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I Love Rabbits!


My love for rabbits started when I was five years old. My mom and I noticed a black-and-white creature hopping around our yard—from its color, clearly an escaped pet rabbit and not a wild one. After it had come around every day for weeks, we finally caught the rabbit, and just a few days later she had a nest of babies! We had no idea what to do, so we visited our local library to check out books about keeping rabbits. We built a big outdoor hutch for the bunnies, and they thrived! Throughout elementary school I acquired a few more rabbits to breed and sold the babies to my local feed store.



[image: The author holding a very large brown and white rabbit]


In middle school and high school, my priorities changed, so I kept rabbits only on and off. I thought I might take a completely different path, in auto mechanics and car racing, but once I bought my first house, I got the homestead bug and started my own little farm. At first I raised Angora rabbits for their fiber and New Zealand rabbits because their size fascinated me. In 2011 I started raising Holland Lops and fell in love with their personalities and adorable smooshed faces.

As I learned more about how to socialize and care for rabbits, I decided to start my own company, and that’s how Blue Clover Rabbitry began! My Instagram handle quickly went viral, and agencies began to license my photos and videos. I taught myself how to build a website and run a business, with no idea that it would become such a success. I now sell rabbits and run a full-time bunny therapy program and a boarding facility for small animals. Blue Clover Rabbitry is continually expanding, and I am deeply thankful for the knowledge I gain every year. I love assisting bunny lovers to educate themselves and build a successful relationship with their pet rabbits.




Bunny Therapy

In our bunny therapy program, community members come to Blue Clover Rabbitry to snuggle baby bunnies, hand-feed them, and experience the joy of watching them hop around. The idea started in an adult family home that my mother owned. I began bringing baby bunnies in for the residents to pet and noticed how calm the bunnies became—they would sit on the residents’ laps for an entire hour without becoming fidgety. After that, I remodeled the back of my shop into what I call “Bun Mansion” so that the broader community could enjoy snuggling baby bunnies as well.

After the remodel I shared an invite on Instagram for anyone to come by and see our new place. I expected about 20 people to show up, but the number was more like 400! I knew right then and there that I had something unique, and people wanted to be a part of it. The bunnies at Bun Mansion range from day-old newborns to eight-week-old babies, and it’s a win-win situation, bringing joy to humans while our baby bunnies become well socialized and secure.

Bunny therapy is also a great way to educate people interested in adopting a pet rabbit. During the sessions, I’m happy to answer questions to help people decide if a rabbit will be a good fit for their lifestyle. We also offer a mobile bunny therapy service, bringing baby-bunny joy to homes and workplaces. This developed during COVID lockdown, and it was so successful that I kept it going.

Word quickly spread about our bunny therapy and soon companies such as Microsoft and Alaska Airlines—as well as local hospitals, schools, and nursing homes—began hiring us to host sessions for their employees, students, and residents. If this inspires you, consider registering your own pet rabbit as an emotional support animal, which would allow you to bring it to nursing homes or hospitals to bring joy to people.









Why Rabbits Are Great Pets


Rabbits can be a wonderful addition to many households. They are particularly well suited for life in close quarters such as apartments or condos. Although rabbits are considered exotic pets by most veterinary practices, they are not difficult to care for. Their needs differ from those of dogs or cats, however, and it’s important to educate yourself before you bring a rabbit home. This book will guide you through the world of pet rabbits—from finding the right rabbit for you to understanding rabbit behavior, feeding and housing your rabbit, and learning about basic bunny healthcare.

You may have already decided that a rabbit is right for you, but in case you’re still wondering, here are some of the many reasons rabbits make wonderful pets.

They provide comfort and companionship. Most socialized rabbits can be very affectionate toward humans and often show it by grooming and licking their owners. Rabbits can be registered as emotional support animals.

They will use a litter box. Rabbits like to keep their living areas clean and are typically easy to potty train. As long as you empty out their litter boxes regularly, there should be little to no odor in your home.

They require simple living quarters. Rabbits can be allowed to roam freely at all times, but for most people, a cage with a pen around it is the best setup. Rabbits require regular exercise and cannot be kept confined in a cage all the time.

They are quiet. Rabbits don’t bark or meow; in fact, they rarely make audible noises unless severely frightened or hurt.

They are low-maintenance. Apart from long-haired rabbits, most breeds require minimal effort on the part of their owners to keep their fur in good condition. Much like cats, rabbits are clean animals who groom themselves daily.

