warmer months of the year as these wounds are at 
high risk of flystrike. You will need to keep your rabbit indoors and make 
sure no flies are in the environment.
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Rabbits are a popular pet and reported to be the third 
most common pet in the UK (PFMA, 2020). The 
handling of rabbits is a fundamental requirement for 

all pet owners. It enables caregivers to move the rabbit, for 
example, to another area while cleaning the enclosure or 
into a pet carrier prior to transport, should the rabbit need 
to be seen by a veterinarian. Additionally, the caregiver 
should check their rabbit’s health regularly and some 
health concerns are difficult to identify without handling. 
An example being pododermatitis (also known as sore 
hocks), a common health condition seen in rabbits that 
requires looking at the feet for signs of inflammation or 
skin damage. Similarly, flystrike (also known as myiasis) in 
rabbits occurs in summer months in the UK, and handling 
allows close inspection of the hind quarters, and cleaning 
of the area as required (RWAF, n.d. (a)). 

Different methods of handling
Although handling is of importance, there are methods of 
handling which have raised welfare concerns. For instance, 
as with other prey species, rabbits freeze or ‘play dead’ 
when placed on their back, either partially or fully. This 
is due to the perceived imminent threat and is a similar 
response as seen when they are caught by a predator from 
which they cannot escape. Placing a pet rabbit on its back 
has been given the term tonic immobility (also referred to 
as ‘trancing’, ‘hypnotising’, ‘death feint/feigning’ or ‘fright 
paralysis’). This handling method may induce increased 
distress to an individual rabbit and as a result, is regarded 
as an inappropriate method of handling. Research has 
indicated that tonic immobility causes changes in cardiac 
activity (Giannico et al., 2014), increased respiration and 
display behaviours (e.g. flattened ears) indicative of a rabbit 

experiencing a stressful situation 
(McBride et al., 2006). The RWAF 
advises and campaigns against 
the use of tonic immobility as a 
handling method (RWAF, n.d. (b)) 
(also see the ‘Rabbiting on’ article 
on trancing - winter issue 2015 by 
Dr Anne McBride). Similarly, another 
controversial method of handling has 
been referred to as ‘scruffing’, this 
technique involves holding the rabbit 
by the skin around the shoulders. The 
RWAF also advises against handling 
rabbits by scruffing them (RWAF, n.d. 
(c)). However, the frequency of use of 
different handling techniques among 
rabbit caregivers, including pet 
owners and animal professionals who 
work with rabbits, is unknown. 

Therefore, the authors of this article 
collaborated to determine the most 
common rabbit handling methods 
through a public survey of pet owners 
and animal professionals (Oxley et al., 
2019). Data was collected on what methods were used, the reasons for the use 
of different handling techniques and the perceptions about different handling 
techniques. 

Rabbit handling survey 
The survey was developed in the online software SurveyMonkey (www.
surveymonkey.co.uk) and shared through social media sites, to attract 
participants from the United Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland that were pet 

WELFARE

METHODS OF  
RABBIT HANDLING AND  

THEIR USE - A UK and ROI survey
By James A Oxley, Independent Researcher; Clare F Ellis, University of Northampton; 

Wanda McCormick, Moulton College and Anne McBride, University of Southampton

The use of favourite 
food rewards to train 
rabbits to be picked 
up will enhance this 
further
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The RWAF advises and campaigns against 
the use of tonic immobility as a handling 
method

Figure 1: The five handling 
techniques included in the survey

Method 1 Method 2 Method 3 Method 4 Method 5

http://www.surveymonkey.co.uk
http://www.surveymonkey.co.uk
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owners or animal professionals that worked with rabbits. To understand which 
rabbit handling techniques were being used by more participants and for what 
reasons, the survey contained a series of photographs showing a rabbit being 
handled and participants could state which methods they used, the reasons 
they used each method and what their perceptions were of this handling 
technique. The five handling techniques included in the survey (Figure 1) were 
chosen following a review of pet, veterinary and laboratory books that describe 
rabbit handling (Oxley et al., 2016). The images of the handling techniques 
were edited to be black and white to ensure the colour or background did not 
influence responses to questions. The participants were also asked to identify 
the sources they have used to learn about rabbit handling and care. 

A total of 2,644 unique responses were submitted and the results indicated 
that method 2 (Figure 1) was used most commonly (86.2%), which shows the 
rabbit being supported under its hind quarters, held against the handler’s 
body with the second hand providing support against the rabbit’s back. 
Over half of the respondents also identified that they used methods 1, 3, 
and 4 (Figure 1). However, only 15% of respondents reported that they used 
scruffing as a handling method (method 5). 

There was a trend in the types of handling and reason for handling, with 
methods 1, 2, 3 and 5 being more commonly reported to be used to move 
the rabbit. Whereas method 4 (rabbit on its back, similar to the method used 
to trigger tonic immobility) was most commonly used for health checking, 
administering medication and grooming a rabbit. This may be expected, as 
this method gives easier access to the feet and rear of the rabbit and using the 
person’s legs to support the weight of the rabbit enables the handler to have 
a spare hand to clean, groom or administer medication. However, this method 
is controversial and it is not recommended. Owners should be able to health 
check without having to use it, as it is potentially stressful for the rabbit. Those 
individuals who did not use handling method 4 (placed on their back) and 5 
(scruffing) selected “I do not feel this method is suitable” as a reason for not 
using these techniques, and some regarded them as dangerous, distressing or 
cruel. This indicates that the respondents had some awareness of the welfare 
concerns of these two controversial rabbit handling techniques. 

Sources of information on handling
Along with learning from books, respondents also reported learning 
about suitable rabbit handling techniques from family and friends, and 
veterinarians. While veterinarians are likely to be well placed to offer up to 
date advice on rabbit handling and any associated welfare concerns, family 
and friends may be passing on information without current knowledge about 
recent advances in rabbit welfare. Less than 1% of respondents reported 
learning about rabbit handling from shelter/rescue staff, which may reflect 
where they obtain rabbits from. However, staff in rabbit shelters/rescues 
are well placed to provide information and practical advice to rabbit owners 
to promote suitable handling techniques, and where appropriate, positive 
reinforcement training that may negate the need to physically handle rabbits. 

Conclusion
Further research is still needed on the positive and negative effects of these 
handling methods, that is their impact on stress-related factors, by measuring 
behaviour, heart rate and/or hormones (such as corticosterone). Additionally, 
it would be beneficial to understand if different sized rabbit breeds should 
be held in different ways to promote better welfare. As with all animals, a 
range of additional factors (e.g. personality, experience) will also play a role 
in an individual rabbit’s resilience to stress and behaviour before, during 
and after handling. This too requires further investigation, to support rabbit 
professionals to provide the most appropriate advice. 

The full article, including all results, can be viewed here and is open to the 
public free of charge: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/1088
8705.2018.1459192
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Key considerations during the handling of a rabbit:

The main things to consider when handling a rabbit 
are:

•  Rabbits should only be handled when absolutely 
necessary. If there is another way of checking them 
without handling (i.e. lifting their tail when they are 
lying down etc.), this should be implemented

•  As rabbits are a prey species, they should only be 
handled in a safe and quiet environment

•  The handling of rabbits using appropriate methods 
will help rabbits to become habituated (accustomed 
to) to being handled and causing less stress to an 
individual in the long term

•  The use of favourite food rewards to train rabbits to 
be picked up will enhance this further

•  If a rabbit is stressed before handling, they should 
not be handled or if handled they should be put 
down on the ground in a quiet and safe area, 
immediately afterwards

•  Ensure that the rabbit’s rear and chest is supported 
and secure when lifting and handling. Failure to 
support a rabbit’s rear could result in substantial 
injury to the rabbit

•  As per RWAF recommendations, rabbits should 
not be picked by the scruff, ears or placed in tonic 
immobility for general handling purposes. To health 
check rabbits (e.g. for signs of pododermatitis or 
signs or flystrike) a rabbit may be placed on its back 
for a brief period, as in Figure 1 (4)) – this should be 
in a sitting position. Also, veterinary professionals 
may need to use this handling method for specific 
procedures

•  Holding a rabbit close to the floor may make the 
rabbit feel more secure and therefore handling of 
a rabbit should be done whilst kneeling rather than 
standing. It also reduces any chance of injury.

Note: This research did not receive any funding and 
was ethically approved. 
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All expertly designed with enrichment  
in mind, our Haven products provide  
a stimulating warren of tunnels, 
hideouts and pathways to explore, 
exercise, play and rest.

    Extensively-researched, mightily 
clever designs – full of possibilities!

    Durable cardboard that stays 
sturdy – even with the most 
enthusiastic bunnies

    Construct and reconfigure to 
your bunnies’ own desires.

Bring out 
your bunny’s 
natural 
behaviour

To find out more and to order
  wildwoodbunnies.com 

sue@wildwoodbunnies.com

To improve the lives of domestic bunnies, we donate £1 from  
the sale of each product to the Rabbit Welfare Association & Fund.

Only official UK stockist

Designed, tested and 

researched for safety. 

Vet approved.

“ My rabbits absolutely adore it. They  
finally destroyed one after many years.  
Highly recommended!” Victoria, Amsterdam

Germicidal Wound
Spray with Insecticide

Help prevent fly-strike

+ =

with

Just a few sprays will help deter flies

Speak to your vet for more information
PREVENTION     PROTECTION     TREATMENT

Distributed in the UK by: Meadow’s Animal Healthcare   www.meadowsah.com   01509 265557
Seek immediate veterinary advice if your rabbit is suffering from fly-strike

Is your rabbit insured? 
Are you thinking of 
taking out insurance  
or about to re-new 
your policy? 
If so, please consider Petplan. If you quote 
our reference 1300027785 they will make 
a small donation to us for every new or 
renewed policy - at no extra cost to you! It 
does not have to be a rabbit policy, we will 
get a donation for any policy that quotes our 
reference, so if you have a dog, cat or horse 
insured you can help us too!

www.petplan.co.uk

Every pet deserves

Don’t miss out  
on the Autumn 2021 
Rabbiting On!
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Features will include:
•  The bonding process – Lea Facey, from the Rabbit Residence Rescue, 

talks us through how to successfully bond rabbits.
•  Ethics – Dr Emma Milne discusses why bathing rabbits is not 

necessary and the serious welfare implications in doing so.
•  Healthy and non-healthy treats – Rabbiting On Veterinary Adviser, 

Guen Bradbury, looks at what we can and should not offer our rabbits 
and why.

•  Coccidiosis – Veterinary Surgeon, Brigitte Lord, explains what coccidiosis 
is, and how it is diagnosed and treated.

•  Repetitive and stereotypical behaviours – Dr Laura Dixon, describes 
what behaviours may be seen in rabbits, why, and how to prevent 
and address them.

And much more…Don’t miss out! Ensure that your subscription is up-to-date 
so you can receive the issue hot off the press in August 2021.
You must make sure that your address and details are up-to-date on our database, to ensure 
your copy of Rabbiting On is mailed out to the correct address. Unfortunately, we cannot send 
out replacement copies if you have failed to update your details.

 • Features are subject to change without prior notice.

https://wildwoodbunnies.com
http://www.meadowsah.com/home/
https://www.petplan.co.uk
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READERS’ LETTERS

READERS’LETTERS
Donation in 
memory of Buddy
You should see £150 coming through from my employer this 
month, as I won a competition for a donation to a charity and 
picked RWAF. We sadly lost our beautiful rescue bunny, Buddy, last 
week, so the donation is in his name.

I have also been on a bit of a rabbit welfare blitz and in January 
wrote a post which I shared to every mums’ Facebook group I am 
on (how complex rabbits are, how many are in rescues, how much 
space they need, how long they live – all the kinds of stuff that 
the RWAF campaign on!) and I had a great response. I shared to 8 
groups with a total membership of 1.1m members. At the last count, 
I had 1,145 likes and nearly 300 comments/messages. I guess it’ll 
often be mums who make the decision to get rabbits and so it 
seemed a fairly easy way to spread the word! 

Laura Wheeler

After reading Joanne Hickman’s letter in your 
Spring 2021 edition about her elderly rabbits, 
I wanted to respond to your question whether 
anyone else had elderly rabbits.

As I write this, we currently have two older rabbits. 
I know that Harley will be 11 this year, having been 
rehomed from a rescue 11 years ago at 5 months of 
age. Mooners was rehomed in 2011, and at the time 
was known to be at least 2 years old. Following a 
number of health issues in 2017, our vet revised 
his estimated age, believing him to be two years 
older than we originally thought, which would put 
him at 14 this year, possibly even older, although of 
course, we don’t know for certain.

Last year, we had to have Crumble put to sleep at 
the grand old age of 13. He had been bought as a 
baby rabbit to be a child’s pet in 2007 and handed 
over to rescue 6 years later, when we rehomed 
him.

Having old rabbits can be challenging, however it is 
also a privilege to share their twilight years.

Rachel Sheldon

Our elderly 
bunnies
Last issue, we asked if any of our readers had any elderly 
bunnies – we have had lots of members contact us with their 
senior bunnies’ tales. Here are just a couple:

I read about your appeal for elderly rabbits in the last issue of 
Rabbiting On, and wanted to introduce you to mine.

Sky is eleven and still quite an active bunny. She is a very sweet 
natured snugglebun. Terence Dmitri Bartholomew (from Lincs Ark) 
is her eight year old husbun, who was named after my PGCE tutor, 
Terence Copley. Sky has had a dental abscess and a UTI, so the 
rabbit friendly vet list and insurance came in very handy. 

Until a year ago, I also had Summer Breeze, who became disabled 
as the result of an ear infection, and her companion, Folami Norbu; 
he sadly died and she was put to sleep a few months later at ten. 
They spent most of their time snuggled up to each other grooming.

Sue Starr

The donation to the 
RWAF was made in 
Buddy’s memory

Harley will be 11 
years old this year

Sky and Terence are 
a happily bonded, 
elderly couple

P
h

o
to

: L
 W

h
ee

le
r

P
h

o
to

: S
 S

ta
rr

P
h

o
to

: R
 S

h
el

d
o

n



20   Summer 2021 | Rabbiting On

Everyone has heard that being sedentary is bad for you. But have 
you ever wondered about your rabbit’s activity levels? Movement 
throughout the day is vital for both physical and mental health, and 

a lack of normal movement can affect our rabbits in more ways than we 
expect. However, it can be hard to work out what you need to provide to 
encourage your rabbits to move. Fortunately, there are just two points to 
remember: create an environment for your rabbit that enables it to move and 
ensure your rabbit lives with a bonded companion to encourage it to move.

