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About Rabbits

Rabbits are the nation’s third favourite pet, but sadly

they are also the most neglected and misunderstood.

While there have been huge improvements with

regard to their welfare over the past 15-20 years,

there still remains a wealth of conflicting evidence

when it comes to their correct care, diet, housing and

health needs. This guide is designed to provide you

with the bare basics when it comes to rabbit

ownership, whether you are already a rabbit owner or

are thinking about becoming a rabbit owner. There is

much for you to learn about your bunnies to keep

them happy and healthy.

Not the easy pet you expect!

Many people still view rabbits as an easy and relatively

maintenance free pet. Nothing could be further from the

truth. Rabbits are complex little critters who have a wealth of

needs which new owners are generally not informed

about. They require a lot of space, a suitable diet, a

companion, neutering, yearly vaccinations and regular

worming. Many adults remember their childhood pet rabbit

who lived in a small hutch at the bottom of the garden, who

was cleaned out once a week and fed once a day. In some

cases adults still believe this is adequate when they

purchase a rabbit for their children. The truth is rabbits were

kept for meat long before they were kept as pets. The idea

of keeping them in small hutches was to ‘fatten them up’ and

keep their meat tender. It has nothing whatsoever to do with

their welfare needs. While some people still keep rabbits for

meat, the vast majority of rabbits are now kept solely as pets

and therefore, as pet owners, we have a duty of care

towards them. Sadly the idea of confining a rabbit to a small

hutch is still prevalent, and not helped by the pet trade who

sell first time owners a ‘starter hutch’ with their baby rabbit.

The starter hutch is designed to make you, the owner,

spend more money as your rabbit grows bigger. The idea is

that you will return to the store and purchase a bigger hutch

when your rabbit reaches their adult size. However, the pet

shop does not tell you this, and in so many cases owners

never even think about replacing the small hutch for

something more suitable.

Rabbits Require

• A lifetime commitment

• Spacious Accommodation

• A high fibre diet

• Neutering

• Yearly vaccinations

• Regular Worming

• A friend in the form of  

another rabbit



Why do rabbits need space?

Domestic pet rabbits are not that far removed from their

wild cousins. In the wild a rabbit will naturally roam an

area equivalent to the size of three football pitches! In

captivity we could never replicate this, but it should give

you some idea as to why rabbits need to be provided

with the ability to hop, run, and jump. There is nothing

more enjoyable than watching your rabbits ‘binky’, a term

given to the action of jumping into the air, while kicking

out their back legs. Just like in humans, the ability to

exercise is a great way to keep your rabbits fit and

healthy. Providing your rabbits with a suitable home

which allows them to express natural behaviours is vitally

important for their overall welfare, and why all rescues

have minimum housing standards for potential adopters.

It’s a case of Commitment

Rabbits can live for between 8-10 years, in some cases even into their early teens. In many cases, new

owners don’t realise just how long rabbits can live, and the amount of care they will require during this time.

Many rabbits are purchased over Easter or during the summer months, when the evenings are light and the

weather mild. However, when the dark nights draw in and the weather becomes colder and wetter, the

rabbit in the garden becomes far less appealing. Rabbit rescues become inundated with calls from owners

who wish to surrender their rabbits during this time. A survey carried out by The Rabbit Welfare Association

and Fund estimated that 67,000 rabbits pass through rescue centres each year. This is a staggering

number, and rescues are always struggling in regards to the demands on them to offer placements to

unwanted, neglected and abandoned rabbits.

Another common reason for rabbits becoming unwanted is children

losing interest in their care. While we support the ownership of rabbits

as family pets, we don’t recommend that any animal be solely left in

the care of a child. Doing so is unfair both to the child and to the

animal. Pets are a great way to teach children compassion, empathy

and responsibility, however this should be regarded as a family

commitment, and the care of the animal should be treated as such. If

you as a parent are not willing to become involved in the care of a

pet, then we recommend that the pet is simply never brought into the

home. While this message may come across as harsh, sadly the truth

is too many animals, especially rabbits, end up being neglected and

handed into rescue centres because the adults refused to take

responsibility. Owning rabbits as a family is a very

rewarding experience for all involved. Rabbits are generally

inquisitive and endearing creatures, and when correctly cared for are

sure to make you all laugh at their cheeky antics.

A bunny which ‘binkies’ is a happy  

bunny. Providing enough space for your  

rabbit to display these lovely leaps is  

vitally important.

Rabbits need to be family pets  

where all members of the family  

are actively involved in their care.  

Children should never be solely  

responsible for their care.



Rabbits, in the right circumstances, make great pets, but sadly far too many rabbits are bought on impulse

without the necessary considerations for their long term needs and the commitment required. There is a

genuine crisis when it comes to rabbits becoming unwanted, and many people don’t think to adopt from

rescues when they consider rabbit ownership. This means, as a general rule, rescues have far more rabbits

waiting to come into their care than they have rabbits being adopted by loving new families. Please think

very carefully before you leap into rabbit ownership, and be sure you are able to provide a life-long and

suitable home to these wonderful animals. There are thousands of beautiful rabbits waiting for a second

chance at rescue centres all across the UK.

When adopting, your chosen rabbits will already have been neutered, they will be up to date with their

vaccines and worming treatments, and in the vast majority of cases already bonded with a bunny friend.

