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There are a lot of dedicated rabbit breeders and owners out there: in an average month, over 18,500 people ask questions and find answers on Raising-Rabbits.com. Thank you for that! This book is the direct result of my sincere desire to answer all your questions, and I think I’ve covered the vast majority of them.
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Preface


So you just got yourself a rabbit (or five!), and suddenly have tons of questions: Will lettuce kill my bunny? Can I keep two rabbits in one cage so they can play together? How can I cure my rabbit’s stuffy nose? As a longtime breeder of Rex rabbits and the owner and webmaster of Raising-Rabbits.com, I think I’ve heard, and personally answered, nearly every question about rabbits there could be.
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This book contains answers for owners and raisers of all types of rabbits. Meat or fiber rabbits need the same basic care as family pets, because a rabbit is a rabbit no matter what its purpose.


There are many ways to carry out your rabbit husbandry chores, and none of them are necessarily more correct than another — just different. What is most important is to understand the needs of the animals and to establish a system of rabbit care that best suits your particular rabbitry or personal schedule. If the care you give your rabbits results in healthy, happy animals, then all is well.


Back in the day, when unpreparedness might have been equated with airheadedness or foolishness, but never mistaken for cruelty, I made a few ill-informed choices. For example, I had no cages prepared for my first rabbits, which I impulsively acquired at age 15. I housed the rabbits in my enormous playhouse while I broke out my dad’s tools and built proper hutches. My fascination and intrigue with these rabbits grew with every strike of the hammer.


Unbeknownst to me, Peter Cottontail and Mopsy came of age in the time that it took me to build the hutches. (I did notice that young Peter was engaging in shame­less behavior right in front of me. I sure could have used this book!) Suddenly I had a new litter of cross-bred bunnies. I was so happy! I made flyers and eventually sold or gave away the kits as pets. That impulsive foray into rabbits quickly gelled into a passion and led to many years of raising and showing rabbits.


This is a timely book, as rabbit raising is on a global upswing. Rabbits are popular as pets with apartment dwellers and suburbanites, but rabbits are primarily a livestock animal, having provided meat, pelts, and wool for thousands of years. France and China supply much of the world’s angora fiber, and rabbit is a main source of nutrition in many European countries. Rural families in developing countries are discovering that rabbits can supply a source of income along with essential nutrition.


In the United States, the locavore movement, combined with a shaky economy and a desire to know where one’s meat comes from, is spawning a rising tide of micro-homesteaders and survivalists who choose to raise their own meat. Rabbits are a logical choice as they are easy to keep in smaller spaces.


Whether you are new to the wonderful world of rabbits or an experienced owner and breeder, I hope you will learn from this book and join in the conversation at www.raising-rabbits.com.
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Part 1




All About Rabbits




From Wild to Domestic
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Chapter One




The Nature of the Beast


All animal species have an instinct for self-preservation, even those that have been domesticated for thousands of years. You can see that instinct in the behavior of prey animals such as rabbits, as well as in the behavior of the predators that chase them.


Predators are generally carnivorous — their bodies are designed primarily to digest protein. No prey, no eat; it’s as simple as that. So predators spend countless hours hunting and stalking likely meals. When they attack, they claw and bite to prevent the prey from escaping, which happens more often than not.


Rabbits, however, are prey animals. They are surrounded by their food, delicious greenery, but their lives are hardly a walk in the park. Rabbits must skulk secretively, tiptoe quietly, hide constantly. So what are rabbits thinking?


When you first bring rabbits into your rabbitry (meaning the place you will be raising them, whether a house, a barn, or some other structure), even hand-reared rabbits that are used to humans will bring all their ancient survival instincts with them. Fearful and timid, they are alarmed at loud noises and startled by quick moves.


But after a few days or weeks, as they become familiar with their new environment, they start to welcome your face and gentle tone of voice. The family dog or cat might actually become a buddy. However, even though they learn to relax in their home, rabbits never lose the underlying caution that is inherent to their species.





Run, Rabbit, Run


Q: Why do rabbits thump their back feet?


A: A male rabbit (buck) frequently thumps after it has mated with a female (doe), most likely to signal dominance to other bucks. Both bucks and does thump warnings to nearby rabbits if they sense danger is afoot or on the wing.


Q: Why do rabbits have such enormous ears?


A: Rabbits’ jumbo-sized ears serve at least two purposes. First, they function as air conditioners, helping the rabbit maintain its normal body temperature. Rabbits easily overheat as they cannot sweat. The ears contain large blood vessels very close to the surface of the skin. As the rabbit’s temperature rises, excess body heat dissipates from those veins, cooling the rabbit.


Secondly, those big ears act like satellite dishes, swiveling every which way to intercept all the sounds around the rabbit. It’s only fair that the world’s consummate prey animal not be left completely defenseless against predators. While a rabbit has very little means of protecting itself, its keen hearing at least allows a head start on approaching predators.