What is movement?
First, let’s define what is meant by movement. Historically, we’ve 
thought that the only movement that was required was ‘exercise’ – a 
type of movement that requires physical effort that is performed for a 
short period of time. Then we started thinking about ‘activity’ – how an 
individual moves around in its environment as part of its normal life. And 
now, we consider all types of movement – ‘exercise,’ plus ‘activity’ plus 
movement that doesn’t cause the animal to move around – movements 
when grooming itself or its companion, or stretching, rearing, grazing, 
and more.

The reason we have to consider all types of movement is because all 
types of movement are important for health. Running is important for 
muscle strength. Jumping on and off things is important for bone density, 
reducing the risk of fractures. Weightbearing on uneven natural surfaces 
causes all of the complex joints in the feet to move normally, reducing 
the risk of sore hocks (pododermatitis). Grooming is important for spine 
flexibility. Grazing is important for dental and jaw health. Shifting position 
is important for blood flow and pressure distribution in the internal 
organs. Repetitive loading and unloading of the cartilage in joints reduces 
the risk of, and progression of osteoarthritis. Movement alone is not 
sufficient for weight loss (modifying the diet is necessary), but it reduces 
the risk of subsequent disease. Movement is vital for health.

How much should rabbits move?
In the wild, rabbits spend between 11 and 13 hours above ground each 
day, in a home range of between 4,000 and 20,000 square metres of 
grassland, and spend between 30% and 70% of this time grazing. This 
environment clearly drives a range of different ongoing movements. 
Therefore, to allow optimal movement, we’d allow our rabbits ongoing 
access to a large area of outdoor grassland throughout the year. The area 
would be secure from predators, would have areas that the rabbits could 

use to hide when fearful, and would allow them to run, 
graze and dig. Practically, most of us cannot provide the 
environment described, so we need to think carefully 
about how we keep rabbits.

What might we do that makes it hard for 
our rabbits to move enough? 
The environment that our rabbits live in might be too 
small – not just in terms of the available space, but also 
in terms of the usable space. The environment might 
lack stimulation – stimulation can be through sight, 
sound, smell, or texture. The environment might also be 
set up in a way that reduces the rabbit’s motivation to 
move around (for example, with food offered in bowls 
next to the rabbit’s litter trays and preferred resting 
space). And the rabbit might not live with a bonded 
companion, which reduces their ability to show many 
normal behaviours that require movement.

Indoor rabbits are at particular risk of inactivity. This 
is because the outdoor environment has infinitely 
more variation on a minute-to-minute basis – changes 
in wind strength, light levels, cloud shadows, weather 
conditions, external noises, different smells, sight of 

BEHAVIOUR

WHY MOVEMENT  
MATTERS FOR RABBITS
By Guen Bradbury, Rabbiting On Veterinary Adviser

Companions 
encourage 
movement
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Stripping bark provides 
lots of postural changes 
and different types of 
movement
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birds, and more. All of these stimulate the rabbit to investigate what has 
changed. Additionally, many outdoor environments have growing plants 
that rabbits can graze on, which have a higher water content than hay, 
so rabbits need to spend more time eating to consume the same number 
of calories. Grazing also stimulates rabbits to move every few bites and 
cover a larger area of ground. Indoor rabbits are exposed to many fewer 
stimuli per day, and they may also have their ability to move limited by 
types of flooring (slippery indoor floors, for example, reduce the rabbit’s 
willingness to move around). 

So it’s clear that unwittingly, we might set up our rabbits’ lives in a way 
that encourages them to not move enough, and that this can damage 
their health. What can we do about this?

• Provide companionship

The most important way of encouraging a rabbit to move around is to 
make sure that they live with a bonded companion. Rabbit interactions 
with other rabbits include mutual grooming, soliciting grooming (lowering 
head and nudging), chase and play behaviours, and modelling and copying 
of demonstrated behaviours. This means that providing a companion 
will provide more welfare benefits to the rabbit than improving the 
environment. 

Providing a companion yields more benefits to the rabbit than enriching 
its environment – getting a second rabbit is a better welfare investment 
than improving the environment. 

• Provide continuous access to adequately sized enclosure

As we’ve discussed, all types of movement are important for rabbits. 
RWAF recommends a minimum hutch size of 1.8 m long by 60 cm deep 
and 60 cm high (6’ x 2’ x 2’), which is permanently connected to a secure 
run of at least 2.4 m by 1.8 m. It suggests that this allows the rabbit some 
room to move (the rabbit should be able to perform three hops), stand 
on their hind legs and provides enough space to separate the food, toilet 
areas and sleeping areas. Rabbits with a permanent exercise area of this 
size should also be able to have supervised exercise in a larger space.

There are various ways to increase the area allocated to 
the rabbits. Garden sheds can be converted to many-
level rabbit enclosures with cat flaps out into runs 
(see RWAF web page on ‘Converting a garden shed.’) 
Runaround makes mesh connectors to connect different 
enclosures – they can even be used to connect to a cat 
flap or wall conduit to allow your rabbits safe access 
both indoors and outdoors.

• Provide an environment that is stimulating

To increase the stimulation of the rabbits’ environment, 
think about providing spaces for them to perform 
different types of movement: an area to dig in (crumbly 
soil is the most stimulating substrate, though scrunched 
paper, pellets, or plastic balls may work), things to jump 
up on to and to hide under, food and hay in different 
locations and hidden within the enclosure to stimulate 
foraging behaviours. Providing fresh branches allows 
different sorts of eating movements and causes 
the rabbit to adopt different positions to strip bark 
effectively. Finally, you can play games with your 
rabbits, teach them to come back to a whistle, and train 
them to do other behaviours requiring movement for a 
food reward.

• Allow time outdoors if possible

If possible, rabbits should be able to spend some 
time outside, even if just intermittently. Exposure to 
unfiltered UV light boosts vitamin D levels, which has 
health benefits, and the variety of stimuli will drive 
more movement. When rabbits are trained to recall to 
a whistle, this makes it much easier to give them some 
supervised time outside. 

In conclusion, inactivity can cause a range of health 
problems. To encourage your rabbits to move more, 
ensure they live with bonded companions, and think 
about how you can make their environment more 
stimulating. That should increase the likelihood that 
your rabbit lives to a ripe old age!

Rabbits like to 
jump up and down 
onto things

Connecting spaces 
creates more 
opportunities for 
movement

Litter trays full 
of hay encourage 
digging behaviour
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All year round connections to make a 
wonderful living space come rain or shineAll year round connections to make a 

wonderful living space come rain or shine

All year round connections to make a 
wonderful living space come rain or shine

https://www.runaround.co.uk
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No hedging, even the most thorny and impenetrable blackthorn, is going to stop a 
rabbit sneaking through it. So your hedging or boundary planting should really be 
an attractive and hopefully edible addition to the main barrier around the garden. 

Lighting consideration
Before you automatically order a ‘close 
boarded’ 6ft high fence (one of those 
overlapping upright planked types), do 
consider that the amount of light and 
support your hedging or climbing plants 
get may determine how well they grow. If 
your garden runs east-west, then placing 
a tall solid fence on the south side will 
result in a loss of light to the plants up 
against that fence, and possibly some way 
into the garden. Whilst on the north side 
of the garden, the plants on the inside of 
the fence may wilt as they are battered 
by sun all day against an overheated dark 
fence. One way round this is to have a half 
and half fence, say boarded up to about 
4ft and then topped by a fencing trellis. 
Or entirely trellis or picket fence, but with 
a good sturdy wire mesh firmly attached 
from base to top, to make sure the 
rabbits are kept in. This will also enable 
them to use their long distance vision to 
admire the prospects on the other side. 
Hurdles are temptingly rustic, but in my 
experience do not last very long.

Whatever fence you opt for, remember 
to have a run of gravel boards along the 
base, dug into the soil a bit, and preferably 
underwire for a short way out from the 
fence if you can – although this is tricky if 
you have an established hedge.

What to plant?
That leaves us with the planting in front of 
the fence. Traditional hedging includes the 

evergreens: yew, holly, pyracantha, box, 
laurel, privet, and leylandii etc., grown for 
year-round greenery and providing homes 
and berries for birds. Sadly, these range 
from outright poisonous (yew), to inedible 
for rabbits and thus inadvisable (most 
evergreens), although some rabbits will 
have a good nibble at pyracantha berries 
with seemingly little harm, despite the 
fact they contain a cyanogenic glycoside, 
the same chemical as in apple pips and 
plums.

Deciduous hedging plants which drop 
their leaves in winter include blackthorn, 
beech, hawthorn, hornbeam and rosa 
rugosa. Blackthorn is not recommended 
for rabbits to eat, and will also send out 

GARDENING WITH TWIGS

ROUND AND ROUND 
THE GARDEN 

Hedging and  
boundaries

By Twigs Way

runners which will invade your lawn. It 
also has very vicious thorns. Beech has 
the advantage of holding its dead leaves 
over winter and so will hide unsightly 
fences or walls, but rabbits do not 
generally eat it, although it is not thought 
to be toxic. Hawthorn is best for rabbits 
and birds, and leaves are edible, and can 
also be dried for later in the year. It has 
delightful white flowers in spring and 
bright berries in autumn, as long as you 
do not prune it too often. However, it will 
look a bit like a tangled mass of twigs in 
winter and it also has sharp thorns which 
will jab when you do have to prune it. 
Hornbeam will hold some of its leaves 
over winter and has the advantage of 
having no sharp thorns and being rabbit-
edible. In fact you may find it, and the 
closely related hazel, are rather too edible 
and getting the hedge established may be 
tricky. The same is true of small hawthorn 
plants, which will need protection with 
tree spirals when you plant them. 

Rosa rugosa makes a loose and 
open hedge, with floppy rose flowers 
throughout the summer and huge 
rosehips in autumn which are stunning. 
It takes a while to grow, however, and will 
never really ‘bush up’ like a real hedge. 
However it will not shade out any plants 
underneath it, which is a problem with 
many hedges if flower borders are narrow. 
It is best in an informal garden; it cannot 
be pruned to a classic ‘hedge’ shape.

Another option would be to grow climbers 
up the fence instead of a hedge. There 
is a huge range of climbing plants, 
traditionally used against fences. Ivy will 
cover almost anything but is not of much 
use to the rabbit owner, and the same 
is true of clematis and wisteria, both of 
which contain toxins. I usually recommend 
a rambling rose. These may need some 
support but not the complex of wires 
that a true climber needs. They also need 
little pruning and if chosen carefully can 
cover an astounding area of fence in 
a brief time. Like the hedge, they may 
need some protection at the base whilst 
getting going. Most ramblers only flower 
in late spring but some modern varieties 
will ‘repeat flower’, so do your research. 
Choose one with pink flowers for extra 
pretty dried petals to embellish a rabbit’s 
lunch!

A hawthorn hedge 
in full bloom, 
perfect for bunnies, 
bees and birds

Hurdle fences look 
lovely but can be 
short-lived (at most 
10 years)
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ADVICE

ASK THE 
EXPERTS

We regret that our experts are only able to answer 
a few questions in the magazine. If you think that 
your rabbit may be ill, please seek veterinary advice 
immediately.

Health

Richard 
Saunders
BSc (Hons) BVSc 
MSB CBiol DZooMed 
(Mammalian) MRCVS

Richard was the RWAF’s last Rabbit Resident at the 
University of Bristol, and is now the RWAF Veterinary 
Adviser, as well as continuing to see rabbits and other 
animals in small and zoo animal practice.

Guen 
Bradbury
MA, VetMB, MRCVS

Guen Bradbury is the Rabbiting On Veterinary Adviser 
and is a vet who runs a teleconsultancy to help rabbit 
owners, vets, and vet nurses with behavioural problems 
in rabbits. Her textbook on the subject, ‘Behavioural 
problems in rabbits’ has been available through online 
and high-street retailers since the end of October 2018.

Behaviour

Carol 
Valvona
MSc (CABC)

Carol (Bonafido Pet Behaviour And Training) is 
a member of the Association of Pet Behaviour 
Counsellors and has a Masters degree in companion 
animal behaviour counselling. She has rescued giant 
breeds for a number of years.

Leo Staggs
Experienced rabbit owner Leo Staggs lives in Kent with 
his wife, 3 children and 2 house rabbits.

Houserabbit Advice

Mark Dron
Mark works on a part-time basis as a consulting Animal 
Welfare Officer for the RWAF. 

After 27 years as a Police Officer and with Local 
Authority Trading Standards Units, many of which were 
spent dealing with Animal Welfare and Wildlife Crime 
issues, he now provides his services as a consultant 
to the RWAF’s Capone Campaign, which identifies and 
gathers intelligence relating to online breeders and 
sellers of rabbits around the UK.

Georgia 
McCormick

Georgia is the Welfare Officer for the RWAF. With a law 
degree and a background in animal welfare she is perfect 
for any welfare related questions you have for her.

Welfare Who is responsible?
Q If I see a poorly rabbit in a pet shop, who is responsible for caring for it? We 

have a small, independent pet shop near to where I live and I have visited a 
few times. On more than one occasion there have been rabbits with runny 

eyes and snotty noses. I have reported it the person who works there, but I worry 
these rabbits are not getting the correct veterinary attention, and are being sold 
when they are clearly ill. 

A Pet shops need to be licensed as per the requirements of the Animal Welfare 
Act and its subordinate Regulations; this licence will be granted by their 
Local Authority.

The licence will have conditions that require the pet shop to ensure that the 
animals in their care are looked after, and this will include veterinary care when 
they are ill.

If you have concerns you should raise them with the local licensing authority, which 
can be identified through this link: Find your local council - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk). 

The Local Authority will need to take action to investigate the complaint, but this 
may not happen as quickly as you might expect.

If you believe the situation is urgent then you should contact the RSPCA 
Emergency Line: 0300 1234999, as they will have the resources and the 
capability of responding quickly if the situation requires it.

Mark Dron

Providing veterinary care 
is part of the regulations
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Q How can I keep my houserabbits cool in summer, without 
causing them stress? I am at work all day and they have 
access to a whole room, but I can’t keep the window open 

when I am not home. Do you have any suggestions?

A With the British summertime seemingly growing hotter, it is 
more important than ever to keep our rabbits cool and safe. 
Rabbits are most active at dusk and dawn, and in the wild 

will shelter in their warrens for much of the day, thereby avoiding 
exposure to the scorching summer sun. In the UK, the average 
temperature underground, at the level where rabbits burrow, is 
approximately 10°C.