Nibbles also offers a free bunny bonding service for owners of single bunnies looking for a companion.

Rabbits adopted from Nibbles also come with 4 weeks free insurance, 1 weeks supply of change over food

and a Rabbit Welfare Association and Fund rabbit care guide. By adopting, not only do you offer a home to

your chosen rabbits, but you also allow rescues to help other rabbits in need. Sadly rescues only have a

finite number of placements available, and always have a list of rabbits waiting to be handed in by their

owners. If you adopt then a placement can be offered to rabbits awaiting help, so you will always be helping

more rabbits than just the rabbits you adopted.



The Basics

Rabbits require:

• A life-long commitment for up to 13 years

• Large and spacious housing which can cost well in excess of £300

• Neutering for health and welfare reasons, costing between £50-£120 depending on your vet

• Two separate vaccines to protect from myxomatosis and RHD 1 & 2.  These vaccines are 

Nobivac, which covers for myxi and RHD 1 and Filavac which covers for RHD 1 & 2.  These 

vaccines need to be given a minimum of 2 weeks apart and your rabbits will require 

boosters every 12 months.  This costs between £48 - £80 per rabbit.

• Company in the form of another rabbit

• A suitable high-fibre diet, which consists of good quality hay, fresh foods such as grass,  

safe weeds, veg and occasional fruit, and a good quality extruded pellet

• Regular cleaning and treatment to prevent fly-strike

• Serious consideration into how future vet bills will be met. We recommend that owners  

consider an insurance plan to protect themselves from large and unexpected bills

This may seem like quite a lot when it comes to owning rabbits, especially when they can be purchased for

between £5 - £30. Not quite the bargain you expected? This is a huge part of the reason why rabbits are

the most neglected pet, and why many rabbit welfare organisations are desperately trying to re-educate the

general public about the correct care and welfare needs of the domestic rabbit. Thankfully the message is

slowly getting out, and the improvements in rabbit health and welfare are making huge and positive changes

to the lives of pet rabbits all over the UK.

Rabbits require as much commitment as a dog or cat, and deserve

to be provided with the best quality of life possible when in a captive

environment. In return your rabbits will provide you with hours of

entertainment, companionship and loyalty. You only have to speak

with another dedicated rabbit owner for them to launch into

conversation about all that their rabbits bring to their lives. So let’s

look in more detail about what you need to provide as a modern day

rabbit owner.



Twoare better than one

Rabbits need companionship. In the wild rabbits, live in large

colonies and spend time interacting with each other. As a prey

species, living in large groups has an evolutionary advantage.

Not only can they warn each other with regard to the presence

of predators, but there is also safety in numbers. Simply put, the

rabbit has evolved to live with others of its own kind. Therefore

the domestic pet rabbit should also be treated in the same way.

Rabbits gain much security when living with another rabbit, they

tend to be more confident, and research has shown living with

another rabbit also reduces stress. Rabbits like to groom each

other and snuggle together. Anyone who has ever owned a bonded pair of rabbits will tell you just how

much they enjoy the company of their own kind. It is for this reason rescues will not home a rabbit to a

home where they will live as a single bunny.

Finding the right combination

Firstly, all rabbits require neutering. We cover this topic in the health section of this guide but for now we

just want to make this clear when talking about rabbits living in pairs and groups.

It is generally considered that the best combination is a neutered female (doe) and a neutered male (buck),

however, two neutered does and two neutered bucks can also live in pairs. Just like humans, in some

cases two rabbits just don’t get along, and there is nothing that can be said or done to force them to set

aside their differences and become friends. This is most prevalent in male rabbits. Just like us, rabbits have

their own personalities; some are very laid back, where others can be more dominant. Like all social

species, a harmonious pecking order needs to be achieved for rabbits to live happily in social groups. The

age at which neutering occurs, especially with regard to male rabbits, can make all the difference.

If you adopt rabbits from a rescue, then all of the hard work

of bonding will already have been carried out and you can

be 99.9% certain you are bringing home two rabbits which

will happily co-habit for the rest of their days. All too often

rescues receive calls from owners who were sold two baby

male rabbits, and 6-9 months later one has seriously

attacked the other. Very rarely will two entire male rabbits

happily co-habit. While it is not unheard of, it is certainly not

the norm. In most cases when serious fighting has started, it

is highly unlikely that the two rabbits will ever form a

harmonious relationship post-neutering. This leads to one or

both rabbits being surrendered, all because the owners

were not given the correct advice at the time of purchase.

Just as males can start to fight as they reach sexual maturity, the same can be said of females, although

this is far less common than it is in males. Keeping an un-neutered male with an un-neutered female will

lead to the obvious – a LOT of rabbits! So this is not an option either. If you purchase your rabbits from a pet

shop or breeder then you will need to neuter them at the age of 5-6 months for males and 6-7 months for

females. If you have purchased a mixed sex pair, then they will need to be kept separately until both have

been neutered. Rabbits can produce offspring as early as 12 weeks of age. This means you will have to

invest in two separate housing units until they can be re-introduced.



Tips to a successful bonding

Firstly get your current rabbit neutered. You generally

need to expect to wait 6-8 weeks for their hormones to

subside before bonding can be attempted, and it is

important to bear in mind that a male rabbit is still

capable of impregnating an un-spayed female for up to 6

weeks after neutering.