Q: Do rabbits’ noses get tired from wiggling all the time?


A: Those noses are rather busy, aren’t they? The nostrils lift and flare every time an alert rabbit takes a breath. This motion appears to improve the animal’s ability to analyze the smells in the air. During active times, typically several hours around dawn and again at dusk, rabbit noses pull in large amounts of oxygen and sample air currents for danger.


Rabbits do let their noses rest while they nap, nibble, and generally relax, which is actually quite a bit — about 16 hours per day, whether rabbits are in the wild or in a cage.


Q: Why do rabbits dig burrows?


A: European wild rabbits, Oryctolagus cuniculus, live in large underground burrows called warrens. All domestic rabbits, also classified as Oryctolagus cuniculus, are descended from these wild rabbits, so burrowing behavior is encoded in their DNA. With domestic rabbits, females are more likely to dig burrows than are males. In contrast, eastern cottontail rabbits (Sylvilagus floridanus) and other species of wild rabbits found in North America do not burrow at all. Instead, they scrape indentations in the ground in areas with tall grass; these shelters are called forms.


Q: Why is my rabbit digging in her cage?


A: Digging burrows is instinctual, so whether pregnant or not, your rabbit is simply showing normal rabbit behavior. But if you bred the doe recently, then persistent digging, especially in the corners of the cage, could be a convincing sign of a successful pregnancy. If you didn’t breed her, it might be a tip-off that she had accidental contact with a buck within the last couple weeks.


Digging in cage corners can also be a sign of a false pregnancy (see Fooled You! False Pregnancies).


Q: After digging a hole, why do rabbits cover it up again?


A: To hide the burrow entrance from predators. Plus, if there are babies in that hole, it helps to keep the kits from wandering away. Does do this even when the burrow is part of a maze of colony tunnels serving as living space for the family group of rabbits.


Occasionally, domestic does will successfully cover a nest. This reflects good maternal instincts, not an attempt to smother the kits. One of my does once delivered her kits on time and then constructed such a complete cover to her burrow entrance — within the nest box — that she managed to fool me for more than 12 hours. The fur-lined nest containing the kits was completely covered by a mesh of entwined straw and hay pieces. It was a thing of beauty!






Rabbits Thinking Rabbity Thoughts




	Getting dark outside, time for breakfast!


	Better keep an eye on the family dog; it might eat me.


	Getting light outside, time to hit the hay.


	Must! Chew! Something! How ’bout this cage wire? How ’bout my hutch? How ’bout that electrical cord — it looks like a juicy piece of straw.


	Grrr . . . stay away! I’m pregnant and I don’t want to be messed with.










Q: What’s the difference between a rabbit and a hare?


A: The difference is not always in the name: there is a domestic breed called the Belgian Hare and a species of hare known as the jackrabbit! While all rabbits and hares belong to the family Leporidae, they are divided into different genuses and species. Whatever their size, all domestic rabbits are the same species as the European wild rabbit, Oryctolagus cuniculus, though they are sometimes designated Oryctolagus cuniculus domesticus.


Cottontails are the wild rabbits of the New World. They belong to the genus Sylvilagus, of which there are 16 species.


All hares are in the genus Lepus. Notable species are the antelope jackrabbits of the American west (Lepus alleni), which have gigantic ears and hind feet; the black-tailed jackrabbit (Lepus californicus), which can grow to 2 feet in length; and snowshoe hares (Lepus arctica), which live in arctic regions. Also called arctic hares, the snowshoe hares molt into snow-white coats for the long winter season and then molt into brown coats for the brief spring and summer seasons.


Hares tend to be larger than rabbits, with longer ears and legs. One of the main differences between the two is that rabbits are born blind and hairless, whereas hares are precocial, meaning the babies are born fully furred and can see and run shortly after birth.


Q: Which predators eat rabbits?


A: Rabbits exist on every continent except Antarctica, and their major function in every ecosystem is to reproduce in order to feed the many predator species around the globe.


Almost any predator will eat a rabbit if it can catch one. Wolves, foxes, coyotes, eagles, hawks, owls, lynx, bobcats, lions, cheetahs, leopards, domestic cats and dogs, weasels, stoats, and ferrets are among the many predators that hunt and eat rabbits.


Q: What are the rabbit’s methods of survival?


A: Running, dodging, and hiding are important survival mechanisms for both wild and domestic rabbits. To protect their young, rabbits will stay away from a nest full of babies. They also have those long ears (the better to hear you with, my dear) and eyes situated on opposite sides of the head for a wide field of vision. (This is as opposed to having eyes in front of the face, like a human’s, which is your clue that you are a predator and the rabbit is not.) Caution is built into rabbits’ genetic code; they will run or hide in a heartbeat if they feel threatened by a loud noise or sudden movement.