Whether indoors or out, you must ensure your rabbits have a 
shaded area that remains out of direct sunlight for as much of the 
day as possible, and plenty of water to drink. For indoor rabbits, 

you can keep the curtains drawn, and put your 
windows on the night-lock position. We use ice 
packs left in the shaded areas (i.e. under the dining 
table) to help cool our rabbits. As you can see 
from the accompanying photo which was taken 
last summer, Ebony is content to rest her head on 
one. If you don’t have any ice packs, freeze a few 
bottles of water to dot around your rabbits’ living 
quarters – they can be wrapped in a towel if your 
rabbit is likely to lie on them completely. Care may 
need to be taken with using these on some rabbits, 
in case they attempt to chew them.

Leo Staggs

How do I keep 
them cool?

Keeping cool with a 
frozen ice pack may help 
some rabbits to keep cool
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Q I am hoping you can give me some advice about one of my rabbits. 
Around one and a half years ago I bonded my two rabbits (one male 
and one female, both neutered). They are still bonded now, but a 

few months ago the female started humping the male at feeding time.  
Other times they groom each other and seem happy, but the behaviour 
is really starting to stress the male rabbit out now. It normally happens in 
the morning and I really don’t want to separate them. 

Do you have any advice on why she is behaving in this way, and what I can 
try to stop or lessen the behaviour?

A You may wish to have a vet check both of your rabbits.  Although all 
rabbits can exhibit some mounting (neutering does not eliminate 
it), a change in behaviour may require a little more exploration.

Rabbits can use mounting to maintain social stability, but in many 
circumstances it is connected to some sort of frustration – such as 
anticipation of food.  This can lead to a learnt element to the behaviour, 
i.e. mounting equals food, therefore mount again and get more food!

I know you are concerned for your male rabbit’s welfare, but is it as big 
a problem for him as you think? You say it is stressing him, but what 
behaviours is he exhibiting? Is he still eating, is he running away and 
hiding or retaliating in anyway? If they are still happily bonded, perhaps 
the first thing to do is observe his behaviour and see how he is coping.  
The problem is, when a behaviour is normal, at what point is it necessary 
to intervene? This can be a really hard judgement call so you have to 
watch your rabbits’ body language and decide if mediation is really 
required. In other words, do you find the behaviour more ‘uncomfortable’ 
than he does? Is he finding his own way of managing her? Keeping a 
diary would be useful so that you have a more accurate picture of when 
and where the behaviour occurs. For instance, does it happen at other 
times of day or just when food arrives, what else is happening in their 
environment at the time, what are the rabbits doing and how does 
he react to her advances? Then you can make adjustments that may 
decrease the possibility of her exhibiting the behaviour.

Make sure you are providing the right environment for them, with plenty 
of mental stimulation and the opportunities to express their (other) 

natural behaviours, including running, digging, foraging, 
hiding and exploratory behaviours. Also, ensure they 
have constant access to hay and other high fibre food 
that takes a long time to consume, therefore ensuring 
eating is filling an appropriate portion of their natural 
time budget. There is more information on this on the 
RWAF website.

Having reduced as many incidents as possible, you 
may still need to pinpoint what triggers her unwanted 
activities and intervene by distracting her before the 
behaviour starts. For instance, is the trigger a particular 
person approaching her, the sight of the food bowl, 
opening the cupboard with the food in it, the time of 
day, the associated noises that feeding makes etc.  Any 
relevant cues need to be muddled so they no longer 
signal food is arriving. What happens when you approach 
them without food or do you always feed them, even if 
it is just with a titbit?  If this is the case, try approaching 
them throughout the day and don’t feed them so that you 
do not become the precursor to the behaviour. This may 
also mean ignoring them unless she isn’t mounting him 
as she may be doing it to get your attention – it is easy 
to encourage inappropriate behaviours in our pets by 
unintentionally reinforcing them!

If by now you can ensure that you approaching does not 
trigger the behaviour, you could scatter a few treats for 
your rabbits to eat before you feed them and before she 
mounts her companion.  It is essential that this happens 
prior to her exhibiting the behaviour or again, you may 
reinforce it further.

Finally, never use any punishment such as water sprays, 
shouting or making loud noises as these are unlikely to 
stop the problem, but could easily ruin her trust in you.

Carol Valvona

Why does she 
behave this way 

towards him?

Rabbits can use 
mounting to maintain 
social stability, but in 
many circumstances it 
is connected to some 
sort of frustration
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New baby and 
houserabbit 
advice
Q I was wondering if you’re aware of anywhere I could find 

information about getting houserabbits ready for a new baby. I’ve 
been trying to follow advice that is tailored to dogs so far, as I am 

aware that any changes can make rabbits very stressed. 

A Good question. As you say, changes to the environment can make 
rabbits very stressed, and the arrival of a baby causes many changes 
in the house, the owner’s behaviours, and the daily routine etc.

So what can you do to help smooth the transition for your rabbits? There 
are two things to do. First, make sure that if they do feel stressed, they 
can show normal stress-relieving behaviours. Second, reduce the stress 
that they are likely to feel.

How do rabbits reduce their feelings of stress? They run away. Rabbits 
are prey species and, given the choice, will always try to move away from 
something that scares them. This means that any rabbits, wherever they 
live, should be able to hide in a place where they cannot be seen. This is 
especially important when you know that the rabbits may feel stressed for 
a short period of time. Provide hay-filled boxes or covered cages for them 
to retreat to, and make sure that these are introduced well in advance of 
the baby’s arrival so the rabbits can get used to them.

And how can you reduce the stress that the rabbits are likely to feel? 
You need to help them get used to the changes in a controlled way. The 
most stressful characteristic of a baby (from the rabbit’s perspective) 
is the loud, unpredictable noises it makes. You can help the rabbits to 

not feel stressed by the noise of the baby crying, and 
ideally, you can teach them to associate the crying noise 
with something positive. You can achieve this using a 
process called desensitisation and counter-conditioning. 
Desensitisation is where the rabbit learns that the 
sound doesn’t affect it (it ‘gets used’ to it), and counter-
conditioning is where the rabbit learns that the sound is 
associated with something positive.

To desensitise a rabbit to the sound of a baby crying, 
you need to expose it to the noise of crying. There are 
many videos on YouTube of newborn babies crying. 
Start by just playing ten seconds or so very quietly and 
see how the rabbits react. They are likely to look up or 
move their ears but shouldn’t look scared. If they do, 
the sound is too loud and you should turn it down. Play 
the sound quietly for short periods fairly frequently, and 
gradually turn the sound up over a few days. When the 
rabbits are relaxed with the volume at the normal level 
of a baby’s crying, then you can start feeding them or 
giving them treats each time you play the sound. That 
way, the rabbits will associate the crying (and therefore 
the baby) with positive things.

You’ve been looking at advice tailored to dogs – very 
reasonable when there is little available about rabbits. 
There are a couple of differences. Dogs spend more 
time very close to the owner. This means that the advice 
about preparing dogs often includes getting the dog 
ready for the sight of the baby and for the smell of the 
baby. This is less important to rabbits, who are much 
closer to the floor and who have their own, strong-
smelling environment. It’s much more important to 
help them get accustomed to the sound rather than 
to help them get accustomed to the sights and smells. 
This should help them acclimatise to the new arrival, 
and continue to feel happy and confident with their 
environment and with you.

Guen Bradbury

A new baby in the 
house can be very 
stressful for rabbits
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Many of the rabbits 
that come into 
Angel Rabbit 
Rescue are afraid, 
defensive or in poor 
health

RESCUE

SPONSOR A 
RESCUE 2021

Worcestershire 
Rabbit Rescue and 
Friends
Almost 7 years ago, I found myself at a house with 
eleven ex-breeding female rabbits, all being given away 
for free. Stacked high, one on top of the other in tiny 
filthy cages with dark green water bottles, I knew I 
wouldn’t be leaving that house with one rabbit, I would 
be leaving with eleven, and so, Worcestershire Rabbit 
Rescue and Friends was born!

We always have more rabbits than anything else, but 
we do also offer rescue places to guinea pigs and small 
rodents. We have even somehow acquired six (now 
resident) chickens!

All the rabbits that arrive with us are health checked, 
vaccinated and neutered before looking for their perfect 
home, usually exceeding the RWAF housing minimum 
(lucky bunnies!). We have a few wonderful foster 
placements for those rabbits that do not cope well within 
a rescue environment or those that require additional 
care, which relieves the pressure at rescue HQ.

For twelve years, we have been running our annual Sponsor a Rescue. 
During that time, it has raised over £37,000 for nearly 50 rabbit 
rescues up and down the country. The figure raised for last year was 

£2,000. For 2021, we have chosen four more rescue centres to benefit. 
Our most up-to-date survey of rescues shows that they are having to cope 
with rapidly increasing numbers of unwanted rabbits; 67,000 was the 
figure in our 2012 survey of rescues. 

We can all agree that their role is vital in offering a safe haven to rabbits, 
and in finding new homes for them, and once again we’d like to ask our 
members to Sponsor a Rescue.

Angel Rabbit Rescue
We at Angel Rabbit Rescue, Dorchester want to make the world a better 
place for rabbits. We realise that this is a huge task, so we start with the 
rabbits in our care.

They come to us for various reasons. They may have been neglected, 
their owners’ circumstances may have changed, or they may be unwanted 
or even dumped.

So many that come in are afraid, defensive or in poor health. We never 
put a healthy rabbit to sleep, instead we get them checked by our vet, 
vaccinated and neutered. They feel fresh grass under their feet, maybe 
for the first time ever as they hop in their runs. They get toys to play 
with, love and attention, and the natural diet they need. Mostly they 
get time and understanding. We find them a companion, as there is no 
replacement for another fluff to cuddle up to.

When they are ready, they leave us to go to carefully vetted and approved 
new homes, with our lifetime backup and support. Rabbits come a long 
way in our care, from those often sad and frightened creatures that come 
in, to the confident, happy, and healthy rabbits that leave us for their new 
and bright futures.

It costs a lot of money to do what we do. We are completely self-funded 
and independently supported, and vet fees can be crippling, but it’s worth 
it to see our rabbits go on to live happy, healthy new lives.

Amanda Mullins – Owner

www.facebook.com/Southern.angel.rescue

Worcestershire Rabbit 
Rescue and Friends 
started with 11 rabbits

https://www.facebook.com/Southern.angel.rescue


Rabbiting On | Summer 2021   29

P
h

o
to

: T
h

e 
L

it
tl

es
t 

L
iv

es
 R

es
cu

e

P
h

o
to

: S
m

al
l P

et
 R

es
cu

e

The Littlest Lives 
Rescue
We are a volunteer run rabbit rescue in Bristol, providing bonding, advice, 
adoption and rehoming services across Somerset.

Our owner, Brittany, had been rescuing rabbits for 4 years when she 
officially took over the Littlest Rescue in early 2020, and it became known 
as The Littlest Lives Rescue.

This year, the rescue has experienced an influx of rabbits from hoarding 
cases, the sizes of which we have never experienced before.

Our latest update, on January 5th 2021, showed us to have 58 rabbits 
currently in our care, some of which are on pregnancy watch due to lack 
of separation or neutering in their last home.

Others have come from poor conditions, causing obesity, dental issues 
and skin irritation that need urgent treatment.

We have an incredible team of volunteers, donors and fosterers who are 
working hard to support us.

Due to Covid, our typical fundraising activities have been put on hold, 
meaning The Littlest Lives are in urgent need of support in order to 
provide health checks, vaccines, neutering and any other veterinary 
treatment.

Brittany Roberts – Owner

www.thelittlestlivesrescue.org.uk/

Small Pet Rescue
We are the Small Pet Rescue Centre based in Barwell, 
Leicestershire, and have, for the last 30 years, strived to 
find caring homes for the animals that have come to us 
from various individuals and institutions (police, social 
services etc.).

Over the years, many sad cases have arrived in 
sometimes very sad and sorry states due to neglect, 
genuine hardships or even downright cruelty. We believe 
each one deserves better!

There are, of course, many cases where people just 
say ‘hands up, this isn’t working for us’ and do the right 
thing for their pets and reach out for help.

We take pride that we are a non-hutch rescue, and each 
of our rescues are housed in large cattery-style walk 
in pens, and that same space is required when going to 
their new homes.

We are totally opposed to the needless euthanasia of 
unwanted pets, and our aim is to educate prospective 
owners to the needs of these beautiful, intelligent and 
often misunderstood creatures.

Neutering, spaying and vaccinations are a must! Nothing 
leaves our rescue without being done.

When allowed, we often visit social groups, schools, 
brownies etc. to talk to them about what we do and to 
get the message across that by no means are rabbits 
‘starter pets’! – their needs are many, not garden 
accessories stuck in hutches, more often than not at the 
bottom of the garden. 

We take pride that we are a self-funding, non-profit 
organisation of volunteers, who also have ‘proper jobs’ 
to help pay the endless vet bills etc.

We dedicate ourselves to finding not just homes, but the 
right homes for our guests.

Liz Williams – Owner

www.facebook.com/pages/Small-Pet--Rescue-
Centre/130952153638961

I started with nothing but eleven rabbits, and I knew they were going to be 
better off with me than where they came from. Over the last seven years, 
with the amazing help of volunteers, advice from fellow rescues and the 
very generous public donations, I have managed to go from strength to 
strength with the rescue, and our final goal of replacing all of our current 
hutches with new enclosures is only an arm stretch away!

I am humbled and so grateful for the support this rescue has been given 
over the years. Here’s to many more!

Jai Barnes – Founder

www.rabbitrescueandfriends.co.uk

Due to Covid, The 
Littlest Lives Rescue 
typical fundraising 
activities have been 
put on hold

Small Pet Rescue 
dedicate themselves to 
finding not just homes, 
but the right homes

https://thelittlestlivesrescue.org.uk
https://www.facebook.com/Small-Pet-Rescue-Centre-130952153638961/
https://www.facebook.com/Small-Pet-Rescue-Centre-130952153638961/
https://www.rabbitrescueandfriends.co.uk
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Little Furries Rabbit Rescue
We were delighted to have 
been nominated for the RWAF 
Sponsor a Rescue scheme. 
The funds have been most 
helpful towards our Dumbo’s 
vet bills, thank you very much!

Dumbo is a continental giant, 
found as a baby in a park. We 
soon realised he suffers from 
seizures. He has undergone 
many tests to try to get to 
the bottom of his condition. 
He has now been prescribed 
anti-seizure tablets which 
have helped immensely with 
the frequency of his seizures. 
He will remain a permanent 
resident here for ongoing 
medication and monitoring of 
his condition. He is a big, happy 
baby and takes everything in 
his stride! A bit of a celebrity at the rescue too.

Thanks again for everyone’s support.

Cinzia Delegate - Founder

www.littlefurriesrabbitrescue.com

RESCUE

2020 SPONSOR A RESCUE 
THANK YOU MESSAGES 

The four Sponsor a Rescue centres, chosen for last year’s scheme, would like to thank RWAF 
members for their generous donations.