Bonding rabbits can be a daunting procedure for

inexperienced owners, and therefore Nibbles offers a free

bunny bonding service at the rescue. Simply bring your

lone bunny to us and we will find them a suitable

companion and bond them over a period of days. When

you come back your rabbit will be happily settled with

their new companion, and they will be ready to start their

life with you as a bonded pair.

However, if you wish to go it alone our advice is to go for

a rabbit of the opposite sex. In many cases you will also

have to neuter this rabbit, especially if not obtained from

a rescue centre. Until both rabbits have been neutered,

given time to heal, and allowed time for their hormones to

calm down, they will have to be kept separately. This may

mean you will have to invest in another hutch and run

during this time. The best way to ensure a smooth

bonding process is to take it slowly, especially if you have

never bonded rabbits before. You can start by swapping

their hutches every other day and leaving a small amount

of soiled bedding, so they can get used to the smell of

each other. Then you can put their runs close together for

a period of a few weeks so they can see each other

without getting into fight. It is very important that their first

face to face meeting occurs in a neutral environment.

Fights are likely to occur if you use an area which one

rabbit already feels belongs to them. So choose

somewhere neither rabbit has been before. It is always

worth having a broom and towel to hand to separate a fight should one start. When rabbits fight (and really

mean it) they will roll into a ball biting and kicking at each other. In many cases this will only occur with

rabbits of the same sex, but it is not unheard of during mixed sex meetings.

It is normal for rabbits to nip at each other, chase each other, pull tuffs of fur and even mount each other.

But you need to be on hand to monitor the situation and ensure it does not escalate. Never leave bonding

rabbits alone even for a few seconds as things can quickly go horribly wrong.

At first the rabbits may well stay out of each other’s way, but gradually over a period of meetings they will

start to show more interest in each other. During bonding sessions, be sure food is available in different

areas; don’t force them to share a food bowl, hay rack and water bottle until they have fully bonded. Provide

some distractions such as favourite treats, or toys, but ensure there are enough to share and they are

placed in different areas.



The time taken for rabbits to bond varies from individual to individual, so there is no hard and fast rule. Until

this time we don’t advise that the rabbits are housed together over night or when you are not around to

supervise their interactions. Even when you have established a good bond in a bonding area it does not

automatically mean this will transfer when moved into their home environment.

The following behaviours are a good sign that the rabbits are beginning to bond:

• One rabbit lowers their head under the other’s chin without having their tails in the air

• The rabbits sit closely together – they are choosing to spend time in each other’s company

• One rabbit licks (grooms) the other rabbit

• The rabbits will share food from the same bowl.

At this point you can start to introduce them to the hutch and run they are going to share, again taking

things slowly and being on hand to monitor the situation.

Can rabbits live in groups?

Yes! But again not all combinations work out as it comes down to

the personality of each rabbit in the group. The other consideration

with regard to owning groups is the size of housing. The more

rabbits, the bigger the space they require. But owners do

successfully keep up to 10 or more rabbits living as a social group

in large enclosure.



What’s Next?

Now we know we need to provide our rabbit with a friend in the form of another rabbit, we need to think

about a suitable home for them to live in. There are two basic choices when it comes to housing rabbits. Are

they going to live outside or inside?

House Rabbits

Keeping rabbits inside your home is now much more common. When I had

my first rabbit nearly 30 years ago, house rabbits were not that common at all,

and visitors to our home would be shocked to find a rabbit stretched out on

the rug. The most common question we were asked was ‘Doesn’t he poo and

pee all over the place?’ The answer is no. It is relatively simple to litter train a

rabbit, especially when they have been neutered. Although, truthfully, rabbits

tend to find their own spot to toilet, and it is down to us to provide them with a

litter tray.

Rabbits can be very destructive, and this is something to consider when it comes to house rabbits. Many

will happily nibble door frames, skirting boards, strip wall paper from the walls, and a firm favourite with all

bunnies seems to be electrical cables. It is therefore very important to bunny proof your home before

allowing your rabbits to roam freely. Electrical cables need to be covered and protected, and you need to be

prepared for the fact that your rabbits will most likely chew something. In our case it was the corner of the

sofa! But despite these obvious drawbacks, rabbits do make great house pets. They will be happy to hop

onto the sofa with you in the evenings, and will even follow you around the house.

You will need to provide your rabbits with a secure and

safe enclosure when you are not around, as many rabbits

love nothing more than to get into mischief when their

humans are not around to keep an eye on them. You can

also use this space to provide their hay, pellets and water.

Some owners have dedicated an entire room to their

bunnies to provide them with plenty of space and a safe

and secure environment, while others have adapted puppy

play pens and dog crates. The size of this enclosure

depends on the amount of time your rabbits are able to

free range. If they only get a few hours in the evening

when you are home from work, this area would need to be

larger than if they were just shut in overnight. As we don’t

recommend rabbits have free range access when no one

is home, and the majority of people work during the day,

we recommend a minimum enclosure of 10ft2. This equates

to an area 6ft (183cm) by 4ft (120cm), with rabbits being

allowed at least 6 hours of free range time per day.