Q: Have rabbits ever been considered a threatened or endangered species?


A: Certainly not in Australia or New Zealand, where government officials are racking their brains to find a way to kill off hundreds of millions of feral rabbits, the offspring of domestic rabbits that were released into the wild 150 years ago. Settlers introduced rabbits as a hardy, renewable food source, but the rabbits did not encounter enough natural predators to keep the population growth in check. Rabbit populations in both countries are raging out of control despite years of trapping, poisoning, diseases, and bounties.


The ecosystems in these two nations have been seriously affected by heavy overgrazing by these rabbits, leading to soil erosion and extensive loss of forage and water for sheep and cattle that cost the agriculture industry hundreds of millions of dollars per year. Around the world, feral rabbits are blamed for singlehandedly causing extensive species loss of both plants and animals throughout the reaches of their colonization.


In North America, hare and cottontail populations generally seem to be in balance with predator populations, although the tiny Columbia Basin Pygmy rabbit, found in Oregon, Washington, and Idaho, is endangered, as is the volcano rabbit of Mexico.





Eat, Rabbit, Eat


Q: What do rabbits eat?


A: As herbivores, rabbits eat nothing but plant matter. The cellulose in the cell walls of plants is a highly complex molecule which the rabbit cannot digest. Herbivores, however, enjoy a symbiotic, or mutually beneficial, relationship with a veritable army of billions of cecal bacteria that break down the cellulose molecules into bite-size carbohydrates. Some of that carbohydrate feeds the rabbit, but it also feeds the bacteria.


Q: Why do rabbits need fiber?


A: Fiber is critical to a rabbit’s health and survival. It keeps the rabbit’s intestinal bacterial population balanced and healthy. Even with the help of bacteria, much of the fiber in a rabbit’s diet remains undigested, an indication of just how important fiber is to rabbit health. As a point of comparison, cows, with their four stomachs, digest 44 percent of the cellulose they ingest, while rabbits digest a mere 14 percent.


Rather than solely providing nutrition, fiber contributes to the normal action and function of the intestines. Undigested fiber provides the bulk of the digesta that keeps the intestinal tract trucking along. Sufficient fiber helps increase intestinal transit times and eliminate blockages; it also reduces or controls the rate at which the fiber is broken into simple carb pieces (due to speed of transit), which is essential for keeping in check the populations of dangerous bacteria.


A good pelleted feed has enough fiber so that you probably don’t need to offer supplemental hay, though rabbits do enjoy the extra nibbling. Note that the pelleted fiber needs to be long and fibrous rather than ground nearly to a powder. This is because fine pieces of fiber act less like fiber and more like sugar. In the cecum, muscle action segregates the larger pieces of fiber, which get excreted in the round fecal pellets. But the very fine fiber pieces remain in the cecum, where bacterial action can quickly reduce the fiber powder into sugars.


Fiber helps keep disease bacteria populations low. An abundance of simple sugars — either low complex fiber or too much powdery fiber ­— is exactly what the germs love. Their populations can suddenly proliferate, flooding the bloodstream with toxins. The result is enterotoxemia (severe diarrhea) ending in death unless the rabbit dies rapidly of septic shock before diarrhea can occur. (See also Digestive Tract Discussed.)
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To test your rabbit’s commercial pellets for adequate fiber, wet a few pellets and mash them with your finger: you should be able to clearly distinguish fibers of varying lengths within the mush. Take a look at the fine fibers (fines) that fall out of the feeder: besides dust, you should be able to easily distinguish several lengths of fibrous pieces.







Q: When my rabbit sleeps, her stomach moves strangely. What’s going on?


A: You’re seeing the rhythmic rolling motions of the intestinal tract as the muscles lining the intestines contract and relax in order to move masses of nutrients and liquid toward their destination. This is normal unless your rabbit is acting oddly or seems uncomfortable.


Q: Why do rabbits chew on wood?


A: Rabbit teeth grow throughout the animal’s life, so rabbits are hardwired to chew in order to keep their teeth worn down to correct lengths. The chewing motion grinds the teeth against one another, creating normal wear patterns that keep the teeth working effectively. Rabbits nibble on grass, bushes, twigs, and branches in summer, and on tree bark in winter. Bring them inside, and they will chew on baseboards, furniture legs, potted plants, and carpets. They may electrocute themselves when they start in on those delectable-looking electrical cords. Extensive rabbit-proofing must take place before rabbits can live indoors!


Rabbits in hutches may destroy their surroundings in their need to chew, so it’s important to provide branches or nontoxic scrap wood as an alternative.


Q: Do rabbits store food in their mouths?


A: Unlike hamsters and chipmunks, rabbits do not carry food around in their mouths or cache it for later consumption. Instead, they chew well and swallow their food right where they are. Wild rabbits don’t store food; rather than hibernating, they must eat all winter long.