Dumbo will remain at Little Furries for 
ongoing medication and monitoring of his 
condition

Oxfordshire Animal 
Sanctuary
It’s been a huge honour to 
be selected for the RWAF 
Sponsor a Rescue scheme.

Not only is it helping spread 
the word to adopters that 
we are here to help find their 
forever companions, but 
the sponsorship money has 
helped past and future OAS 
rabbits.

We have decided to put most 
of the money towards our 
rabbit vet bills. This will help 
rabbits like Tilly, who need 
our support. Tilly came into 
our care last year and was 
very poorly with coccidiosis. 
Thankfully she has made a good 
recovery but still has some underlying health issues that need further 
investigation.

We will also be allocating some of the money to purchasing some long-
lasting enrichment to give the rabbits in our care no less than they 
deserve; the best stay possible.

Thank you to the RWAF and all their wonderful supporters, from all the 
staff and rabbits at OAS.

Laura O’Malley – Assistant Manager

https://oxfordshireanimalsanctuary.org.uk/

RSPCA Altrincham Cheshire 
Branch 
RSPCA Altrincham Cheshire 
Branch was chosen as one 
of the rescues the RWAF 
supports through their 
Sponsor a Rescue scheme in 
2020 and we are so grateful.

We received our first 
instalment in December 
2020. This money has been 
a tremendous help, even 
more so due to the pandemic, 
meaning most of our 
fundraising events have had 
to be cancelled.

During 2020, our small branch 
admitted 87 rabbits and 
we rehomed 71 rabbits. Jo Yoli, our volunteer small animal rehoming 
coordinator, oversees all these animals whilst they’re in our care.

This first instalment has meant we could help rabbits like Peter. Peter 
came into our care from a multi animal household. Peter arrived in our 
care with a white spot in his eye; initially this remained unchanged but 
we monitored it closely. Not long after Peter was castrated he had a 
flare up of uveitis in that eye. Sadly after several weeks of treatment, 
the decision was made to remove his eye. Peter is now healed and he is a 
much happier pain-free rabbit.

The second will be put towards other bunnies like Peter, who need that 
extra TLC to get them ready for their forever homes.

Jo Yoli- Volunteer small animal rehoming coordinator

www.facebook.com/altrinchamrspca

www.rspca-altrincham-cheshire.org.uk/

The Rabbit Residence Rescue
During 2020, Rabbit Residence took in 157 rabbits, a significant rise 
in comparison to previous years. The Sponsor a Rescue scheme has 
enabled us to help more rabbits in need by assisting with our vet fees.

Strawberry was one of a large group of rabbits we helped rescue after 
her owner’s death. The rabbits had been used for breeding and had been 
kept in tiny 2ft hutches. Upon arrival, the older rabbits were mentally 
shut down and many of them had worms and mites. Upon neutering, 
Strawberry was found to have uterine tumours.

Originally found as a stray, New Zealand buck, Winter was kept in a 
5 foot hutch as the people who found him were scared to handle him 
due to his large size. When he came to us he was severely matted, 
underweight and had muscle wastage. A lovely gentle rabbit, he 
thankfully recovered over a few months and was successfully bonded 
and homed as a free-range houserabbit.

Lea Facey - Manager

The Rabbit Residence Rescue (Charity 1148016)

http://www.rabbitresidence.org.uk/

Tilly came into Oxfordshire Animal 
Sanctuary’s care last year and was very 
poorly with coccidiosis

Peter had to have his eye removed after 
being rescued

Winter and his companion. 
When Winter came to RRR 
he was severely matted, 
underweight and had 
muscle wastage
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ROUND UP

RABBITROUNDUP
Christine Hartley
It is with great sadness that we have 
to inform you all of the sudden and 
unexpected passing of Christine 
Hartley. Many of you will know Christine 
through the Companion Animal Loss 
Listening Line, and may have been 
helped by her over the years. Christine 
wrote several articles for Rabbiting 
On, as well as supporting many of our 
members through the grief of losing a 
rabbit companion.

Our thoughts are with her family and 
friends at this sad time.

Burgess Pet Care 
donates computers to 
keep school children 
connected
Burgess Pet Care has donated 67 
computers to Business2Schools, 
a charity that places donations of 
computers with schools across the 
region and beyond.

Burgess’s donation of 35 laptop and 32 
desktop computers came at a critical 
time, when many pupils’ learning was 
being delivered by teachers online 
due to lockdown, enabling them to 
stay connected and access vital online 
learning from home.

Burgess was supported by Computer Disposals Ltd (CDL), part of Restore 
Technology, the UK’s largest IT recycling company. CDL provides an award 
winning, GDPR compliant, asset disposal service which helps eliminate the 
risks associated with data sanitisation.

Mark Womersley, Finance Director for Burgess Pet Care said, “Burgess 
wanted to play its part in helping to ensure that as many children as 
possible have access to computers. We know how important it was for 
schools to be able to provide laptops to help children whose learning 
would otherwise suffer during lockdown, to stay connected with school 
and also their friends.

“We were delighted to be able to support our schools, enabling them to 
use their budgets in other areas, whilst making a better impact on the 
environment”.

Elisabetta Mancinelli 
joins Valley Vets Exotics 
team
We are excited to announce that 
Elisabetta Mancinelli has recently 
joined Valley Vets Exotics team, in 
Cardiff. Elisabetta has been working 
solely with exotics species for almost 
20 years, building her knowledge 
and obtaining further qualifications 
in exotics animal medicine during 
that time. Elisabetta, who has been 
a specialist in small mammal medicine and surgery since 2014, enjoys 
working with all exotics species, particularly rabbits, and is passionate 
about promoting their health and welfare.

Organisers of Rabbit Awareness 
Week announce this year’s theme: 
‘Hopping Through the Years’ 
The Rabbit 
Awareness Week 
(RAW) collective, 
comprising the UK’s 
largest animal welfare 
organisations and 
charities and led by 
Burgess Pet Care, 
has announced it will 
be placing the key 
welfare needs and 
challenges of rabbits 
during their different 
life stages at the 
heart of this year’s RAW campaign, taking place 28th 
June – 2nd July.  This year sees the campaign reach the 
milestone of fifteen consecutive years and the theme is 
‘Hopping Through the Years’.

‘Hopping Through the Years’ will focus on the particular 
welfare and dietary needs of pet rabbits at all stages 
of ownership, from the key questions potential owners 
should consider when they are looking at owning 
rabbits, through the different life stages, and into full 
maturity. 

To mark fifteen years of RAW, this year’s campaign will 
also take a hop down memory lane, with a look back at 
some memorable moments from RAW over the years, 
as well as a celebration of the profound, positive impact 
that the campaign has had on the lives of pet rabbits in 
the UK. 

Holly Ackroyd, Senior Brand Manager at Burgess Pet 
Care, who organise RAW, said:

“The support of vets and practices has always been 
integral to the success of RAW, so we are delighted to 
announce the theme of this year’s very special campaign 
at BSAVA Congress. As with the 2020 campaign, the 
pandemic means we will be running RAW as a digital 
festival with lots of creative and engaging ways for vets 
to get involved, share their expertise and drive dialogue 
with rabbit owners in their regions and beyond. 

“‘Hopping Through the Years’ feels like the perfect theme 
as we mark fifteen years of successful RAW campaigns. 
We’re keen to stress, though, that RAW 2021 is very much 
about looking to the future as well as celebrating the 
past. Our key focus remains on improving the health and 
wellbeing of pet rabbits in the UK at all stages of their life, 
as their needs change and owners may need to adapt the 
care they provide for them.” 

Dr Richard Saunders of the Rabbit Welfare Association 
and Fund said:

“There are a large number of health issues facing 
rabbits but thankfully many of these can be prevented. 
Vets play an incredibly important role in ensuring rabbit 
owners have all the information they need to correctly 
care for their pets but unfortunately there is still a lack 
of awareness and understanding around many basic 
needs such as diet, husbandry and the importance of 
vaccinations throughout their life. This year’s campaign 
provides the perfect platform to throw the spotlight on 
these issues.”

Christine helped many of our members 
through the grief of losing a rabbit

(Left to right)-Mark Womersley, 
Finance Director, Burgess Pet Care, 
with Harry Reardon from Computer 
Disposals

RAW will celebrate 15 years this year

Elisabetta has been a specialist in small 
mammal medicine and surgery since 2014
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www.Rabb i tRe ta i l . co .uk
Rabbit Retail

The One Hop Shop for You and Your Bunny

FOR YOU
Perfect Gifts for a Bunny Lover!
• Eco-friendly
• 100% Vegan
• Home-made crafts and small artists
• Bun of a Kind - unique and rare items

FOR BUNNY
100% Bunny-Safe and Approved
• Bunnies first
• No dyes, no glues
• Vet recommended foods
• Eco-friendly products

BUN-DLE BOX
A Bunny Pick'n'Mix Box
• Choose your 6 products
• No unwanted items
• Range of bunny basics, treats and toys
• Only £20, including UK shipping

10% off for Rabbiting On readers!
10%
OFFValid until 31.12.2021. One code per customer. Not valid with other offers.

IT’S MY BUNNY
If this is your bunny, all you have to do is send the 
bunnies names, along with your name and address 
and your RWAF membership number to: It’s my 
Bunny, Rabbiting On, RWAF, Enigma House, Culmhead 
Business Park, Taunton, Somerset TA3 7DY.

In each issue of Rabbiting On we picture a different 
bunny (or bunnies), chosen from all of the photos 
sent to Rabbiting On, and that bunnies owner wins 
a mystery prize. So keep looking, it could be your 
rabbit next time. But hurry – you need to claim 
your prize before the next issue of Rabbiting On is 
published.

There’s also a chance that your bunny could be 
chosen to appear on a future cover of Rabbiting On, 
or to illustrate a feature in the magazine, so keep on 
sending in your pictures.

RULES FOR PHOTO 
SUBMISSIONS
We love to see all your lovely rabbit photos. You can 
submit prints and CDs to the address above (make 
sure they’re labeled with your name, address and 
the rabbit’s name). 

You can also submit digital images. Unfortunately 
some readers send us photos that we’re unable to 
use, because they’re not high enough resolution for 
printing in the magazine, or the rabbit’s or owner’s 
name aren’t supplied.

Please email your photos to:  
rwafphotos@gmail.com

Also, it’s vital that your camera is set up properly 
before you take your photos, as it isn’t possible to 
increase the resolution afterwards. We need you to 
set your camera to the highest image quality. Any 
photo files you submit should be about 1 - 1.5MB if 
it’s a jpeg file, and around 2.5 - 3MB if it’s a tiff file 
(please compress tiff files before sending).

If you have difficulties with the online form, please 
contact info@rabbitwelfare.co.uk, or the helpline 
on 0191 933 9000, and we’ll do what we can to help.

The owner of this issue’s lucky bunny 
will receive a mystery prize

If this is your bunny, then 
there is a prize waiting for 

you to claim

https://rabbitretail.co.uk
mailto:rwafphotos%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:info%40rabbitwelfare.co.uk?subject=
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HEALTH

We receive a lot of requests for information on the use of wood-based cat 
litter, as both a litter material, and as an absorbent under-layer to the 
substrate in enclosures. Whilst it’s easy to simply say “avoid it and use 

something else”, this article hopes to explain the pros and cons of its use.

Not all products are the same
Firstly, to explain the difference between different wood products, all are generally 
derived from pine and similar, aromatic softwoods. These are fast-growing 
evergreens, light coloured and, as the name suggests, soft. They mustn’t be 
confused with hardwoods, which are not commercially turned into such products, 
but may be present in variable amounts from local sources such as hobby or 
carpenters’ workshops. These should be avoided as they are much sharper, 
pricklier and likely to cause injury. Such sources also don’t separate the dust out, 
and so are not a good place to obtain shavings.

The resinous oils in them were identified many years ago, in laboratory rabbits, to 
cause varying degrees of liver and skin inflammation. These are going to be most 
significant if breathed right down into the lungs, or if bare skin is in contact with 
them for long periods of time. However, modern dust extraction and heat treatment 
mean that these are much less of an issue than they used to be. Additionally, 
the liver issues reported (they cause elevations in liver enzymes which are more 
academic than practical problems for rabbits), can interfere with drug testing in 
laboratory rabbit situations, but have not been shown to cause illness.

Availability and uses
These products are relatively cheap, easily available, and easily and simply provide 
a thick underlayer of substrate to lift the top layer away from solid material 
underneath, thus making for a nice thick bed and soft floor, with good insulating 
properties. The bales of shavings are compacted and take up less space than some 
less dense products, but both these and the sacks of pellets can be heavy and 
unmanageable for some:

•  Sawdust has commonly been used in the past as an absorbent layer in rabbits’ 
sleeping areas. This not advisable; sawdust can severely irritate the skin and 
lungs, both because of the fine particle sizes of the dust, and the aromatic oils 
contained in the wood. We would never advise their use.

•  Wood shavings are essentially the same substance as sawdust but because 
the particles are nowhere near as small, the risk of skin and particularly lung 
irritation is lower. Wood shavings should be used with care, not as a top layer, 
and only in a well-ventilated environment. We think there are better options 
available.

•  Wood-based cat litter pellets, whilst containing the same basic ingredient 
as sawdust and shavings, are heat treated to remove the oils and therefore 
do not pose the same risk of skin and lung irritation. Their dust levels are also 
extremely low, as one of the main uses for many brands of these products is 
generating heat by burning, and they have to be low in dust for that purpose. For 
the sleeping areas of outside rabbits we recommend that these pellets are used 
with a covering of straw for warmth and comfort. They are more absorbent, but 
less insulating, than shavings, by nature of their compact shape. Always read 
the label because at least one brand contains silicon, which should be avoided.

•  Paper-based cat litter pellets are non-toxic and relatively safe. Although 
historically, newsprint ink often contained heavy metals and petroleum by-
products, most ink nowadays is plant-based. However, a small amount remains 
oil-based, and excessive ingestion of newspaper can lead to blockages of, 
effectively, papier-mache, so we wouldn’t recommend it.

•  Clay-based or “clumping” cat litter will “clump” in the 
gut and cause serious problems. It sets like concrete in the 
stomach and caecum and can cause impactions. It’s also 
quite dusty when disturbed, sending up small clouds of 
very fine particles which can be inhaled. We would NEVER 
recommend its use for rabbits in any way.