Keeping your rabbits in the house is a great way to provide them with plenty of space to exercise. With the

run of a front room, or a room solely dedicated to them, allows them to hop about for long periods of time. It

also allows you and your family plenty of time to easily interact with your rabbits. However, having rabbits as

house pets is just not possible or suitable for everyone.

A set-up like this one using a puppy pen measuring  

4ft(120cm) x 4ft(120cm) purchased for around £25  

makes a perfect overnight enclosure for a pair of  

bunnies who are otherwise able to free roam for the  

majority of the day.



Outdoor Rabbits

The choices of housing for outdoor rabbits can be even

more baffling, as the vast majority of hutches are simply

far too small. Once again, the housing you require

depends on your personal circumstances. Are you looking

for a home in which your rabbits will spend all of their

time, or are you able to provide a secure exercise area

away from their main house? Are they going to be housed

on concrete, or paving slabs, or on grass? Will your

rabbits be safe from both aerial and ground predators,

including cats and dogs? There are a lot of things to take

into consideration when choosing the correct housing for

your circumstances. Here at Nibbles we have a lot of

buzzards and red kites, so therefore we cannot allow our

rabbits into any enclosures which do not have a roof to

protect them. We also have foxes, so we have to be sure

they are safe from them. Rabbits naturally view dogs and

cats as predators. They can become very frightened and

can easily go into shock and die when confronted with

them. So again this needs to be taken into consideration,

and they need to be provided with an area in which they

can hide.

Housing can NEVER be too big…

…But sadly it is all too common for housing to be too

small. There are now many options available to the

modern-day rabbit owner who takes some time to look

around.

So let’s talk about the bare minimum for a minute. For

a pair of rabbits who are going to live in their

enclosure 24/7 you will require a hutch which is at

least 6ft(183cm)x2ft(61cm)x2ft(61cm), with an

attached run which is at least 6ft(183cm)x8ft(244cm).

Part of this run (if not all of it) will need to be covered

to protect from the elements, and still allow your

rabbits the ability to run about regardless of the

weather. This gives a pair of rabbits a

6ft(183cm)x10ft(305cm) floor space, so however you

decide to arrange your housing, you are looking at this

area as a bare minimum.

This is the guideline for normal sized rabbits. Giant breeds such as the French Lop will require even more

space. If you are going to provide your rabbits with access to a separate run for part of the day, or access to

a secure area, then you can get away with a hutch of 6ft(183cm)x2ft(61cm)x2ft(61cm) with a

6ft(183cm)x4ft(120cm) run. Providing your rabbits with enough space is not going to be cheap! But

providing suitable housing is very important to the welfare of your furry friends. You also don’t have to be

boring about your rabbit housing, but rather make it the main feature of your garden. The possibilities are

pretty much endless and your imagination can literally run wild. We strongly advise that you don’t just go for

the bare minimum but rather that you provide your rabbits with as much space as you possibly can.

Think outside the ‘hutch’. This rabbit enclosure  

consists of an 8ftx6ft shed and an 11ftx6ft run  

and was purchased at a cost of £1500.



Get creative with your ideas!

This enclosure was custom made,  
and consists of a felted roof with  

clear corrugated sides attached to  
the outside of the panels to protect  

from the elements.

The enclosure houses two separate  
pairs of bunnies each with their own  
custom built hutch to sleep in and  

plenty of toys to play with.

The entire enclosure measures  

18ft x 9ft and the rabbits also get  

daily access to a secure garden.

Does rabbit housing really have to be that big?

Yes is does! For rabbits to express natural behaviours they need the space to do so, and therefore we as

owners have a responsibility to provide them with the space they require. Would you pick an 8ftx8ft bedsit

over a luxury millionaire’s mansion? Neither would we, and neither should we expect our rabbits to lead

happy, healthy and enriched lives when confined to small and inappropriate spaces. If you can’t provide

rabbits with a suitable space in which to live, then sadly they are not the pets for you.



Other Considerations

Rabbits dig! In the wild they will dig burrows in which they live, and the pet rabbit is no different when it

comes to their natural desire to dig holes, especially holes under the edge of runs, so that they can hop off

to freedom. For this reason we do not advise rabbits are kept on grass which has not been secured with a

layer of mesh. The best way to go about this is to run a layer of mesh under turf. That way your rabbit’s feet

are protected from the mesh, however should they attempt to dig out of their run the mesh will protect them

from doing so.

Rabbits don’t have to live on grass. They are perfectly happy on concrete or

paving slabs, and you can simply pick grass and suitable weeds from your

garden for them to eat. Some people even give their rabbits small sections of

turf to nibble on. Also if you keep the run on the same spot the rabbits will

soon turn their grass patch into a bare mud patch, so we advise that runs on

grass are used for limited periods. Using a lockable hatch or catflap which

provides access into a grass run is a great way to help enrich their

environment, allowing your bunnies to enter into this area for a few hours

during the day.

Environmental Enrichment

Having the biggest house possible is still not quite enough, after all

would you like to live in an empty house with only a bed? Rabbits

need items within their enclosures to keep them occupied. Rabbits

enjoy tunnels, items to climb on, and items to chew. A large but low

sided plastic storage tub makes a great digging tub. They also enjoy

throwing items about and best of all they love to forage. Hiding food

and treats around their enclosure is a great way to enrich their

environment. Changing things around and swapping items also helps

to add diversity and novelty. There are many rabbit-safe toys available

these days to help encourage your rabbit to exercise.