Q: How many teeth does a rabbit have?


A: Rabbits are born with 16 baby teeth, which fall out within days of birth. These are replaced by 28 permanent teeth, some of them almost immediately and the remainder by around 4 weeks of age. The permanent teeth include the front incisors, the peg teeth (two small peg-shaped teeth located directly behind the front incisors that keep the lower incisor tips sharpened into wedges), and the cheek teeth in the back of the jaw.


All 28 teeth grow continually throughout the life of the rabbit at a rate of 1 to 5 mm per week. The constant chewing and grinding of fibrous plant material and the gnawing of branches or wood serve to keep all these teeth worn smoothly to correct lengths.
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Rabbit teeth








Family and Social Life


Q: Are female rabbits attentive mothers?


A: If by attentive you mean hanging out with the babies all the time, then no, rabbits are not attentive mothers. In the wild, the doe leaves her babies well secured in a burrow with the opening closed off by dirt and bedding. She doesn’t continually check up on the kits because she knows they are safe in the burrow. When her teats fill with milk or night falls, she knows to feed the babies. Like their wild cousins, domestic does typically enter the nest every 12 to 24 hours and only long enough to feed the kits, approximately 5 to 10 minutes. That’s not attentive by our standards, but it is normal maternal behavior for rabbits that are trying to ensure their offspring survive until they can fend for themselves. (See Not Peter Rabbit’s Mother.)


Q: How do rabbits say hello?


A: Rabbits greet each other by touching noses and sniffing, but there is so much more to rabbit communications than saying howdy. Along with encountering each other, rabbits also test or reinforce the dominance waters if they think they need to. Their vocal repertoire is limited, so they communicate more through body language than with sounds. (See What Is That Rabbit Saying?)







What Is That Rabbit Saying?


Watch the ears, nose, and body position to learn what a rabbit is thinking about you or another rabbit.


Intense interest/on alert. Both ears reach forward with the neck outstretched slightly and the tail relaxed. The rabbit may be sitting up on its haunches or at least with its head upright rather than hugging the ground. The rate at which the nose wiggles indicates the level of the rabbit’s interest — faster means more interested. If a rabbit stops wiggling its nose, it may be anticipating the need to flee.
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Interested/alert







Displeasure/warning. The ears turn sideways and partially drop toward the back. As the animal becomes more agitated, the ear openings turn completely to the rear and the ears lower halfway to the back.


Anger. With its ears laid flat with openings pressed against the back, the rabbit stands on all fours in an aggressive pose with tail lifted. You might also see its rump in the air with a lifted tail, while its front end crouches like a sprinter in the blocks, a position that lends itself to launching forward in attack. Growling is also associated with rising anger and portends an impending attack. The aggressive rabbit may think it owns you, and if you are holding it and don’t groom it (meaning shower it with petting), it may resort to nipping and then to biting as a way to “discipline” you.
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Angry/aggressive







Insecurity. The ears are erect with the openings facing to the sides as the rabbit positions itself at an angle to the cause of concern. This enables one eye to watch the threat, while preparing the rabbit to flee at a second’s notice if necessary.


Fear. The ears are laid back with the openings facing to either side, and the rabbit crouches as if withdrawing into a shell. If you notice its teeth begin to chatter, you can be sure it is afraid.


Submission. The ears are relaxed but not pinned to the body. A submissive rabbit may nudge its head under your arm or elbow, keeping its head low. Pushing its head under your hand may be a slightly more assertive gesture seeking petting.


Relaxation. The ears flop loosely as the rabbit lounges in a stretched-out position, either on its stomach or its side; its nose is wiggling slowly or not at all. A rabbit in this pose isn’t worried about having to flee in the immediate future.
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Relaxed/ calm







Joie de vivre. A rabbit in a good mood lets you know it with its whole body. It jumps straight up in the air either from a standstill or in a full run, twists its body at both ends, and flicks its ears. This is known as a “binky” or “happy dance,” and is unmistakably joyful.
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Happy










Q: How do rabbits show submission?


A: By crouching, running away, rolling to the side, pushing their head under the head of a more dominant animal, or allowing other rabbits to hump them or to lounge across their shoulders or backs. Another sign of submission is taking the last turn at the feed trough and water bowl. Some non-dominant rabbits groom the more dominant animals in their circle of acquaintance; however, dominant rabbits also groom submissive ones, sometimes extending to chewing away fur or whiskers. Sometimes a wannabe may turn a bit passive aggressive, sneakily nibbling off the fur of a dominant rabbit out of its direct line of vision!
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Submissive posture







Q: Why would a doe rabbit mount the buck?


A: She could be telling the buck to get his act together and breed her already. But mounting is also a dominance behavior; she may simply be throwing her weight around and letting the dude know who’s boss. In an unaltered adult doe, however, I would put my money on the first reason.