They are relatively inexpensive to own. After the initial investment in equipment—and the bunny itself!—rabbits don’t cost much to feed and maintain. They like to play, but toys can be inexpensive or even free, made from everyday items like toilet paper rolls and cardboard boxes. Rabbits usually have few health issues, though of course these can arise as with any animal.

Are you excited to learn more? Let’s hop right in!
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Chapter 1 What You Should Know Before Getting a Rabbit

It was once common for rabbit owners to purchase their pets cheaply from feed stores or through local advertisements. These rabbits were often kept outside, their hutches rarely cleaned; the owners, especially if children, sometimes forgot about them. Due to a lack of awareness about rabbit behaviors and needs, pet rabbits were often abandoned or resold.

Nowadays, thanks to better information and social media, we have unlimited access to photos and videos of loving rabbit owners who show us what life can be like with pet rabbits inside the home. Rabbits are the third most popular pet in the United States, after dogs and cats, with more than two million of them living with people.
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The Basics of Rabbit Care

Rabbits are very intelligent animals who flourish with owners who understand their needs. Rabbits need regular attention and exercise. The ideal setup for rabbits includes a dedicated area, pen, or corner of the house where they have a litter box, food, water, and enrichment toys. I highly recommend providing multiple chew toys to prevent your rabbit from getting bored.

Rabbits are happiest when they can roam freely through the house, but this may not be an option for many owners. While some free roaming bunnies use their litter boxes perfectly and never chew on anything but their toys, that is not the case for every rabbit. It’s a good idea to start your rabbits in a smaller pen and work up to a larger pen or to free roaming.


[image: Captioned image]

Rabbits have simple needs and don’t cost much to keep. A basic setup includes a comfortable cage with a litter box, a water bottle, and dishes for food.







Feeding

Rabbits have specific nutritional needs. Contrary to popular stereotypes, they can’t eat only lettuce and carrots. Their primary diet is hay. Rabbits have an unusual digestive system, with which they eat their food twice! They pass soft droppings called cecotropes, then eat them to absorb more nutrients. This may seem unpleasant, but it is perfectly natural and healthy.
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Cleanup

The most important chore for a rabbit owner is keeping the litter box clean. A potty-trained rabbit makes cleanup easy. I use a shop vacuum to do a quick pass for strands of hay and the few stray poops that haven’t made it to the litter box. It usually takes me less than five seconds per pen per day. Depending on the litter box and the number of rabbits using it, you may need to empty it every other day, but most need to be cleaned only two to three times per week.



Exercise Needs

It’s important for your furry little friends to have time outside their cage each day to exercise. You don’t necessarily have to let them roam freely through your entire house, but they need a decent-size area to run and jump. A 36-square-foot pen is a good size for most small to medium-size rabbits to run around in, although more space would be even better. Large rabbits should have about twice that amount of room, as their hops take them much farther.

For all bunnies, plenty of exercise time will enrich their lives and keep their bodies and digestive systems in tip-top shape. It’s best to let them exercise while you are home so that you can monitor them while also building your connection with them. Try to give your bunny at least 30 minutes a day of hopping around and/or snuggling with you while you watch TV or read. The more time you spend interacting with your rabbits, the more they will learn to trust you.
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Rabbits need at least 30 minutes a day outside of their cage to exercise and bond with you.







Typical Expenses

It’s important to consider the costs associated with buying and housing any animal for its entire life. Depending on breed, rabbits can live from 6 to 12 years. Larger breeds typically have shorter lifespans. Here are some estimated costs for purchasing and caring for a rabbit—prices will vary according to your location.

Initial cost. The cost of a rabbit varies widely. I recommend finding a responsible, ethical breeder; the price of a purebred rabbit can range from $200 to $600. Not all breeders are alike and it’s important to evaluate them carefully. It is also possible to get rabbits for free or from a shelter, which usually has an adoption fee. See Chapter 2 for more about buying a rabbit.

Housing. An appropriately sized cage or pen, purchased new, can range from $40 to $600, depending on style or materials. If aesthetics matter to you, a pen may cost more. You’ll also need a litter box and food and water dishes. See Chapter 5 for more information about housing.

Monthly costs. Ongoing expenses include litter, hay, pelleted food, and maybe some new toys. Plan for a budget of $50 to $90 per month.

Healthcare costs. Unlike cats and dogs, rabbits do not require regular vaccinations—not even for rabies, as they can’t carry it. I do recommend an annual checkup to make sure you aren’t missing any health issues, especially as your rabbit ages.