Mite risks
It’s also worth mentioning, as we are asked about this, that 
such products have almost zero chance of containing mites or 
other ectoparasites that could affect rabbits. Not only have 
these products come from solid wood, rather than any leafy 
vegetation, but the heat treatment they have gone through 
will kill any mites. It’s difficult to know why they are suspected 
as carrying mites, unless it is simply that they are found more 
easily in the shavings than in the hay and straw, and it’s often 
the case that health problems are, by coincidence, noticed, 
when substrate is changed during cleaning out.

SUBSTRATES  
AND LITTER BOXES 
By Richard Saunders, RWAF Veterinary Adviser

Paper-based cat litter 
pellets are non-toxic 
and relatively safe

Excessive ingestion 
of newspaper can 
lead to blockages

There are better options 
than wood shavings
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RESCUE

RESCUE POINT OF VIEW 
- Bunnies grow old too! 

By Cinzia Delegate, Little Furries Rabbit Rescue

Perky has ongoing 
tear duct problems
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Little Furries Rabbit Rescue (and Sanctuary) is a small rabbit rescue, 
privately run from home in North London. We predominately deal 
with emergencies these days, due to capacity limits.

The majority of our rabbits are permanent residents, as they are 
aging, elderly, long-term sick or disabled and therefore not suitable for 
rehoming. This has been our rescue policy from the start, due to the 
growing care needs of vulnerable rabbits, and associated costs that not 
many owners are willing or able to meet.

Oldies on the rise
Over the last few years, we have seen an increase in 
older rabbits coming into rescue, this has been echoed 
by some of the bigger rescues such as Beloved Rabbits in 
Scotland and The Rabbit Residence in Hertfordshire, one 
of the biggest in the UK, who last year saw an increase of 
15% in rabbits aged 6+ years, versus 8% on the previous 
year. It is fair to say, there may be a trend happening 
here.

We have 17 rabbits we consider elderly, under our care. 
Age is very much breed-dependent, with larger breeds, 
such as giants, falling into that ‘aging’ bracket from 4 
years of age, whilst the smaller breeds, such as dwarfs, 
will not be considered aging until they are around 
8 years of age. On average, for medium breeds, the 
consensus is 6 years and above is considered an ‘aging 
bun’ in rescue.

Longer life
We believe rabbit life expectancy has extended over 
the years due to more information being available in 
the public domain on rabbit welfare, together with 
better quality food being sold. In addition, what is also 

making a difference is the increased rabbit knowledge 
and information available to veterinary practices. 
Whilst, admittedly, there is still some way to go with 
some having limited knowledge, others are recognising 
conditions and treating them much earlier than ever 
before, and/or making referrals to exotic veterinarians 
much more readily today. There is also the RWAF Vet 

Weepy eyes are a 
red flag for dental 
problems
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Friendly list, which enable owners to take their rabbits to 
vets who have demonstrated high standards of care and 
knowledge for rabbits. A list can be found on the RWAF 
website.

Longer life = bigger problem!
This, in turn, is creating a much bigger problem out 
there in society – longer living rabbits are not always 
convenient!! Families whose circumstances change 
over time, or are unable to cope with the needs of 
older rabbits (together with costs!), have been known 
to comfortably take them to a vet for euthanasia, 
regardless of how minor their ailments may be. 
Fortunately, many vets will try hard to have the rabbit 
signed over to a rescue or the veterinary practice so 
they can be rehomed. Since most pet rabbits are, still 
today, being bought as children’s pets, children grow up 
and/or lose interest very quickly. They may also leave 
home to go to University and the parents do not want 
the rabbit anymore.

Rescues are being called upon much more to step in and 
pick up the pieces.

Henry 2006-2021
Our beloved Henry was the oldest bunny in our rescue, 
whose life was to be the key feature of this article.   We 
sadly lost Henry at the end of February this year, just 
shy of his 15th birthday.

Henry came to us in the summer of 2019, previously 
a childhood pet. Henry was lucky enough to fall in the 
hands of a loving family who loved and cared about 
him, but the reality is that children grow up! Henry’s 
24-year-old mum contacted us as a last resort when she 
was heading to University, and couldn’t take Henry, and 
neither could her family help look after him.

Henry arrived unneutered, unvaccinated, with a classic 
weepy eye. For the next year or so, we battled multiple 
gum and jaw abscesses and teeth extractions, each 
operation carrying increased risks in such an elderly 
rabbit; however, he was a fighter and pulled through 
each and every operation, surprising everyone, until his 
antibiotic resistance built, making things complicated 
and allowing the infection to spread. Henry died under 
anaesthesia during his very last operation.

Care and adaptations to their environment
Older rabbits may have a mix of problems, which require adaption to 
their care and environment, but many of the conditions we associate with 
‘ageing’ are not inevitable for every rabbit – they are the accumulated 
effects of years of inadequate care. Long-term poor diet causes dental 
problems (which can lead to eye problems), and long-term confinement 
in small cages and runs increases the risk of osteoarthritis, pain and 
incontinence.

Osteoarthritis, which in turn causes mobility issues, is a common problem. 
The only thing we can do is to make them comfortable, ensuring they 
don’t struggle to access hay and water, and the provision of very low litter 
trays to encourage the use of them. Regular monitoring and assistance 
are sometimes required to ensure they are able to reach and eat their 
caecotrophs for critical nutrients, and hand-feeding them the caecotrophs 
may sometimes be necessary. In terms of treatment, the regular 
administration of anti-inflammatories is often necessary, which must be 
prescribed by a veterinary surgeon.

For many elderly rabbits, it becomes difficult getting to, 
and using, the litter trays. Where needed, for mobility 
problems, we use very low/flat trays and we try to keep 
everything in close vicinity to make it easier for them. In 
a lot of cases, the most likely cause is kidney issues. Our 
priority is to ensure they are not sitting on wet patches, 
and we focus on ways to keep the areas dry, even after 
any mishaps. We find lining the floor with cardboard and 
then using large towels over, works really well. Towels 
are very absorbent, and the cardboard will soak up the 
wet patches from underneath. This is practical for a 
quick change, cost effective and works for the rabbits!

Aging buns, housing needs and closing 
note
As some rabbits age, their needs become individual and 
sometimes complex, and we find ourselves looking at 
innovative ways to cater for all of their comforts.

We bring all rabbits aged 7+ years inside. This enables 
us to monitor any potential health issues and nip things 
in the bud quickly.

We would beg anyone to please not abandon elderly 
rabbits when they need you the most. Should a rescue 
need to step in to care for an elderly rabbit, please 
consider the many needs they will take on for your pet 
and help them.

As some rabbits age, 
their needs become 
individual and  
sometimes complex

Henry was nearly 15 
years old when he 
sadly passed away
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CAMPAIGN UPDATE

CAMPAIGN 
UPDATE Welcome to another Campaign 

Update, keeping you informed of our 
constant fight to make things better 
for bunnies.

Pets4Homes
In the run up to Easter 2021, we advertised on the 
Pets4Homes platform. 

Rabbiting On readers will know how concerned we 
are about online rabbit sales, but in order to reach 
as many owners as possible we felt it important to 
target this market. Millions of people use platforms 
like these, and may not come to our website for 
advice, so we are taking the advice to them.

We supplied RWAF adverts for users of the website 
and wrote two articles on rabbit care that were 
hosted on Pet4Homes. These had over a thousand 
views in the first few weeks, and there was an 
increase in traffic to our website as a result.

The Pets4Homes site carried banners advertising 
our ‘A hutch is not enough’ petition, and during the 
time it was up, we gained a whopping 4000 extra 
signatures, taking us almost to 60,000!

Planning applications for 
rabbit meat farms
Rutland, Amersham and Cornwall all saw applications 
for new rabbit meat farms, from a company with several 
farms across the UK. Although many of us are appalled 
by these applications, and there was a huge support 
for the petitions that were launched to oppose them, 
the only way to effectively block applications like this is 
to raise objections not on welfare grounds, but in line 
with planning policy. Applications that do not meet local 
or national planning policy frameworks are likely to 
be rejected, so we know that in order to have the best 
chance of stopping the applications, we need to lodge 
objections based on these planning policies.

To do this, we employed the services of a specialist 
planning consultant, who allowed us to successfully 
block an application from the same company when they 
wanted to build a farm in Lincolnshire some years back. 
Because our charitable remit covers pet rabbits, and not 

rabbits that are 
farmed for meat, 
we were unable to 
use monies raised 
by the charity, and 
had to put a call out 
to raise funds for this specific purpose. 
What a fantastic bunch of supporters 
you all are! We raised what we needed 
in under 24 hours and your support 
meant that we were able to lodge solid 
objections to all three applications. 

As we go to press, the application in 
Cornwall has been refused and we are 
waiting to hear about the other two. 
Fingers crossed on these and we will 
update you next time. 

Two of the RWAF adverts, that were placed on the Pets4Homes website.
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Rabbits are always in the spotlight at Easter, and some TV features are 
better than others. This year we have dealt with the debacle of the rabbits 
on the Alan Titchmarch show, as well as the terribly misjudged ‘Kitkat Big 
Bunny Hutch’. As always, in response to our concerns, the usual sound-
bite of ‘welfare is a priority’ was trotted out, but we were not convinced. 
Even if the welfare of the on-set rabbits has been assured, it’s the overall 
message given to viewers that is the problem.

If you do see anything in the media where you think that the welfare of 
rabbits has been compromised, then please do bring it to our attention 
so we can respond, but it helps enormously if people raise their concerns 
individually too. It’s basically a numbers game, so please make your voice 
heard. We’ve compiled a list of common areas where we raise objections 
in these cases, which might help you when you’re raising your own 
complaints.

1. Encouraging impulse purchases:

Rabbits are often shown as easy-to-care-for animals, focusing on their 
“cute” behaviours and appearance, without explaining the challenges of 
keeping them correctly and meeting all their welfare needs throughout 
their lives. It’s an age-old problem for rabbits, that owners take them on 
as pets without understanding the reality of meeting their needs. Rabbits 
can live for up to 10-12 years of age, and cost approximately £11,000 to 
care for over their lives, and must be kept in social pairs or groups. They 
are not easy children’s pets.

2. Easter:

The Easter bunny connection means that rabbits get a lot of press at 
Easter, but sadly it is a time when rabbits are commonly bought on 
impulse. This means that TV shows have even more responsibility to show 
everything that’s involved in rabbit care, so potential owners can make a 
fully informed decision.

3. The ‘H’ word:

These shows often use the word “hutch” repeatedly. This implies that it’s 
okay to keep rabbits in hutches, and it’s often compounded by the fact 
that no exercise space is shown. Rabbits need as much space as possible, 
whether they are kept indoors or out. Permanent access to a secure 
enclosure of 3m x 2m x 1m is the minimum for two average-sized rabbits.

4. Bad diet:

Rabbits on TV are often shown with carrots (which are high in starch), 

treats (which are high in sugar) and sometimes there 
is a complete absence of grass or hay. This is a serious 
misrepresentation of a healthy rabbit diet. Even if the 
rabbits on set are fed correctly when they are not on 
camera, the problem is the message it sends to viewers.

5. Poor condition:

It is often the case that rabbits that are supplied to TV 
shows are not in an acceptable condition. They are often 
obese, have long nails, are un-neutered, and there are 
signs of soiling. This is, of course, bad for the rabbits in 
question, and again does not send a good message to 
viewers. 

6. Stress:

Rabbits are prey animals and find both the traveling and 
the time in the studio extremely stressful. The stress is 
often visible through their rapid breathing and anxious 
behaviour, such as head/ear position and body stance.

7. Companionship:

The message around the importance of companionship 
and neutering given by TV shows can often be 
inadequate and misleading.

8. Handling:

Rabbits, again because they are a prey species, do not 
like being picked up, but whenever they are on TV, the 
presenters can’t seem to keep their hands off them! A 
rabbit’s instinct, when it has been picked up, is that it 
has been caught by a predator, which is terrifying and 
made worse by a stressful, unfamiliar environment. 
Owners do of course have to pick their rabbits up for 
health checks, vet visits etc, but we advise on good 
handling techniques. We rarely see good techniques 
shown on TV.

On the bright side, we were pleased to be asked for our 
input for feature on Channel 4’s ‘Steph’s Packed Lunch’. 
They gave some really great advice and showed positive 
welfare messages because they did their homework and 
researched properly.
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Rabbits on TV

When diet is demonstrated 
hay or grass should always 
be shown
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The programme for the day will consist of:

Time Subject Speaker

9.00 – 9.30 Introduction Dr Emma Milne

9.30 – 10.00 Bracycephaly: prevalence, consequences, welfare 
impact. What can be done?

Dr Richard Saunders

10.00 – 10.30 What is the ideal rabbit diet? Dr Nadene Stapleton

10.30 – 11.00 Showing and show jumping. Is it ethical? Dr Emma Milne

11.00 – 11.30 Coffee

11.30 – 12.00 ‘There’s no place like home’. Rabbit housing in the 21st 
century

Dr Jane Tyson

12.00 – 12.30 The rise of ‘Rabbit Friendly’ practices, how can we 
ensure that the rabbit’s needs at home are met?

Anna Ewers Clark, PDSA

12.30 – 13.00 Rabbit Welfare Strategy and Best Practice

Guidelines RSCPA and RWAF

13.00 – 14.00 Lunch

14.00 – 14.30 Prioritising welfare needs, identified by research at 
Bristol University/RSPCA

Dr Nicola Rooney

14.30 – 15.00 “Morbidity and mortality of domestic rabbits under 
primary veterinary care in England” Why are we failing 
them and what can be done?

Dr Dan O’Neill

15.00 – 15.30 “What Makes a rabbit cute? Preference for rabbit faces 
differs according to skull morphology and demographic 
factors” How can we change this?

Dr Naomi Harvey

15.30 – 15.45 Coffee

15.45 – 16.15 Exploring other extreme anatomical features and the 
welfare impact for the rabbit

Dr Emma Milne

16.15 – 17.00 Discussion and action planning All

17.00 – 17.30 Summary and close Dr Emma Milne

Rabbit Welfare 
& Ethics 
Stakeholder Day
5th June 2021 - Via The Webinar Vet
Not surprisingly, we have decided to do our 
conference online this year, and we are really 
excited to be working with the lovely people at The 
Webinar Vet.

This is something a bit different and everyone is 
welcome – you can book online via our website, 
where there is a link on the home page, or direct 
through The Webinar Vet.

Rabbits are recognised as one of the most 
neglected pets in the UK. We are all stakeholders 
and we can all do something to improve their 
welfare. You are invited to a Rabbit Welfare & 
Ethics Day.

The aim of the day is to highlight some of the many 
issues that face pet rabbits today, and then discuss 
what we can all do to improve their welfare, and 
hopefully come up with some actions to do so.

Prices: £80 early bird (until 1 May) | £100 full price | £50 for students.