Q: My rabbit is pulling out its sibling’s fur. Is that normal behavior?


A: You should be concerned if you’re finding tufts of fur in the cage or bald spots on either of the bunnies. Here are some possible reasons:




	They may be fighting for dominance. Such altercations (which can occur between two males, two females, or one of each) may result in pulled fur or even injuries.


	They may have fur mites or ringworm (see Prevention).


	They may lack fiber in their diet. Such a lack can cause rabbits to pull and eat each other’s fur. Supplementing with extra fiber, such as grass hay, almost always solves this problem.


	They may be bored. Give the bunnies a branch to chew on, or a tin can or the metal ring from a canning jar to play with, and they may forget about pulling fur.


	If this is a brother-and-sister pair and you’ve left them together too long, the doe may be pregnant. She’ll pull fur from herself or from a cage mate just before delivering the kits.







Q: Why do rabbits sometimes sound like they’re crying?


A: Rabbits have a couple of vocalizations, with variations, and a few sounds they make with their teeth. If you’re astute, you’ll see that vocalizations and teeth sounds may be paired with body signals such as ear position or foot thumping. Since rabbit personalities vary as much as human ones do, it may take time to discover exactly which message your individual rabbit is trying to communicate with each sound it makes. Communication is, after all, half the fun of enjoying your pet rabbit; it’s great when you can correctly understand your pet’s particular dialect of rabbitese!


Growling, whining, hissing, and grunting are various terms for a sound of displeasure. It is often mistaken for crying by people unfamiliar with or new to rabbits. Rabbits growl or whine softly to communicate annoyance, escalating their displeasure by increasing the volume of noise. Finally, the growling escalates to a loud, sharp, raspy, insistent growl that, when matched by an upright stance and stiff tail, signifies an impending show of wrath that could easily include scratching and biting.


High-pitched screaming indicates sheer terror. A rabbit screams when it believes that death is upon it. The impending doom is subjective, of course. Very young kits unfamiliar with the rabbitry routine have been known to scream bloody murder when very gently picked up for the first time. This sound also accompanies severe pain, especially with spinal injuries. Should it occur in the context of being handled, immediately place the animal on good footing in a controlled small space and observe to see if it seems okay. If there is doubt, or obvious damage to the spine or hindquarter function, immediately immobilize the animal and head to your vet.


A buzzing sound, almost like that of a bee, is made with the teeth. Sometimes emitted as a rapidly vibrating cluck, it is an indication of supreme joy and happiness. Sometimes people call this tooth clicking or tooth purring.


Teeth chattering indicates some degree of fear. This is different from tooth clicking, which is more rapid or buzzy.


Teeth grinding can indicate moderate to severe pain. If the rabbit is also hunched over miserably, a trip to the vet may be in order. Sometimes, however, teeth grinding indicates contentment. The context of the sound typically makes the intent clear.





Basic Bunny Biology


Q: Does a newborn rabbit have fur?


A: Rabbits are born balder than billiard balls, but their fur starts growing right away. By 7 days, the kit has nearly enough coat to stay warm outside of the fur-lined nest provided by its mother. The fur on normal-furred rabbits reaches its full length by 31⁄2 weeks of age. It is barely grown in before the first molt begins, usually at 6 to 7 weeks of age.


Rabbits are altricial, or born completely helpless. Hares, which are a different genus, are a precocial species, meaning they are born fully furred and ready to hit the ground running.


Q: My rabbit has a dry nose. Is this okay?


A: Yes, this is fine. A dry nose in rabbits is a sign of health, whereas a damp nose might signal a respiratory infection. Dampness of the nose also occurs when the rabbit is too warm or somewhat stressed.


Q: My doe rabbit is bigger than my buck. Is that unusual?


A: The answer depends on what breed your rabbits are. In wild European rabbits, the bucks are usually larger than the does; however, in nearly all the larger domestic rabbit breeds, the does grow to be up to a pound heavier than the bucks. The larger size of does versus bucks in domestic rabbits is a product of selective breeding. Presumably, breeders over the years chose the larger does to improve their capability to kindle large litters and provide adequate milk for all the kits.


In smaller rabbit breeds, does and bucks are the same size.


Q: Why do some rabbits have large rolls of fat under their neck?


A: An overweight doe or even an occasional buck might have some fat stored under its throat, but typically those rolls of fur (not fat) are a female thing. Called dewlaps, they are folds of skin just under the chin that provide extra fur for the doe to use to line her nest and keep her babies warm. The dewlap is pronounced in some breeds, yet not present in other breeds. Pregnancy does not make a dewlap more evident than usual.


If you can feel an actual lump in the neck region under the skin of either a buck or a doe, the rabbit may have an abscess and should be seen by a veterinarian.