Plastic storage boxes make  
great digging boxes to help keep  

your rabbits entertained. They  
can be filled with soil or  

childrens play sand.



Diet

Getting your rabbits’ diet right is very important for their

overall health and welfare. Getting it wrong can lead to a

number of preventable health problems, and even

dramatically reduce their lifespans. Rabbits are herbivores;

more precisely they are fibrevores, and require a diet

which is high in fibre and low in sugars. As part of their

digestive system, rabbits produce a soft stool called a

cecotrope usually during the night or in the early hours of

the morning. Cecotropes are partially digested foods which

have already passed through the digestive tract once, but

still contain many nutrients which are beneficial and

essential. Rather than wasting these nutrients, the rabbit

re-ingests them to pass through the digestive tract a

second time, before being passed as hard stools. This

may sound like a disgusting process to us, but to a rabbit

this is an essential process to staying fit and well.

Sugar

Rabbits, just like humans, enjoy sweet sugar rich foods, as these provide a source

of quick release energy which can be used instantly or stored as fat for use during

winter. But just like humans, too much sugar is bad for their overall health and

leads to obesity. Obesity in rabbits leads to all the same complications as it does

in humans, as well as impairing a rabbit’s ability to reach around to their anus to

consume cecotropes. The consumption of cecotropes is vitally important as these

soft stools contain high levels of essential vitamins and minerals. The inability to

reach these stools due to excessive weight can also lead to them becoming stuck

to the fur around the anus and hind legs, which in turn will attract flies and putting

the rabbit at a high risk of flystrike.

Cut back on the  

carrots! They contain  

a lot of sugar



Calcium Levels

The wrong level of calcium in a rabbit’s diet can also lead to health problems. Unlike many mammals where

the absorption of calcium is regulated via gut absorption, a rabbit’s gut actually allows all the calcium taken

in via diet to move freely into the blood stream, where it is then filtered by the kidneys before being passed

out of the body via the urinary system. It is very easy to tell if your rabbit has too much calcium in their

current diet as their urine will have a milky and gritty consistency. While some of this excess calcium is

removed from the body as part of the rabbit’s urine, the remaining calcium can build up in the form of stones

and sludge in the kidneys, bladder and urinary tract, impairing their ability to function properly and leading to

long term health problems.

Fibre

Fibre is the most important part of a rabbit’s diet. Not only does it help to

keep their digestive systems functioning at optimum levels, but long

stranded fibre such as hay helps to maintain good dental health. Rabbits

have both incisors and cheek teeth which grow constantly. Wild rabbits

spend a lot of time grinding their food to help eke out the best nutritional

value possible. Not providing long stranded hay to pet rabbits leads to the

unregulated growth of the cheek teeth, and results in painful dental spurs

forming.

Getting your rabbit’s diet right is actually very easy and inexpensive, but there are so many products easily

and readily available which are highly unsuitable for the pet rabbit. So let’s look at how we can all get it right.

Hay should make up 80% of your rabbit’s diet

There are many brands, types and sorts of hay available, but

like everything else, many of these are not suitable to maintain

good health. Firstly, what is the difference between long

stranded and short chopped? Long stranded is hay pretty much

straight from the farmer’s field. The grass in the field has been

left to grow long over the summer months before being cut late

summer / early autumn and left to dry before being baled. Short

chopped hay goes through a second cutting process once

dried, to decrease the length of the strands. While short

chopped hay still provides the same levels of fibre and nutrients

as long chopped what is does not do is provide the same level

of grinding using the cheek teeth. Long stranded hay takes

longer to chew before the rabbit swallows and this means that

the cheek teeth get more of a workout, and therefore

dramatically reduces the risk of dental spurs forming.

So your first consideration when purchasing hay should be to

select a brand which has not been through a second cutting

process.

Generally you will find three different types of hay commonly available: meadow hay, timothy hay and alfalfa

hay. Meadow hay comes from a mixed grass pasture; timothy hay is a specific species of grass, as is

alfalfa. Both meadow and timothy hay are suitable as the bulk part of your rabbit’s daily hay intake. You can

also mix meadow and timothy to provide variety, or alternate between the two.

A rabbit’s diet should contain at least  
80% hay. Hay not only provides a great  
source of fibre for a healthy gut but also  
helps to combat dental issues arising in  

the future.

Hay is the only part of your rabbit’s diet  

which can be fed ad lib.



Alfalfa is the only hay which needs to be viewed as either an occasional treat or totally omitted from the

diet, as this species of grass contains much higher calcium levels compared to both meadow and timothy.

You can now also find hays freely available which contain added dried flowers such as marigold and herbs.

Once again these sorts make a great addition to the hay basket, but should not be fed as the only source of

hay, but rather mixed in for variety.

How much hay should I feed?

For optimal health, rabbits should consume their own body size in hay each day

and make up 80% of their daily food intake. Hay should always be freely available

to your rabbits, and provided in a way in which it stays clean and unsoiled. Using

a hay rack is one such way, but many hay racks are too small to provide a

suitable daily allowance. A great way to provide an unlimited supply of fresh hay

is to use a wire hanging basket. Not only does this help to keep hay clean and

fresh, but also provides exercise and environmental enrichment.