Please note the timetable is subject to change, without prior notice.

Join us for an online 
day learning about 
some of the issues 
rabbits face
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For your chance to WIN one of our Small Mammal Kits simply 
email your name, address and RWAF membership number to: WIN 
FREE PRODUCTS rocompetitions@rabbitwelfare.co.uk  The first 
10 names drawn at random after the closing date of the 30th June 
2021 will be sent their prizes.

WIN PRODUCTS

Available from RWAF, your local vet or Pets at Home and other pet shops’ or online at www.petremedy.co.uk

natural
de-stress
& calming
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When bonding – spray a little on 
a damp cloth or on your fingers , 
or use calming wipe, then gently 
rub around muzzle and front of 
chest of rabbits. 
This helps with scent swapping  
as well as calming and this  
dual action will help speed  
up the bonding process.

Will help stressed or anxious  
rabbits,as well as cats, dogs, horses,  
and other mammals and birds

TRAVEL • SETTLING • HOME ALONE • PARTY SEASON

https://petremedy.co.uk
https://www.thehayexperts.co.uk
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The showing of animals, including rabbits, is a 
massive business with hundreds of thousands of 
animals being taken to shows all over the world. 

The vast majority of these shows are about looks or 
which rabbit is deemed to be the best example of its 
breed standard.

Why rabbit shows?
Lots of people love to wander round the shows. They are 
seen as great social outings and also as places where 
people can learn about different breeds and look at all 
the beautiful animals. The people doing the showing 
also have a fun weekend, see their friends, chat about all 
things rabbit and hopefully come away with a rosette or 
a cup at the end of the day. But if not, at least it’s been a 
good day out… for the people. 

Spoiler alert: I am totally opposed to the showing of 
live animals in this way. I realise there are many of you 
that will vehemently disagree with this view, but let me 
explain why I believe there is zero benefit for the rabbits 
involved.

Breeds and breed standards
These are a totally man-made concept. Breeds do not 
exist in nature. We all know what wild rabbits, shaped by 
millennia of evolution, look like and they are perfectly 
proportioned and equipped to survive. The creation 
of different breeds, based on looks alone, has meant 
a huge variation in body shape and size, colour, and 
physical attributes such as lop ears, very long ears and 
short faces.

The problem is, as we said in the last edition, that 
some of these changes are most definitely not in the 
best interests of the animals and cause a great deal of 
suffering and disease, simply because we have decided 
to make an animal look different from another of the 
same species. Shows based on this, therefore, can never 

be primarily about health and welfare because they are concentrated 
purely on looks. In addition, the winners of shows continue the demand 
for the quirkier breeds, and many show winners are used for breeding, so 
pass along their genetics to potentially hundreds of offspring.

The show environment
Rabbits are territorial, prey animals that live in social groups. We know all too 
well that many thousands of rabbits don’t have their welfare needs perfectly 
met in the pet environment, but the showing of rabbits takes this to another 
level. If we look at their basic needs one at a time, it’s easy to see where 
showing falls woefully short.

• Food and water:

This is the most basic need of all animals. Animals that are shown will 
have to travel varying distances to the different shows. Once there, they 
will be in and out of different cages and being judged. During this time, 
there will inevitably be periods without access to food and water. Rabbits 
are small animals and are grazers. This means that they need to eat 
long fibre for the majority of their waking time, to maintain their body 
condition and ensure gut and teeth health. As small animals, they are 
much more at risk of dehydration. Any period without food and water will 
be far from ideal for welfare.

• Environment:

As prey animals, rabbits should always be able to hide. Humans are 
predators. Of course rabbits can learn to trust and enjoy the company 
of certain humans, but strangers will never tick these boxes. At shows, 
rabbits are surrounded by hundreds of strange humans and in order to 
be judged will have to be handled, possibly multiple times, by strangers. 
Even when not being judged, the rabbits are on display. This means there 
are no opportunities for them to exercise choice about their environment. 
They can’t hide or avoid any stresses they may be under. Prey animals do 
not overtly show fear, stress, or pain the way predators do, because any 
sign of weakness makes them more likely to be singled out. Sadly, this 
means that signs of problems in rabbits are often overlooked or ignored 
because they appear to be content.

Pet rabbits should always be kept on soft bedding or grass to avoid 

SHOWING 
Is winning worth 
more than welfare?
By Dr Emma Milne, Veterinary Surgeon

Rabbits must always 
have access to food 
and water
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damage to their feet and hocks. They 
should have room to move around, 
stand up and stretch out. They should 
have the choice to move to an area 
of different temperature if in a hot or 
outdoor environment. None of this 
is possible at shows. The animals are 
there to be seen and there are lots 
of them to fit in, so often the cages 
are very small. Some are totally bare, 
wire-bottomed cages that can damage 
rabbits’ legs and feet and are far from 
comfortable. Even if this is not where 
they are kept, the majority of the time it 
is still negative welfare.

• The need to be with or without 
other animals:

If several rabbits from the same home 
are shown together, they may be able 
to see and smell each other, but will not 
be able to cuddle together for security 
or warmth as they will be in different 
cages: a certain cause of stress. In fact 
show animals have to remain entire (unneutered) so that their genes can 
be passed on if deemed worthy. This means that most of these animals 
will live solitary lives, even away from the show ring, to avoid unwanted 
pregnancies.

The presence of hundreds of unknown rabbits may be seen as a potential 
threat but imagine the pet shows that allow many different species. Can 
you imagine the stress for rabbits being shown alongside cats and dogs? 
Even if they are in different parts of the same building, they will smell and 
hear multiple predators, with no means of escape or refuge. 

• The need to behave normally:

Nothing about the show environment (for any species) allows normal 
behaviour. Rabbits will be unable to dig, move, stretch, hop, eat normally, 
socialise, explore or hide. Again, even if this is a relatively short time, it is 
still avoidable poor welfare.

• The need to be protected from pain, injury and disease:

With the best will in the world, any environment where there are hundreds 
of animals in the same airspace will have a higher chance of disease 
spread. Add the effect of stress on the immune system and the less-than-
adequate cages and handling, and you have a significant risk of injury 
as well as disease. On the subject of disease, female rabbits have a very 

high risk of uterine cancer if left unneutered. Uterine 
adenocarcinoma is extremely common in rabbits over 
the age of two and the risk increases with age. It is a 
malignant cancer that spreads easily to other organs, 
such as the liver and lungs, and is a well-known cause 
of early death. Not allowing rabbits to be neutered 
unquestionably exposes them to a high risk of this 
disease.

The show world is also one of the places that you will 
most frequently see the practice of trancing. We’ve 
talked about this often in Rabbiting On and it is a truly 
horrible practice. Trancing involves turning a rabbit on 
its back and putting it into what looks like a hypnotic or 
trance-like state. It makes handling easier. It may look 
peaceful and harmless but this tonic immobility, as it is 
properly known, is an evolutionary defense mechanism 
for when a rabbit is caught by a predator. The animal 
becomes rigid and the respiration slows. Effectively, 
the animal is pretending to be dead in the hope that the 
predator loosens its grip and gives the rabbit a chance 
to flee. This is the most stressed, fearful state into which 
you can put a rabbit. And it is totally unacceptable from 
a welfare point of view.

At an early age, all show rabbits are ringed with a metal 
ring around a hind leg, featuring a code, stating their 
date of birth, and breeder/owner, so they can be easily 
identified. The rings can become too tight or get caught, 
causing injury and suffering to the rabbit.

No benefit to rabbits
I totally understand why people love to visit shows. 
We love looking at animals and if they were all hidden 
away it wouldn’t be much fun. I understand that people 
like to win prizes and feel gratified if someone else 
says they’ve done well. But time and again we come 
back to the fact that these are all benefits for the 
humans involved. Animals have no concept of whether 
they meet a certain standard for a look. Indeed, many 
thousands of animals suffer because of human-imposed 
looks and altered body shapes. A rosette or a cup 
means absolutely zero, nada, zip, nothing to an animal. 
Fundamentally, showing animals is exactly as it says – 
humans showing things to other humans. It’s just that 
these days we know that animals aren’t things, they are 
sentient beings that deserve choice and as much control 
as possible over their lives with us. Showing not only 
strips them of this but adds untold stresses and threats. 
It’s time we reconsidered our hobbies and found ways to 
socialise and congratulate ourselves that don’t come at 
a cost to animal welfare.

Rabbits are surrounded by hundreds 
of strange humans and in order to be 
judged will have to be handled

Cages are often 
small, bare, and on 
full display
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Firstly, it is important that any rabbit that is 
reluctant to eat has been examined by a vet, the 
cause/s identified, and adequate pain relief and 

other medications prescribed. Once underlying causes 
have been treated, the reluctance to eat can itself 
become a problem, if the rabbit is depressed or prefers 
being syringe-fed. So how can we persuade a reluctant 
rabbit to return to their normal diet, with resorting to 
bribery with unhealthy treats?

Why won’t my rabbit eat normally?
Some rabbits are reluctant to eat normally after dental 
work or periods of illness. Stressful events, such as 
losing a companion rabbit, can lead to depression and 
reluctance to eat. Although a new rabbit companion 
can often stimulate a bereaved rabbit to eat normally 
again, some rabbits may remain depressed for weeks or 
months. 

Rabbits cannot vomit, so rely on their knowledge of safe 
and harmful foods to guide them. Rabbits may become 
used to being syringe-fed, and if pain relief was added to 
that, associate  
syringe-feeding  
with feeling  

better or simply because the medication taste was appealing to them.

Adjustments may have to be made in the way rabbits with ongoing 
dental issues are fed. With depressed rabbits, it might simply be a case of 
stimulating the appetite.

Accommodating ongoing dental issues
The role of the incisors is to ‘cut the grass/hay’ into small pieces that 
the rabbit pushes with its tongue onto the back molar teeth for grinding 
into small particles, prior to ingestion. Many rabbits which have had their 
incisors surgically removed can eat pellets or complete extruded food 
perfectly well, just using their back molars.

If your vet has to remove the front incisor teeth, feeding crushed pellets, 
chopped forages, chopped dried herbs, grated and shredded vegetables 
makes it easier for the rabbit to eat a near-normal diet. 

Rabbits with spurs on the back molar teeth, infected, maloccluded incisor 
sockets or tooth root abscess sites may need pain killers and syringe-
feeding, while awaiting surgery and after surgery.

Weaning off syringe-feeding
It is never a good idea to prolong syringe-feeding any 

longer than is strictly necessary and recommended 
by your vet. It is a short term, emergency measure 

to ensure that rabbits maintain their energy 
and fluid levels, but rabbits need the lignified 

cellulose fibre found in grass, hay and other 
plant materials, to maintain their teeth and 
digestive system in good health in the long 

term.

Many emergency formulae contain 
electrolytes, which along with the 
fluid in the syringe-feed help combat 

dehydration in very poorly animals. The salts 
and sugars in electrolytes in these emergency 

foods are a lot higher than the percentage in 
terms of dry matter added to regular feeds. 
They are designed to be fed on the advice of 

a vet.

Syringe-feed is high in moisture, 

BRIBERY WITHOUT CORRUPTION 
How to tempt a reluctant eater  

after surgery or illness
By Belinda Francis of Galen’s Garden

Syringe-feeding is 
something many owners 
have to undertake at 
some point
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BACK TO NATURE

Fresh Fennel may be 
useful as an appetite 
stimulant
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nutrient-dense and relatively low in fibre particle size (making the fibre 
more digestible), compared with the normal rabbit diet, which is high in 
crude indigestible fibre and lower in moisture and nutrient density.

If you struggle to wean your rabbit off an emergency syringe-feed, ask 
your vet whether it would be safe to do so by gradually replacing that 
formula with your rabbit’s regular feed, ground down and soaked, or 
an electrolyte-free syringe-feed, ideally one that can be thickened and 
eventually made into first soft and then hard pellets.

The aim is to gradually reduce the moisture content, electrolyte levels, 
nutrient density and increase the particle size of the fibre and also 
decrease the digestibility of the fibre.

With thickened feeds, you may find it easier to use soft plastic pipettes 
with the end cut off. Progress from that to a soft baby weaning spoon as 
soon as possible and then offer the regular feed soaked, or an electrolyte-
free syringe-feed made into pellets.

Soaked pellets or extrusions, or pellets made from electrolyte-free 
syringe mix powder, can be dried in a low oven, airing cupboard or 
dehydrator to create a dry feed which is more expanded in texture and 
easier to eat.

If you need to grind your rabbit’s regular pellets, extruded feed, or 
chopped forages, try chilling them for a few hours first to reduce the 
temperature when grinding.

Don’t be tempted to take the easy route
The aim should always be to return the rabbit to a normal diet as soon, 
but as safely, as possible. Though it might be tempting to give a rabbit 
with a poor appetite flaked grains or pulses, Weetabix, cornflakes or other 
cereal; banana or other foods high in sugar or carbohydrate, the risk of 
dysbiosis from feeding those foods alone is too high.

Rabbits are selective eaters, with an in-built preference for sweet young 
grasses. The dangers of selective feeding are well documented. When 
rabbits are fed muesli mixes, they have a tendency to pick out the sweeter 

biscuits, grains and pulses. These are low in fibre, low in 
calcium and high in phosphorous.

Feeding fresh grass, young wild plants and weeds is a 
good way to get your rabbit interested in food again. If 
you do not have these available, then young, sprouted 
seeds and grains can provide your rabbit with food 
that most closely resembles their natural diet of young 
growing grass.

Appetite stimulants and nutrient-dense 
foods
When rabbits are depressed, debilitated or lacking in 
energy, an appetite stimulant can encourage them 
to eat. Fenugreek and Fennel are useful foods in this 
regard. Fenugreek green herb is available from Asian 
grocers where it is known as Methi. You can also grow 
your own from seed in pots or trays.

Growing greens
Fresh young grass is the best food for all rabbits. If you 
don’t have access to a grass run, then growing rye grass 
in trays or pots is a good way to tempt a rabbit that is 
off hay and dry food.

Cereal grasses including Barley, Kamut, Oats, Spelt and 
Wheat grow very fast and, like sprouted, micro and baby 
greens, are very palatable.

Sprouted seeds, microgreens, baby greens and young 
cereal grasses are nutrient-dense foods with good 
natural moisture content. Although lacking in fibre, they 
are easy for rabbits to digest and manageable for those 
with dental problems. 

For the human salad market, sprouted grains are 
harvested when very young. When growing your own for 
rabbits you can let them grow longer. There are many 
good rabbit foods that make good micro or baby greens. 
Alfalfa, Beetroot, Cabbage, Carrot Leaf, Celery, Chard, 
Chicory, Clover, Fenugreek, Kale, Pak Choi, Nasturtium 
and Sunflower.