There’s another roll of skin (again, not fat) you might notice in some rabbits. This one is down by the haunches and across the backside just above the tail, descriptively called a skirt. In some breeds this might be considered a fault, but in fur rabbits, particularly Rex rabbits, the skirt serves to increase the size of the usable pelt. Certain blood lines tend to demonstrate skirting more than others.
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Dewlap on a doe 







Q: When do rabbits usually breed and have litters?


A: Technically, rabbits can breed anytime. However, they tend to enter a resting phase in late summer and early to mid autumn, during which they have little interest in breeding. Refusal to breed can be a significant problem for commercial rabbit raisers, especially in October and November in the northern hemisphere. In the southern hemisphere, rabbits are less likely to breed in April and May.


Nevertheless, does can and do conceive and kindle (that is, give birth to baby rabbits, which are called kits) at any time, especially with augmented lighting in the rabbitry and with receptiveness bred into their genetic code. Learn more in part 3.


Q: What is the usual number of kits in a litter?


A: The typical litter size is four to seven kits. It is difficult to be more precise than that, because a lot depends on the size of the rabbit and what breed it is.




	Dwarf rabbits weigh under 3.0 pounds. Their litters tend to average two or three kits, or slightly more if the dam is classified as a “big ugly does.”


	A number of rabbit breeds are midsize. Breeds weighing up to 6.5 pounds average five to seven kits per litter.


	Meat rabbits generally weigh 10.5 to 13.0 pounds and have been bred to kindle lots of kits, so their average litter size may be eight to ten.


	Large rabbits, such as Flemish giants, weigh more than 14.0 pounds; seven kits per litter is average.







Average litter size notwithstanding, the actual litter size will depend on the time of year and the individual rabbit. A litter of up to 15 kits is normal, and larger litters are not unheard of. It is not usual for medium or large rabbits to kindle a single kit, but it does happen, especially if the doe is overweight.


The unofficial record for largest litter belongs to a crossbred doe that kindled 24 kits and raised all but two of them herself — a super-rabbit feat worthy of mention!


Q: I’ve heard that rabbits always kill their first litters. Is that true?


A: It seems to be a common myth that most rabbits will kill or fail to mother their first litters, but I believe this stems from some folks simply breeding their young rabbits too early, possibly by accident. If the doe’s instincts have not yet kicked in, she will not know how to care for her litters. (See Will my doe know what to do when she has babies?) Responsible breeders who breed mature does can generally count on first-time mothers successfully kindling and raising their litters.


Q: Is it possible for a doe to get pregnant by more than one buck?


A: It is, because does ovulate and then conceive 8 to 10 hours after mating actually takes place. So if a doe is bred by a second buck within a few hours of the first breeding, sperm from both bucks can reach the eggs.






The Curious Case of Normal (Red) Rabbit Urine


Rabbits are interesting, in that they very efficiently absorb all the calcium they eat and eliminate in the urine what they don’t need. This makes their pee rather thick, usually whitish or reddish, opaque, and even a bit granular. The reddish color may be due to pigments, proteins, or antioxidant molecules in alfalfa and other typical ingredients in feed and forages. If your rabbit’s pee is creamy or gritty; reddish, almost like blood; goopy or jellylike; or reddish and goopy, then your rabbit’s pee is most likely completely normal.


Clumps or stringy streaks in the urine, however, may be blood, indicating the need for a veterinary check.










Chapter Two




The Rabbit as a Pet


For centuries rabbits have provided meat and fur for humankind, contributing to human survival in the same way as they have fed other predator species from time immemorial. As people became more urbanized and found more time for leisure activities, they discovered the enjoyable practice of keeping animals as pets.


Rabbits, while still an important livestock animal (see chapter 3), make charming and engaging pets. Their small size and ease of care mean they can feel equally at home in an urban apartment or a suburban backyard.


Rabbit care is not complicated or time-consuming. Taking care of pet rabbits involves nothing more than meeting their physical needs and minimizing conditions that arouse anxiety or fear. As prey animals, rabbits are constantly on the alert, so a calm, safe environment is important.


Here’s what every rabbit absolutely needs for a great start:




	A cage (even a rabbit that runs around the house needs a place to retreat to)


	A balanced diet of pellets and fiber or roughage from grass hay


	Clean water, available always


	Tree branches or wooden toys to chew on








Rabbit Care 101


Q: What is involved in caring for a pet rabbit?


A: A rabbit’s physical needs include shelter, food, water, chew toys that entertain and help keep their teeth chiseled, and protection from fear and predators. A sturdy wire cage or hutch will do the trick, whether you house your pet rabbit indoors or outdoors. Rabbits can be trained to use a litter box and allowed to roam indoors, but they can be destructive and must be supervised. (See Thinking Inside the (Litter) Box.) House rabbits will find a hiding spot in which they feel secure. That spot may be in their cage or may instead be among the dust bunnies deep under your bed!