Uneaten hay should be removed each day and replaced with a fresh helping. But there is no need to waste

the uneaten hay. Providing it is dry, it can be reused as bedding, either on the same day, or saved and

used during the next clean out.





Dried Grass

Dried grass is now readily and easily available to the

rabbit owner. Some brands provide a longer chop and

others a much shorter chop. Originally popular with the

equine community as a horse feed, these grasses have

slowly moved over into the small animal sector. These

grasses should not be fed as freely as hay, as once again

calcium levels can be quite high. But you can feed

sparingly, or mix a small amount into hay baskets to

provide a bit of variety and encourage foraging. Again, the

longer the strands the better, as once again this provides

a better dental work out.

Pellets

There are many different rabbit food brands available.

Firstly, let’s remove all talk about muesli based mixes.

These are the mixes which generally contain grains,

different coloured and shaped biscuits, squashed peas

and other items. These sorts of mixes are not good for

rabbit health, as they lead to selective feeding where a

rabbit only eats the parts they like. This leads to a lot of

waste, and they also don’t receive a balanced diet.

Generally these mixes are very low in fibre, high in

sugar, and based around a diet which would have once

been suitable for meat rabbits. They would have been

required to gain weight quickly, without the worry of

future health issues as the rabbits in question were not

destined to live long enough to face such concerns.

Many rabbit owners select muesli mixes for their rabbits in the belief that this adds variety and, in most

cases, these mixes are much cheaper when compared to an extruded pellet diet. But, in most cases, they

are not as cost effective as first assumed as much will be wasted and thrown away, and secondly, they are

generally fed in larger than needed quantities.

When choosing a rabbit diet, you need to select an extruded pellet. There are a number of brands to

choose from, and the choice you make is generally based on your rabbit’s preference, ease of availability

and budget. Some brands contain more beneficial fibres, some add prebiotics, and others have higher

levels of sugars and calcium. If your rabbits love their hay, then choosing a brand with a lower fibre level is

not so much of an issue. But if your rabbits do not tuck into hay with gusto, then you should look at selecting

a brand which lists grasses as a main ingredient, and has a high fibre content.

Pellets should never be fed ad lib. They should actually only make up a very small proportion of your

rabbit’s daily food intake - a total of between 5-10%. Generally an eggcup sized amount per rabbit is

sufficient, but they should not receive more than half a small cup each day. With this in mind, a bag of the

more expensive extruded brands will actually last a pair of rabbits a considerable length of time, and stop all

the waste of throwing away the bits they don’t like.



Fresh Foods

Rabbits do enjoy fresh foods, but again we need to be selective with our choices. Fresh

grass and safe weeds make the best additions. Rabbits also enjoy a selection of safe

fresh herbs and safe flowers. It is now very easy to purchase ‘grow your own’ seed

packets which contain different varieties of suitable plants for rabbits to enjoy, if you

don’t fancy, or are not able to forage in your garden for wild growing plants.

Supermarket bought veg or even veg you have grown yourself should make up an

even smaller proportion of your rabbit’s daily fresh food intake. Vegetables are

generally high in nutrients and while in small amounts are beneficial to rabbit health,

in large quantities they can lead to problems. Dark green leafy veg is the most

preferable choice, including items like spring greens, kale, cabbage, sprouts and

even a small foliate of broccoli.

Fresh foods such as those listed above should make up around 10-15% of your rabbits daily food intake.

Treats

We all love to treat our pets, but treats should only be given in small amounts. Treat foods are items such

as a small cube of carrot, a small cube of banana, or a piece of strawberry. All these foods are high in

sugars. These items should only make up a tiny fraction (0-5%) of your rabbit’s daily food intake. You can

also now easily purchase dried herbs and other suitable forage items and these make a great healthy

addition.

If you have not been feeding your rabbit correctly and are now ready to make the required changes, please

remember don’t make them suddenly. Feeding hay ad lib can of course be done straight away, but other

changes need to be introduced slowly over a period of days. If you are planning to switch food brands, then

make that change gradually by slowly increasing the amount of the new diet mixed in with the old. If you are

adding fresh food to your rabbit’s diet, then this also needs to be done very slowly to allow their digestive

systems to get used to the changes. Start simply with a single small dandelion leaf and increase over

several days. Suddenly adding large quantities of fresh foods, including sudden access to fresh grass if

they are not used to it, can cause chronic and fatal diarrhoea.



Health Considerations

All rabbits need to beneutered!

Neutering really is an essential part of rabbit

ownership, rather than an optional one. But many

new rabbit owners are not given this information

when they purchase baby rabbits. Male rabbits in

98% of cases will start to fight once they reach sexual

maturity at the age of 4-8 months. In most cases this

fighting is severe and can lead to serious injury and

even death. Once two males have started to fight like

this, even neutering is unlikely to help calm the

situation, and in the vast majority of cases the rabbits

will have to be separated on a permanent basis. To

help prevent serious fights from starting it is essential

that males are neutered at around 4-6 months of age.

A male left unneutered is likely to live a solitary life,

and in the vast majority of cases will start spraying

urine which is highly unpleasant for his owners.