Spaying or neutering is a one-time cost; call veterinarians in your area beforehand to check the price. If your local shelter fixes rabbits, that will probably be your cheapest option. Pet insurance, which is fairly inexpensive, can help cover unexpected costs for emergency procedures. See Chapter 6 for more information on rabbit healthcare.


A rabbit can live up to 12 years, so plan your budget accordingly.






Rabbit Anatomy


Ears. Whether their ears are long or short, rabbits have very keen hearing. Ears play a crucial role in regulating a rabbit’s body temperature, helping to prevent both heat stroke and hypothermia. The position of a rabbit’s ears can also provide valuable insight into its well-being.

Rabbits with floppy ears are more prone to ear issues because their ear canals retain moisture, which can allow bacteria to flourish and make it harder for debris to be removed naturally. It’s essential to manually clean the ears of a lop-eared rabbit.
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Nose. Rabbits breathe mostly through their noses and have a distinct way of breathing that involves twitching their noses. A lower rate of twitching indicates that your rabbit is relaxed and feels comfortable in its environment. The external nostrils, or nares, are small and covered in fur.

The nostrils are lined with hairs that keep out dirt and other particles. The Y-shaped inner structure provides efficient air circulation and facilitates a great sense of smell. A wet nose may be a sign that a rabbit is overheating or might be sick.

Rabbits breathe much faster than many other animals. Their typical respiration rate of 30 to 60 breaths per minute can go up to 120 per minute when they detect danger or need to regulate their body temperatures. Their normal heart rate is 130 to 180 beats per minute, which is two to three times faster than a human’s. When a rabbit is frightened or distressed, its heart rate can increase to over 300 beats per minute.

Eyes. Rabbits are prey animals, so they have large eyes positioned high on the sides of their heads, giving a nearly 360-degree panoramic view of their surroundings. This wide field of vision enables them to spot predators from nearly all directions, including overhead, without moving their heads. In the wild, rabbits are crepuscular, meaning they are most active at dawn and dusk; rabbits do not see well in the dark.

Whiskers. The whiskers, or vibrissae, help guide rabbits through their surroundings. A whisker is much thicker than a hair and has sensitive nerve endings. Rabbits have whiskers on their cheeks and above their eyes. The longer whiskers help with spatial awareness so a rabbit can avoid getting stuck in small spaces.

Feet. With their large hind feet, rabbits can easily jump six feet or even more, depending on breed, age, and overall fitness. The hind feet move together, propelled by strong muscles in the hind legs. Rabbits often balance on their hind feet to look around or while grooming.

The soles of the feet are cushioned with a protective layer of fur. Rabbits have strong, sharp nails for digging burrows and living underground, and for defending themselves.

Tail. That adorable, fluffy tail ranges between two and four inches long, depending on breed. The rabbit’s tail doesn’t have as much functionality or movement as that of some other animals, but it is used to communicate.

The flashing underside of a running rabbit’s tail signals “danger” to others. A raised tail indicates that a rabbit is either afraid or feeling aggressive and ready to lunge. Tail raising can also be a sign of submission by a female rabbit who is ready to breed. In warm weather, rabbits raise their tails to lower their body temperature.
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Common Rabbit Terms

Binky. A funny movement in which a rabbit jumps in the air and twists its body from side to side. This motion means a rabbit is happy and enjoying open space.

Buck. A male rabbit.

Bunny. A bunny and a rabbit are the same thing; “bunny” is mostly a term of endearment for a baby or young rabbit.

Burrow. An underground tunnel dug by wild rabbits for nesting and hiding. A series of connected burrows is a warren. Domestic rabbits retain this instinct for digging.

Cecotropes. Soft, grapelike droppings, which rabbits usually produce in the early morning or evening. They are high in fiber and are consumed by the rabbit as an important part of their digestive process and gut health.

Colony. A group of wild or domesticated rabbits. Wild European rabbits live in large colonies, but North American rabbits are a different species and typically live independently. (See Pet Bunny, Wild DNA.)

Doe. A female rabbit.

Fluffle. Another name for a group of rabbits.

Hutch. An enclosed cage for housing rabbits, typically kept outdoors.

Kit. A baby bunny. Mama buns can produce between 1 and 12 kits in a litter depending on size and breed. Usually, the bigger the breed, the larger the litter.

Lagomorph. The animal order that includes rabbits, hares, and pikas. Rabbits are not rodents, despite their large front teeth.

Litter (also nest). A group of baby bunnies born from one mother. A doe can have several litters per year.