If your pet rabbit has the run of part or all of the house and/or spends time romping in the yard or garden, you’ll need to be attentive to the intentions of family dogs or cats until you are certain that they think “Friend!” and not “Dinner!” at the sight of a pet rabbit. Sometimes members of different species get along great and can be trusted to play together nicely. With others, you can never be confident — make sure you know which situation you have.


Rabbits, especially a single pet, do need attention every day, but their need for companionship is not extravagant. Rabbits are most active at dawn and at dusk, when their main activities, at least in the wild, are foraging and chewing. Otherwise, they rest and sleep most of the day and some of the night as well, a pattern of behavior referred to as crepuscular. So a rabbit will be most open to your attention in the late afternoon and evening, a time frame that typically coincides with families coming home from work or finishing up homework and chores. With regular petting and playtime, a rabbit is likely to consider you an important part of its world.
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Q: What are the basic grooming needs for rabbits?


A: Rabbits are fastidious groomers and keep their fur clean on their own. Normal and Rex-furred rabbits, with fur only 1⁄2 inch to 11⁄2 inches in length, need very little grooming, if any, although during seasonal molts, which happen several times per year, grooming will remove loose fur and speed the molting process. Grooming also reduces the danger of a fur blockage from the rabbit ingesting its own fur as it grooms itself. Rabbits have tender skin that tears easily, so grooming needs to be done gently.


Angora-coated rabbits, however, have long wool that must be groomed or trimmed regularly, and they do not fare well without maintenance. The frequency of the grooming schedule depends in some degree on the breed. Many English Angoras need to be groomed at least weekly, while German Angoras don’t shed at all and may need only minimal grooming between shearings. Like sheep, they must be sheared when the wool grows long enough to harvest for spinning or felting. Other wooled breeds shed approximately every three months.


A blower is an invaluable grooming tool. Once the rabbit is acclimated to the noise, the powerful blast of air painlessly does much of the grooming for you, minimizing loss of wool, especially over the top and sides (the prime wool areas). The wool should part clear to the skin. A small amount of raking and combing, particularly on the underside, will still be necessary.


Along with a blower, a combination of steel combs, rakes, and scissors is used to straighten the wool and untangle any beginning mats. To cut out a tightly tangled mat, probe it with your fingers to find the base, and then insert the scissors carefully between the skin and the mat. Before cutting, pivot the scissor blades upward, so that the cutting surfaces are not near the skin. If it is easier, slip a “greyhound” type metal comb under the mat, and cut across the top of the comb.
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Correct way to trim nails. Rabbits have four nails on each hind paw and four plus a dewclaw on each front paw. Use a nail trimmer — a small type made for pets or large toenail clippers for humans — and cut the tip of each nail as shown. Avoid nicking the quick, which is the pink or cloudy area closest to the toe itself.







All wooled rabbits — Angoras and smaller wooled breeds — need periodic attention paid to the vent region and the base of the ears. Clip away the fur around the vent and tail area every 4 to 6 weeks. At the same time, examine the ear carriage and jaw area of the rabbit’s head for mats, and cut them away with scissors.
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Normal fur
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Angora wool
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Rex fur







In addition to daily visual inspections and handling, all rabbits need some routine maintenance every 4 to 8 weeks. This includes clipping their toenails; ensuring that no health issues are developing; and checking fur for cleanliness, mats, or debris, especially the underside of the tail and the fur around the lower haunches, which are in contact with the cage or the ground.


Q: How do I know if my rabbit is staying healthy?


A: There are several things you should check regularly that will let you know that your rabbit is in good health:


Body condition. Run your hand over the animal’s back. It should feel well-fleshed, not bony or obese.


Feet. The soles should be well-furred or solidly callused, with no open sores. Check the toenails to be sure they are trimmed properly and aren’t growing too long.


Teeth. The teeth should be meeting and wearing correctly (see Dental Issues).


Ears. The inside should be smooth and clean as far down as you can possibly see, with no brown scabs (signifying ear mites).


Skin. Look especially at the triangle behind the ears and the skin on the sides and haunches for evidence of fleas or fur mites — chewed fur, defurred areas, scratch marks, or actual fleas (including mites or eggs).


Vent. You don’t want to see any sores, scabs, redness, or inflammation.


Scent glands. There are two major scent glands, often referred to as anal glands, in deep creases on either side of the vent area in both males and females. These glands secrete small amounts of a musky-smelling waxy substance that sometimes builds up in the creases. Some rabbits keep this area clean without help. With others, you may notice an unpleasantly pungent odor. If you flip the animal over and stretch open the creases, you’ll see brownish waxy debris, which you can wipe away with a cotton swab dipped in mineral oil.
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Cleaning anal glands







Q: My rabbit’s droppings are in a chain, like a necklace. Is this a problem?