All the above can be chopped in a baby ‘Mouli’, food 
processor or blender for use in syringe-feeding or 
weaning from syringe-feeds. The resulting mix can be 
frozen in ice cube trays. Defrost and warm through to 
blood temperature before feeding.

Soft food
The way back to a normal diet can be eased 
considerably if you are able to dry your own feed and 
forage. Baby greens, microgreens and cereal grasses 
can be dried in a dehydrator at low temperature to make 
soft hay. The same material, dried for longer to reduce 
the moisture content still further, can be crumbled 
and crushed to a powder for use in syringe-feeding for 
rabbits with recurring dental issues.

Green, young Sunflower 
sprouts can be chopped 

in a baby ‘Mouli’ or 
blender for syringe-

feeding

Baby Pak Choi 
makes good micro 
or baby greens
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We’d love you to 
contribute to Rabbiting 
On, and how better 
than with photos of your 
own rabbits? We know 
there are some gorgeous 
bunnies out there, and 
we’d all love to see 
them.  Please share your 
favourite photos with us, 
and we’ll choose the best 
shots for our regular Paw 
Prints feature.

We also choose photos 
for Star Bunny (on the 
Contents page) and our 
It’s My Bunny! Competition 
from your Paw Prints 
pictures – and there are 
prizes to win!

Pictures submitted to Paw 
Prints may also be chosen 
to illustrate features in 
Rabbiting On.

PAW PRINTS

Wilfred 
and Gertie
HARRIET GRAY AND  
JAMES PRITCHARD

Biscuit and Belle
NATALIE BLOSSE

Dusty and Delilah
ROB MATTHEWS AND SARAH MAW

Sweep
LUCY BOULTER
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Bertie and 
Fleur

MELISSA BROOKER

Alfie and 
Elsie

CATHERINE FOSTER

Maisie and  
August Bernard

TRACY BENFORD

Bugs Bunny 
and Waffle
SIMON AND ZOE EYRE

Brian and Lola
SOPHIE AND TOM KELK

Maggie
KALLISSA STOREY

RULES FOR PHOTO RULES FOR PHOTO 
SUBMISSIONSSUBMISSIONS
We love to see your photos of your rabbits, and we’re delighted to be able to  
feature them in Paw Prints, as well as It’s My Bunny, and the Star bunny on the 
Contents page.  Remember that one picture on Paw Prints wins a mystery prize.   
And we also choose our cover pictures from the photos you submit, so your bunny 
could even become a cover star!  We also use photos in advice leaflets, on our 
website and on our Pinterest boards, so your rabbits could become Internet stars 
too!  If you aren’t familiar with Pinterest, you’ll find our boards here, courtesy of  
one of our wonderful volunteers, Jo Hinde http://www.pinterest.com/rwaf/

But unfortunately some readers send us photos that we are unable to use, 
because they’re not high enough resolution for printing in the magazine, or the 
rabbit’s or owner’s name aren’t supplied.

Please email your photos to: rwafphotos@gmail.com 

Also, it’s vital that your camera is set up properly before you take your photos, as 
it isn’t possible to increase the resolution afterwards.  We need you to set up your 
camera to the highest image quality.  Any photos you submit should be about 1 - 
1.5Mb (or more) if it’s a jpeg or jpg file, and around 2.5 - 3Mb (or more) if it’s a tiff 
(please compress tiff files before sending)

If you have difficulties, please contact hq@rabbitwelfare.co.uk or the helpline on 
0191 933 9000, and we’ll do what we can to help.

You can also send print photos or photo CDs to: Rabbiting On Photos, RWAF, 
Enigma House, Culmhead Business Park, Taunton, Somerset, TA3 7DY.

We’re looking forward to seeing lots more lovely bunnies!

https://www.pinterest.co.uk/rwaf/_created/
mailto:rwafphotos%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:hq%40rabbitwelfare.co.uk?subject=
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CAN WE HELP?
Contacting the RWAF
•  Members can ring the RWAF telephone helpline:  

0191 933 9000, for general rabbit advice, help with locating 
a rabbit friendly vet, finding the nearest rescue centre and 
bereavement support.

•  Log on to the website at www.rabbitwelfare.co.uk for advice and 
articles on many rabbit related topics.

•  To contact the RWAF by post please write to:  
RWAF, Enigma House, Culmhead Business Park, Taunton, 
Somerset TA3 7DY 
Please include an SAE if you would like a reply.

•  To contact the RWAF by e-mail, please send e-mails to:  
info@rabbitwelfare.co.uk

RWAF departments
BOARDING YOUR RABBIT
If you are looking for someone to board your rabbit while you are 
away from home, or offer this service yourself, please call the RWAF 
telephone helpline 0191 933 9000 or  
email info@rabbitwelfare.co.uk

ON THE HOP
The quickest way to process bulk orders of On The Hop may be 
found online at shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk in the ‘Books and Leaflets’ 
category. Alternatively, call our helpline 0191 933 9000 or email 
info@rabbitwelfare.co.uk

FIRST ALERT SERVICE
We run a First Alert e-mail service which notifies subscribers of 
Myxomatosis and RVHD outbreaks as we are informed of them, as 
well as other information we think you will be interested in, such as 
new vaccine information.
In accordance with The General Data Protection Rules we want 
you to be aware that you can sign up to our First Alert service by 
e-mailing us at info@rabbitwelfare.co.uk. If you are already on the 
First Alert service you can leave at any time by e-mailing us at the 
same address and asking to be removed from the list.

Rabbiting On
Editor: Claire Speight 
Telephone: 0191 933 9000
e-mail: claire@rabbitwelfare.co.uk

Editorial Consultant and Copy Editor: Deborah Staggs
Designer: Ian Irving
Advertising Sales: Claire Speight 
e-mail: claire@rabbitwelfare.co.uk
Printed by: Micropress Printers Ltd
Please send editorial and photographs for possible inclusion in 
Rabbiting On to: The Editor, Rabbiting On, c/o Enigma House, 
Culmhead Business Park, Taunton, Somerset TA3 7DY
(Photos can be e-mailed to rwafphotos@gmail.com. Please do not 
e-mail photos to the Editorial e-mail address.)
Rabbiting On Subscription: Your payment covers 4 issues of Rabbiting On 
magazine. If you have paid by Paypal it will most likely have been via the 
subscription service. This means Paypal sends RWAF a renewal payment on the 
anniversary of the membership, unless you cancel the pre approved payment, 
which you can do at any time. RWAF is not able to cancel this for you. This will not 
cancel your subscription to the 4 issues you have already paid for it will simply 
cancel your automatic renewal. You can renew by cheque (if paying by cheque 
please add 90p onto each cheque to cover our banking administration costs), or 
card if you prefer. If you would like to set up a Standing Order as an alternative way 
of renewing please contact us.

The views expressed in Rabbiting On are not necessarily those of the Editor or 
the RWAF. Whilst every care is taken Rabbiting On and the RWAF cannot accept 
responsibility for the loss or damage of material sent for possible publication.

Any advertisements accepted in Rabbiting On are not endorsements of the 
products or services offered. We try not to accept adverts for products or services 
that we think are not in the interest of pet rabbits, but we cannot guarantee that 
this will always be the case. Readers should satisfy themselves that the products 
or services advertised are suitable for their rabbits.

Copyright © 2021 The Rabbit Welfare Association & Fund.

No part of this magazine may be reproduced in any form, copied or stored 
electronically without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

www.rabbitwelfare.co.uk

JOIN THE RABBIT  
WELFARE ASSOCIATION  
AND FUND
If you have enjoyed reading Rabbiting On, and are not already a member 
of the Rabbit Welfare Association & Fund, why not join now to be sure of 
receiving the next issue, packed full of interesting and informative features?

Cut out or photocopy the form below and send it to: RWAF, Enigma House, 
Culmhead Business Park, Taunton, Somerset TA3 7DY or for instant 
membership simply phone the RWAF Helpline: 0191 933 9000. Or you can 
join or renew online at shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk in the ‘Memberships’ 
category. 

As a member of the RWAF you will receive 4 copies of Rabbiting On each 
year along with the RWAF Members Handbook, On The Hop (a complete 
guide to rabbit care), an RWAF car sticker, and a ‘Home Alone’ card. You will 
also have access to the RWAF’s team of expert advisers.

Surname: .................................................................................................................................

Initial/First name: ................................................................................................................

Address:...................................................................................................................................

....................................................................................................................................................

County: ................................................................  Postcode: ..........................................

E-mail:.......................................................................................................................................

Tel: .............................................................................................................................................

I would like to apply for membership of the Rabbit Welfare Association & Fund 
and agree to be bound by the Rules and Conditions of the association.  
I understand that my membership details will be held on computer.

Signed: .................................................................  Date: ...................................................

Annual subscription: (please tick one): 

Individual £24.00  Family £30.00 

Overseas Europe £40.00   Overseas International £44.00  

Veterinary practice (includes 75 copies of On The Hop): £55.00  

International Veterinary Membership  
(includes 75 copies of On The Hop): £100.00 

I would like to make a donation to the Rabbit Welfare Fund charity

(Please tick one box) £3  £5  £8  £10 

Other sum: ............................................................................. (Please indicate amount)

I would like to make a donation to become an official  
‘A Hutch is Not Enough’ supporter. 

................................................................................................... (Please indicate amount)

I enclose a cheque (if paying by cheque please add 90p onto each cheque 
to cover our banking administration costs), made payable to the Rabbit 
Welfare Association & Fund (or fill in your credit/debit card details below:)

Please charge my: 

Mastercard  Visa  Delta  Switch  Solo  JCB  Maestro 

Card No:  ..................................................................................................................................

CV2 (Required): .................................... Issue no: (Switch) .........................................

Valid from: ............................................. Expiry date: ....................................................

Cardholder name: ................................................................................................................

Cardholder’s signature:  ....................................................................................................

http://www.rabbitwelfare.co.uk
mailto:info%40rabbitwelfare.co.uk?subject=
mailto:info%40rabbitwelfare.co.uk?subject=
https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk
mailto:info%40rabbitwelfare.co.uk?subject=
mailto:info%40rabbitwelfare.co.uk?subject=
mailto:claire%40rabbitwelfare.co.uk?subject=
mailto:claire%40rabbitwelfare.co.uk?subject=
mailto:rwafphotos%40gmail.com?subject=
https://rabbitwelfare.co.uk
https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk


Rabbiting On | Summer 2021   47

Bristol Rabbit 
Rescue and 
Friends
“Little Lives Matter”
We are a small 
animal rescue centre 
based in Bristol.  
Our main aims are educating the public 
and promoting rabbit welfare, as well 
as rescuing and rehoming small furries.

Email: bristolrabbitrescue@outlook.com 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/
bristolrabbitrescue/

Twitter: https://twitter.com/bristolrabbitre?s=17

AAnn  aalltteerrnnaattiivvee  ttoo  ttrraaddiittiioonnaall  hhuuttcchheedd  bbooaarrddiinngg  wwiitthh  
hhoommeemmaaddee  ppuurrppoossee  bbuuiilltt,,  llaarrggee  ssppaacciioouuss  aanndd  sseeccuurree  ssuuiitteess..  

WWiitthh  llaarrggee  oouuttssiiddee  rruunnss..

CCaarreedd  ffoorr  bbyy  bbuunnnnyy  ssllaavveess  KKaarreenn  aanndd  MMiicchhaaeell,,  wwiitthh  2200  yyeeaarrss  
rraabbbbiitt  eexxppeerriieennccee  aanndd  aa  NNVVQQ  iinn  ssmmaallll  aanniimmaall  ccaarree,,  yyoouurr  lliittttllee  

oonneess  wwiillll  bbee  ttrruullyy  ssppooiilltt  aanndd  ttrreeaatteedd  aass  tthheeiirr  oowwnn..

LLooccaatteedd  CCaammbbeerrlleeyy,,  GGUU1155  33BBJJ  --  TTeelleepphhoonnee  0077889900998899557755

WWee  aarree  oonn  FFaacceebbooookk  HHuugg  AA  BBuunnnnyy  HHootteell  
WWeebbssiittee::  wwwwww..hhuuggaabbuunnnnyyhhootteell..ccoomm

55**  LLuuxxuurryy  RRaabbbbiitt  &&  
GGuuiinneeaa  PPiigg  BBooaarrddiinngg  

ffoorr  ppaammppeerreedd  bbuunnnniieess  
aanndd  ppiiggggiieess..

Microsoft 365 on Tap

a helpline for all PC 
and Microsoft users!

RABBIT TRAINING
helping you with IT talk

enquiries@rabbitraining.com 

+44(0)1923 750200 

rabbittraining.com

RAB058 Magazine Advert_61.5x55.33mm_v1_AW 2.indd   1RAB058 Magazine Advert_61.5x55.33mm_v1_AW 2.indd   103/11/2020   20:2803/11/2020   20:28

galens   garden

galens   
garden

graze tray   
clover   

https://www.facebook.com/bristolrabbitrescue
https://www.hugabunnyhotel.com
https://www.facebook.com/Yorkrabbitboarding/
https://www.itfirstcall.co.uk
https://galensgarden.co.uk
https://www.fatfluffs.com
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RWAF renewal form

GIFT AID
Your generous donations to The RWF can now be increased by almost one third at no extra 
cost to you. Tax laws allow The RWF to reclaim the tax you paid on them. Gift Aid Declaration.

I wish The Rabbit Welfare Fund to reclaim the tax paid on any donations I make on or after 6th 
April 2020 and to treat them all as Gift Aid Donations. I confirm that I am a UK tax payer and 
pay an amount of income tax at least equal to the amount The RWF will reclaim in the tax year

Surname: ....................................................................................................................... Mr/Mrs/Miss/Ms: .............................

Initial/First name: .............................................................................................................................................................................

Address: ..................................................................................................................................................................................................

. .....................................................................................................................................................................................................................

.................................................................................................................... Postcode: ...................................................................

Signed: ................................................................................................... Date: ..............................................................................

CREDIT/DEBIT CARD PAYMENT
To pay by Credit Card plese complete the form above and the details below.
If you prefer you can telephone your order to: 0191 933 9000
Please charge my:

Mastercard  Visa  Delta  Switch  Solo  JCB  Maestro 

Card No:  .....................................................................................................................................................

CV2: (Required) .............................................  Issue no: (Switch) ...................................................

Valid from: .....................................................  Expiry date: ..............................................................

Cardholder name: ....................................................................................................................................

Cardholder’s signature:  ........................................................................................................................