Loaf. A rabbit posture in which it lies with its legs tucked under its body, looking somewhat like a loaf of bread.

Thumping. A drumming motion made with the hind feet. Rabbits thump for several reasons: to indicate distress or displeasure, to mark their territory, or to warn others of danger.





Baby Bunny or Older?


You’ll have to decide whether you want to start with a baby bunny or if you’re open to adopting an older rabbit. One thing to consider is that rabbits can live up to 12 years, depending on breed. Larger breeds tend to have shorter lifespans. There are pros and cons to adopting at any age, so let’s talk through them.


Baby Bunny Pros

Socialized babies are usually the easiest to bring into to a new home. Baby bunnies are not yet hormonal and, if raised in a social environment, should be able to adapt well. You will find it easier to teach them social skills, which builds a bond and makes them less skittish, more enjoyable pets. Whether you have a busy house with children or a quiet home, a baby bunny is likely to adapt more easily than an adult rabbit.
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A properly socialized baby bunny should adapt easily to a new situation and form bonds with people.





The legal age in most states for baby bunnies to be rehomed is eight weeks old. At this age they bond easily because they haven’t become territorial yet. Not all baby bunnies are raised equally, however. If you adopt from a source that handled and socialized their baby bunnies, you shouldn’t have any issues with bonding. If you adopt from someone who has done little or no socializing, it could take a while for your bunny to build up trust, but it’s still easier to form a relationship with a less socialized younger rabbit than an adult one that hasn’t been handled very much.

It’s also much easier for young rabbits to adapt to a new environment, assuming they haven’t had any traumatic experiences in their first eight weeks of life. It’s usually easier for a baby to become accustomed to other pets, such as cats and dogs, as long as your other pets do not have a high prey drive and don’t do anything to frighten the bunny. If an adult rabbit has not been exposed to other animals, it could be trickier to acclimate it (see Introducing Rabbits to Other Pets).



Baby Bunny Cons


You may need to litter-train a baby rabbit (see here). Most rabbits will pick up good litter box habits quickly if they are provided with the appropriate setup. Although bunnies can learn to use a litter box at eight weeks, the development of sex hormones between three and five months of age will cause males, and occasionally females, to mark their territory by spraying urine. Getting them fixed will correct this behavior, but the typical age for spaying and neutering is about six months, so you may need to be patient for a couple of months. Limiting their space during that time and offering a litter box at least twice their size, or even bigger if it can fit in their area, usually helps litter habits. Once the rabbit is fixed, it can be reintroduced to larger areas or begin to freely roam.


Spending a lot of time with your new baby bunny can help determine how its personality develops.



Baby bunnies’ personalities are unformed and can change a lot through their hormonal stage. That means you won’t know if your new pet is particularly mellow, for example, or more inclined to be energetic. The way their personalities develop can depend on how their owners interact with them in their developmental stages. If a baby bunny has been socialized daily by the breeder, it should remain social with its new owner, but only if proper handling continues.

This isn’t a con, really, but young rabbits have particularly sensitive digestive systems, so it’s imperative to feed them properly (see Chapter 4) and make sure they get plenty of exercise to keep their gut moving.


Adult Rabbit Pros

Providing a much-needed home for an adult rabbit can be a great option. Once a rabbit is fully mature, its personality is more defined, and it may be easier to tell whether it fits your situation. You may also be able to find one who is used to other animals if this will be an issue in your home.

Adult rabbits are likely to have already been spayed or neutered, particularly if you adopt from a shelter, where this is usually a requirement.

Most adult rabbits are potty trained, so bringing them into a new home can be easier than it is with younger rabbits; with an older rabbit, you can avoid the months of hormonal adolescence.



Adult Rabbit Cons

Older rabbits are more likely to have developed behavioral issues—after all, there is usually a reason they are being rehomed. Always ask the previous owners why they are seeking a new home for their pet. An unsocialized or very fearful rabbit may have developed a habit of biting in self-defense. Another reason some people rehome their rabbits is that they aren’t getting along with another rabbit or other pet in the house. If you have other pets, ask if the rabbit has been around other animals and how it reacted.
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An adult rabbit can be a great choice for a family, especially if you know something about its background before you bring it home.





The most common reason for rehoming an older rabbit is that the family members, especially young children, have lost interest. If the rabbit was neglected, it could have health or personality issues. It may take some work to rebuild trust and help it feel loved and safe in a new environment (see Adopting from a Previous Owner).
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