While the risk of serious fights breaking out between two unneutered females is far less than that between

two males, it is not unheard of. But research has shown that leaving a female unneutered increases her risk

of cancer by up to 80%. There is also the risk of womb infections and behavioural problems such as cage

guarding, lunging and biting, which all could have been prevented with a simple operation.

To lead happy, healthy and fulfilled lives, neutering your rabbits as soon as possible is essential and is a

cost which every rabbit owner needs to be aware of and prepare for as soon as they bring rabbits into their

lives.

Yearly Vaccinations

Rabbits also need to be vaccinated annually against Myxomatosis (Myxi) and RHD 1 & 2, even if they are

house rabbits! Myxi can be carried by all sorts of biting insects, so even if you don’t live close to wild rabbits,

and don’t have cats or dogs to bring fleas into the house, a simple mosquito on a summer evening could

bring this disease into your home and sadly infect your rabbit. RHD 1&2 is even harder to prevent against

and can live on surfaces for months. It can be brought into your home on the soles of your shoes, on the

legs of wild birds and even on the hay you feed your rabbits.

There is no cure for myxomatosis or RHD. The only way to ensure your rabbit is safe and protected is to

vaccinate and keep their vaccinations up to date. To be fully protected from both myxi and RHD your rabbits

will require 2 separate vaccination every 12 months. These vaccines need to be given a minimum of 2 weeks

apart. Nobivac covers against myxomatosis and RHD1, but does not cover against RHD 2 and therefore a

second vaccine called Filavac is needed to protect your rabbits from contacting RHD 2. More information on

Myxi and RHD can be found in the common health problems section of this booklet.

Insurance Plans

We do recommend that you consider purchasing an insurance plan for your rabbits to protect against

unexpected and expensive vet’s bills.

Love them back with the correct  

health care



Common Health Problems

What is E. Cuniculi?

Encephalatizoon Cuniculi or EC is a
microscopic, single cell parasite that lives
inside the body cells of its host, typically the
Central Nervous System, eyes and kidneys.
Rabbits may be infected before birth, or at any
time in their life through contamination of food
and water with spores shed into the
environment in the urine of infected rabbits. EC
is absorbed through the intestines, travelling to
other organs causing inflammation and lesions.
This damage is permanent and can impact on
the functioning of that organ. Many infected
rabbits may remain well and live happy lives,
where as some may display symptoms

Symptoms

• Lesions in the kidney could contribute  
to chronic renal problems and the rabbit  
may have an increased thirst and  
weight loss.

• Lesions in the brain could cause the
rabbit to have convulsions, tremors,
head tilt, hind limb weakness, loss of
balance and urinary incontinence.

• EC may locate in the lens of the

eye. As a result the lens may rupture,  

causing severe inflammation.

Many of the mentioned symptoms could also  
be a result of other illnesses and it is always  
best to speak to your vet if you notice any of  
the symptoms.

Treatment

Several tests can be carried out to detect EC. None of the tests are perfect, and your vet will
determine which method to use depending on individual circumstances. If tests indicate a positive
result, a course of treatment will be advised by your vet. The treatment is used to kill the parasite
but it cannot reverse damage already caused. Other medication may be prescribed to help
manage the symptoms caused by the damage. Some vets will advise regular 'worming treatment'
for rabbits that can be purchased in a number of shops and online. There is the potential for
humans to catch this disease if they have immune suppressive conditions such as HIV, or those
using immune supressing drugs, for example, following organ donation. If you have any
concerns, please speak to your General Practitioner.



'Snuffles'

Snuffles is a general term used to describe upper
respiratory symptoms. There are several causes for
this and most commonly seen is Pasteurella
(Pasteurellosis bacterium).

The symptoms relating to 'snuffles' could also be
caused by other health problems including
Myxomatosis. It is essential that a rabbit presenting
with any of these symptoms is examined by a vet
without delay to determine diagnosis and course of
action.

Symptoms

• Thick sticky nasal discharge

• Runny eyes

• Conjunctivitis

• Sneezing

• Not eating / loss of appetite

• Weight loss

• Build-up of nasal discharge rubbed off on to  

fur when grooming with front feet.
• Breathing through the mouth or blue-grey

tinged lips and gums (immediate action is
needed to get the rabbit seen by a vet)

Treatment

A course of antibiotics may be prescribed by a vet. Pasteurella is particularly stubborn and symptoms may
reoccur following treatment. It is essential that the rabbit is monitored for any symptoms in the future, and
for the owner to act quickly to prevent deterioration or secondary complications such as gut stasis (see next
page). There could be triggers for the symptoms, reoccurring such as stress and a change in environment.
Pasteurella is contagious to other rabbits sogreat care needs to be taken to prevent others from contracting
this. If the infected rabbit is in a bonded pair/group, it may do more harm than good to separate the rabbits
due to the stress that this could cause.

What is Flystrike?