Back issues
Keep up with the rabbit news!
Back copies of recent copies of Rabbiting On are available. If you missed any of 
them why not order a copy now? Back copies start from £4 each (depending on the 
issue date). There is a standard charge of £6.50 for postage and packing - this is per 
order, not per item. You can combine this with orders from our RWAF shop at shop.
rabbitwelfare.co.uk, so why not have a browse and order all of your items for one 
postage charge? There are some special offers on bulk orders too.
To order back copies please fill in the form on this page with the details of the issue or 
issues you would like to buy to: RWAF, Enigma House, Culmhead Business Park, 
Taunton, Somerset TA3 7DY along with a cheque or Postal Order. Please make 
cheques payable to ‘Rabbit Welfare Association & Fund’ (If paying by cheque please 
add 90p onto each cheque to cover our banking administration costs).
You can also order back issues via the website at shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk

The following back issues are available:

 
 

SPRING 2011 - £4.00
• Focus on the eye • Hay • Bunny calendar  
• Creating the correct environment
WINTER 2011 - £4.50
• Rabbit home improvements • Mythbusters  
• Environmental enrichment • Mammary tumours
SPRING 2012 - £4.50
• Why rabbits gain weight • What does your vet know 
about rabbits? • What’s in a lump? • Aggression
SUMMER 2012 - £5.00
• New myxi vaccine • Travelling with rabbits  
• Arthritis • How to reduce stress
AUTUMN 2012 - £5.00
• Zoonoses – diseases spread from pets to humans • 
Fleas, ticks and lice • Moulting  
• Introduction to natural foods
WINTER 2012 - £5.00
• Houserabbit special • Bunnyproofing your home  
• Health and behaviour issues for indoor rabbits  
• Moving an outdoor rabbit inside
SPRING 2013 - £5.00
• Pain relief in rabbits • Introducing rabbits and other 
pets • Handling • History of antibiotics
SUMMER 2014 - £5.00
• Common cancers • A year in the life – Summer  
• When bonded bunnies fight • Digging and chewing  
• Manuka honey • VHD update • April’s story
WINTER 2014 - £5.00
• Dental disease • Passive smoking and allergies  
• The musculoskeletal system • What droppings tell 
us • Insurance
SPRING 2015 - £5.00
• Gastrointestinal stasis • Training your rabbit  
• My rabbit won’t eat hay • Pineapple juice  
• Caring for accidental litters • Avoiding flystrike • 
Dental disease
SUMMER 2015 - £5.00
• Myxomatosis • Social needs • Communicating with 
your rabbit • Bereavement • Checking for abscesses  
• Summer safety • Wood preservatives  
• Sponsor a rescue
AUTUMN 2015 - £5.00
• Parasite special issue • Coccidiosis  
• External parasites • E. cuniculi • Ear mites  
• Fireworks • Focus on Vegetables and Fruit, Part 1  
• Choosing a boarder
WINTER 2015 - £5.00
• Trancing • Bonding groups of rabbits  
• Taste buds • Gnawing and chewing  
• Heart disease • Dental x-rays • Weight loss
SPRING 2016 - £5.00
• Bloat • Fibre in pellets • Post operative care  
• Signs your rabbit needs to see a vet  
• When to separate ill rabbits • Compassion fatigue  
• Ailments across the seasons
SUMMER 2016 - £5.00
• RVHD1 and 2 • Legislation • How to clip claws  
• Sponsor a Rescue 2016 • Osteoarthritis  
• Boys will be boys • Rex rabbits • Encouraging 
rabbits to eat
AUTUMN 2016 - £5.00
• Caring for a disabled rabbit  
• How to give eye and ear medication  
• Volunteering and fundraising  
• How to tell if your rabbit is neutered  
• Your health questions answered  
• How to become a rabbit boarder  
• Keeping houserabbits
WINTER 2016 - £5.00
• Ear based abscesses • Head to tail, teeth and mouth 
• Living with a blind rabbit • How to clean your rabbit  
• Kidney disease • Sudden temperature changes  
• Thymomas • What is company

SPRING 2017 - £5.00
• Megacolon • Grooming your rabbit  
• Outdoor safety • RVHD2 update  
• Assessing pain • Head to tail, your rabbit’s nose  
• Bunnies of the Year 2016 winners  
• How to select insurance
SUMMER 2017 - £5.00
• Head tilt • CT scans • Neutering rabbits  
• Physiotherapy • Head to tail, your rabbit’s digestive 
system • Sponsor a rescue 2017  
• How to keep your rabbits cool in summer  
• Tear duct flushing • Why rabbits fight
AUTUMN 2017 - £5.00
• Infectious disease special issue  
• Handling rabbits • Enclosure size and behaviour  
• Myxomatosis and RVHD • Syphilis • Pasteurellosis 
• Head to tail, skin and fur • Nursing a myxomatosis 
rabbit • Vaccinations explained • RVHD2 owners story

WINTER 2017 - £5.00
• Caring for an amputee rabbit • How to select 
flooring • Hay types • Long haired rabbits  
• Middle ear disease casebook • Moving on from 
muesli • Poisons • Body Condition Scoring • Head to 
tail, the nervous and skeletal systems
SPRING 2018 - £5.00
• Dental disease special issue • Jaw abscesses  
• Vitamin D, calcium and dental disease  
• Airway management • Dental extractions  
• Syringe feeding • How to spot the signs of dental 
problems • Diet and dental disease  
• Head to tail, the urinary system  
• 2017 Bunnies of the Year results
SUMMER 2018 - £5.00
• Brachycephalic rabbits • Sponsor a Rescue 2018  
• Diet reviews • Pre and post-operative care  
• Methods to reduce stress during handling  
• How to care for older rabbits  
• Kidney removal casebook  
• Head to tail, the reproductive systems
AUTUMN 2018 - £5.00
• Antibiotics • Common terms • Exits in enclosures  
• Cataracts • Feeding myths • How to encourage weight 
loss • The origins of domestication • Head to tail, the 
feet • The owner’s role in reducing anaesthetic risk
WINTER 2018 - £5.00
• Foraging • Clinical handling • Training, Part 1  
• Vaccinations • Parasites • Gastrointestinal stasis and 
blockages • Home checking • Relinquishment survey 
results • Keeping rabbits warm in winter
SPRING 2019 - £5.00
• Feeding greens • Digging • Training, Part 2  
• Outdoor housing • Protecting from predators 
• Rabbit keeping 100 years ago • Rescue centre 
expenses • How to get a urine and faecal sample  
• Resource guarding • Stasis timeline • Making a 
rabbit garden
SUMMER 2019 - £5.00
• How to nebulise • Correct feeding • Creating a rabbit 
meadow • Bladder sludge and stones  
• Why rabbits need a friend • A large scale rabbit rescue 
• Physiotherapy • Sponsor a rescue 2019  
• Do rabbits avoid poisonous plants?
AUTUMN 2019 - £5.00
• Fear free special issue • The body language of fear 
• Vetlife • Reducing the need to handle rabbits • 
Fireworks • How to provide enrichment to reduce fear 
and stress • Single rabbit stress  
• Socialisation of young rabbits • What causes fear in 
rabbits? • Neutering
WINTER 2019 - £6.00
• Choking dangers • Lop eared rabbit study  
• Using harnesses on rabbits • How to health check 
• Bonding • Cancers • Why rabbits hop • Selecting a 
rabbit savvy vet • What vaccinations your rabbits need
SPRING 2020 - £6.00
• Can human company replace that of another rabbit?  
• Enucleation • Spring fever • Rabbits as therapy  
• RVC mortality study results  
• How early life experiences affect bonding  
• Flystrike • Why a rabbit savvy vet is essential  
• Stress free medicating and syringe feeding
SUMMER 2020 - £6.00 – BUMPER 
ISSUE – 8 EXTRA PAGES
• Caring for rabbits as they get older • Microchipping 
• Assessing quality of life • Trancing • Apnoea and 
stress study results • Moving home • Obesity • The Five 
Welfare Needs; the need for a suitable environment  
• Keeping males together • Floppy Rabbit Syndrome
AUTUMN 2020 - £6.00
• Desensitising and counterconditioning • Nursing 
head tilt rabbits • The Five Welfare Needs; the need for 
a suitable diet • Winter care • Breed health problems 
• Rabbits as school pets • Indoor rabbit cages • What 
is happiness for rabbits? • Wood Green The Animals 
Charity and Covid-19 • Pet Remedy study results
WINTER 2020 - £6.00
• Conscious dental treatments • Wound care at home  
• Flooring options • The Five Welfare Needs; the need to 
be able to exhibit normal behaviour patterns  
• The pros and cons of hay racks • Sex behaviours in 
neutered rabbits • Petting zoos and farms • Mirror 
study results • Trancing and towel wrapping at the vets
SPRING 2021 - £6.00 - 25 YEAR 
ANNIVERSARY ISSUE
• Dangerous drugs • Feeding babies • Spring grass  
• 25 years of the BHRA/RWAF • Ethics; extreme breed 
conformation • 25 years of rabbit health • Feeding 
over 25 years • The Five Welfare Needs; the need to 
be housed with or away from other animals • Housing 
solutions • Bonding in a rescue environment • Nursing 
flystrike rabbits

On the front of the recyclable envelope that Rabbiting On is now mailed in, you will 
see your membership number and renewal date. Please help us to save costs and 
use this as a prompt to renew when the date draws near as we will no longer be 
sending a separate reminder!
Please renew by PayPal or Direct Debit if possible as that is most cost effective. We have 
set up a PayPal subscription so that you will automatically renew in 12 months, unless you 
cancel it, which means you will not miss an issue of Rabbiting On, and it will save us admin 
time and costs. If you already pay by standing order, PayPal, or Direct Debit subscription 
there is no need to take action. We will automatically renew your membership when the 
transaction appears in our bank. You can cancel PayPal, standing order or direct debits 
any time, but we are not able to do that for you.
You can renew online by visiting www.rabbitwelfare.co.uk
If you would rather renew by post then please send this form (or a photocopy) with your 
cheque, to: Enigma House, Culmhead Business Park, Culmhead, Taunton, Somerset, 
TA3 7DY.
Please note, cheques cost 90p to bank, so please add that to the total.
Or you can renew by phoning the helpline on 0191 933 9000.

If you want to help our campaigning and educational work all donations are gratefully 
received! Please use the donate button on our website. THANKS!

Membership Renewal. Cheques should be made payable to the Rabbit Welfare 
Association & Fund.

Description Qty Price Total

Adult/Senior Citizens £24.00

Family £30.00

UK Veterinary Practices (inc 75 On The Hop RWF 
booklets UK only) and reduced rates for all staff 
members at the RWA/F annual Veterinary Conference 
plus free email referral for all clients to our 
Veterinary Expert Advisor, Richard Saunders

£55.00

International Veterinary Practices (inc 35 On The 
Hop RWF booklets UK only) and reduced rates for 
all staff members at the RWA/F annual Veterinary 
Conference plus free email referral for all clients to 
our Veterinary Expert Advisor, Richard Saunders

£100.00

Overseas Europe Individual members £40.00

Overseas rest of the world individual members £44.00

On The Hop 15 copies £10.00

£5 Donation to The RWF to support our work £5.00

£10 Donations to The RWF to support our work £10.00

If paying by cheque, please add 90p

https://www.rabbitwelfare.co.uk


Gardening for 
Rabbits
Dr Twigs Way
Brand new and 
exclusive to the 
RWAF, the new 
essential book for 
rabbit owners, 
Gardening 
For Rabbits. 
Esteemed 
horticulturist 
and rabbit owner 
Dr Twigs  
Way has written this 
especially for the RWAF.  
It can’t be bought 
anywhere else.

shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk
All profits support our ‘A Hutch is Not Enough’ campaign

Foraging for Rabbits
Dr Twigs Way
We all know how 
important it is for 
rabbits to have a 
good diet, as close 
as possible to what 
they’d eat in the 
wild. Many of us go 
out foraging, but 
what should you 
gather for them? 
What should you 
not? How do you 
stand regarding 
the law? Where is it 
best to get foraged plants 
from? How can you have a 
year-round supply of wild 
forage?

Wedding 
Favours
Our congratulations to all of 
you about to tie the knot! We wish 
you every happiness. We offer you a pin badge, 
mounted on a printed card dedicated to you on 
your special day. 

Funds raised from these favours will be added 
to our campaign funds. You can read about our 
campaigns here https://rabbitwelfare.co.uk/
campaigns/

Thanks for supporting the Rabbit Welfare Fund, 
our very best wishes to you both.

Foraging for 
Rabbits

£5.00
Plus £1.50 P&P

The RWAF guide to

Pairing Up Rabbits
At last it’s back, refurbished and updated, the best advice 
available on pairing up rabbits.

This book gives super advice on getting through that 
often tricky and stressful process of pairing up rabbits.

Super book, anybody faced with pairing up should have 
a copy.

These beautiful cards are part  
of their extensive range of cards and gifts.

The design on this card is created by 
the artist Anita Jeram.

Each card is approximately 6” x 4” 
in size, and is blank inside for your 
own message. Cards are individually 
wrapped, and printed on high quality 
cream card with a high quality dark green 
envelope. Every card includes a free address label in a 
matching cream colour.

They’re so captivating, they can be framed and used as 
artworks. Who wouldn’t want to receive something so lovely?

More available online.

Pairing 
Up Rabbits

£5.00
Plus £1.50 P&P

Gardening for 
Rabbits

£5.00
Plus £1.50 P&P

2 Bad Mice

£2.00
each

Plus £1.50 P&P

Please note: Only one amount of P&P needs to be added per order, so the total P&P will be £1.50 or £6.00 depending on what you order.

Sleepy afternoon

Love is in the air

Look Mum! Hide & Seek You’re the best A box of delights...

2 BAD MICE CARDS

Lots of other bunny style jewellery 
available on our website  

so please have a look.

Silver Origins  
Twilight Hare Pendant

£21.60
Inc VAT

Plus £6.00 P&P

NEWNEW

Silver Origins  
Twilight Hare Earrings

£25.20
Inc VAT

Plus £6.00 P&P

Wedding Favours

£2.00
Inc VAT

Plus £6.00 P&P

https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk/product/silver-origins-hare-and-moon-pendant/
https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk/product/silver-origins-hare-and-moon-earrings/
https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk/product/bonding-rabbits-by-fiona-firth/
https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk/product/foraging-for-rabbits-by-twigs-way/
https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk/product/gardening-for-rabbits-by-twigs-way/
https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk/product-category/for-you/wedding-favours-for-you/
https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk/product-category/for-you/greetings-cards/any-occasion-cards/
https://shop.rabbitwelfare.co.uk


https://www.burgesspetcare.com