Flystrike is an extremely serious condition that
causes a lot of suffering to rabbits who are affected.
The condition occurs when flies are attracted to the
smells of faeces and urine. They will lay eggs on the
skin of an animal that is injured or dirty. The eggs
can transform into larvae within two hours, and will
eat the flesh of the rabbit. This causes extreme pain
for the rabbit, and the condition can progress very
quickly.
All rabbits are at risk of this condition, even if they
are healthy and active. The environment can also be
a factor, particularly where there are damp surfaces
and soiled litter. Rabbits who struggle to keep
themselves clean due to mobility issues, painful
dental problems, obesity, arthritis etc are particularly
susceptible to the condition. Rabbits should be
checked at least twice daily for any signs of flystrike.

Symptoms

• Rabbit may appear to be generally unwell.

• Presence of fly eggs in the fur.

• Open wounds with the presence of fly eggs  

or maggots

• Maggot in the litter

In order to prevent this condition as far as is
possible, a good diet is needed to ensure that
droppings are dry and firm, and to ensure excessive
caecotrophs are not produced. There are products
available to apply to the rabbit’s fur to prevent eggs
from hatching, however this should not be
considered a substitute for following a routine of
checking your rabbit, ensuring high standards of
hygiene in the living area and keeping your rabbit
clean.

Treatment

Immediate action is needed if you suspect flystrike, as this condition progresses rapidly and can often be
fatal. Do not hesitate in contacting your vet whatever time it is, this is an emergency. Keep the rabbit dry as
the vet will need to clip the fur and perform surgery. If there are any visible maggots, you can remove them
using tweezers. Even if this is achieved, your rabbit still needs to be taken to the vet immediately. Do not
attempt to remove any maggots that are deep in the skin as this could cause further complications.



Myxomatosis
Myxomatosis was introduced into the wild rabbit
population un the UK in the 1950s and has
continued to kill large populations of rabbits. Wild
rabbits continue to be a threat to pet rabbits. Direct
contact between wild and pet rabbits can cause the
infection to be transferred through respiratory
secretions. The most common method of infection is
believed to be via biting insects such as fleas and
mosquitos. Fleas may jump from rabbit to rabbit, or
via another warm body. House rabbits are also at
risk of catching the disease. It causes immense
suffering and usually death for unvaccinated rabbits.

Symptoms

• Runny eyes

• Conjunctivitis

• Swollen genitals, ears, eyelids and lips

• Lumpy (nodular) swellings on the head and  

lumps on the body

• Thick pus discharge from the nose

It is essential that all rabbits are vaccinated against  
this disease. The vaccine does not provide total  
immunity, however, it gives a rabbit a huge  
advantage in being able to survive the disease.

Treatment
Immediate action is required if you suspect your rabbit has myxomatosis. You will need to contact a vet,
even if it is out of surgery hours. The 'full blown' form of the disease is difficult to treat and in unvaccinated
rabbits, euthanasia may be suggested. Another form of the disease, sometimes known as 'cutaneous
myxomatosis' where coin-sized raised scabs form, is more treatable and there is a better chance of survival.

Gut Stasis
Gut stasis is a condition where the gut motility slows
down, starting with the stomach and progressing to
the intestine. There are a number of factors that
could cause stasis such as stress, changes in the
environment, loss of a partner rabbit, fear of other
animals, change in diet, dehydration, pain, lack of
movement, or ingestion of objects (carpet, plastic
etc). Stasis could also be a secondary condition to
another serious health problem. Reduced gut
motility results in dehydration and impaction of the
normal stomach contents. The rabbit will develop
smaller and firmer faecal pellets and production of
any pellets will stop.

Symptoms
• Reduction in appetite or not eating at all

• Not producing faecal pellets or a change in  

the shape and or consistency of the pellets

• Appearing to be in pain

• Sometimes, the rabbit may chew cardboard  

or paper in an attempt to obtain fibre

• Dehydration

Preventative measures include feeding the correct  
diet and 'rabbit proofing' the environment to remove  
any potential objects that the rabbit could ingest.

Treatment
A rabbit presenting with symptoms needs to be seen by a vet urgently. Treatments may include; fluid
therapy by syringing fluids via the mouth or via intravenous fluids, pain relief, motility modifying drugs,
assisted feeding, and exercise. Although some of these treatments can be offered at home, it is still
essential that the rabbit is seen by a vet, as the stasis could be as a result of a blockage which would be
made worse by assisted feeding. There could also be another health condition that is causing the stasis to
have occurred in the first place, and this needs to be identified and treated as necessary.

Rabbit Haemorrhagic Disease 1 & 2
RHD, previously known as VHD, is a rapid onset
disease that is frequently fatal in unvaccinated
rabbits. It is a highly contagious virus which can
survive for weeks on any surface, from the soles of
your shoes, the legs of wild birds, and even on hay
or other wild forage.

Symptoms

• The body may be completely free of any  
external symptoms which makes the disease  
difficult to recognise.

• Blood from the orifices (mouth, nose, anus  

and genitals).

Treatment
Sadly, this disease is often fatal due to the rapid onset. If you suspect your rabbit has this disease, contact  

your vet immediately.



Want to know more?

This is only a very basic guide to rabbit care, there is still so much more

for you to learn to ensure your rabbits lead the best lives possible. So

check out these links to continue your journey into the world of 21st

Century Rabbit Care

• www.saveafluff.co.uk

• www.rabbitwelfare.co.uk

• www.rabbitawarenessweek.co.uk

• www.rabbit.org

• www.bunnyhugga.com

• www.facebook.com/groups/UkRabbitGroup
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