A: This is the result of self-grooming during a molt. During their daily grooming sessions, rabbits often ingest a lot of fur, and that’s what you see tying the fecal pellets together. If the intestinal tract slows down, the danger of impaction from a wad of fur gumming up the guts increases (see Fur Block). As long as your rabbit is eating well and eliminating regularly, it should be fine. If the fur is being eliminated, even if it strings the pellets together, it is a good sign that the intestines are working well.


The first sign of a problem is a decreasing appetite. So until the molt is complete, which may take 4 to 5 weeks, your rabbit needs plenty of hay every day and ample water.


Another key sign of intestinal trouble is the size of the fecal pellets. If you notice that the pellets are becoming tiny (about the size of BBs), increase the fiber in your rabbit’s diet; offer dried, unsweetened papaya bits (available in pet stores); and increase your rabbit’s exercise level to head off a catastrophe.


Q: Do rabbits need shots like dogs and cats?


A: It depends upon where you live. In the United States, there are no vaccinations required or recommended for rabbits. In the United Kingdom, Europe, Australia, and New Zealand, shots for myxomatosis and rabbit hemorrhagic disease (calicivirus) are recommended but are not mandatory.


Q: Do rabbits prefer cold or warm temperatures?


A: Rabbits do fine within a wide temperature range from below zero to 88°F (–18°C to 31°C), but they prefer cold, hands down. While some rabbits do become acclimated to their environments and can survive temperatures above 95°F (35°C) for a few days at least, the vast majority of domestic rabbits do best in cooler temperatures. (See How do I keep my rabbits cool in very hot weather?)


Q: Is a rabbit a good class pet for a sixth-grade class?


A: A rabbit can be injured if it is picked up awkwardly or if it struggles and is dropped, but eleven-year-olds should be mature enough to handle a rabbit without harming it. In fact, even first-graders can learn good animal skills with a classroom rabbit. The youngsters will get off to a great start with lessons on careful handling, and then refine their skills with initial close supervision as they learn how to be careful with other living creatures. Learning how to care for rabbits and show empathy toward them are excellent life lessons for all elementary school students.


Q: How can I make a bed for my pet rabbit?


A: Many dogs and cats love their special beds and you yourself may need a pillow and a soft mattress, but rabbits don’t necessarily need a special place to sleep. If you use one of the following suggestions, your rabbit will eventually chew it to shreds. That’s okay — these items are easily replaced and your rabbit will have fun in the meantime.




	A coconut mat or other chewable-fiber mat made for rabbits works well. A small doormat made of natural fibers will also be fine if it has no rubber or other kind of backing and is not impregnated with toxic chemicals.


	A low-sided cardboard box filled with a bit of pine shavings is cheap and easy. The box might last anywhere from a day to a week, and then you can discard the pieces and start fresh. Or your rabbit might use it as a litter box, in which case you should try one of the other ideas.


	A large oatmeal carton with the ends cut out makes a great cave, as long as the rabbit won’t become stuck.







How about a soft pile of clean rags? Not recommended. Loose threads and pieces with holes can become wrapped around parts of the rabbit’s anatomy, acting as a tourniquet. Rabbits can lose (and have lost) toes, tails, even tongues.


Even after you go to all the trouble to make a lovely bed, you might find your pet is still sleeping right on the wire cage floor or on the cold tiles in your bathroom. The bed you made might be soft, but it also might be too warm for the rabbit. Rabbits prefer cool sleeping quarters and often choose to sleep on their cage wire, even if you provide a cozy bed. This is probably because they’re already wearing a fur coat and their native underground sleeping chambers are very cool.





What Kind of Rabbit?


Q: What is a good breed for a pet rabbit?


A: There are dozens of different rabbit breeds. An individual of any breed can make a fine pet, especially when handled properly from birth so it’s used to people. However, there are some breeds that have particularly easygoing temperaments and beautiful coloring, both of which make them extremely popular as pets (see Popular Pet Rabbit Breeds).


All breeds have merits of their own; it’s a good idea to look at a complete list of rabbit breeds available in your area. The American Rabbit Breeders Association (ARBA) website is a good resource. The best breed is the one that catches your attention and enthralls you. Whichever breed you choose, obtain your rabbit from a reputable breeder and ensure that it is healthy and has a good temperament.
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Rabbits come in many sizes, from giant to dwarf, with weights ranging from just a couple of pounds to well over 20.










Popular Pet Rabbit Breeds


All rabbit breeds are distinctive in some way, and the personalities of most individual rabbits are delightful and friendly. It’s simply a question of deciding which characteristics appeal to you the most. This isn’t a complete listing of the 48 (and counting) breeds currently recognized by the ARBA but it gives a good idea of the variety of bunnies available.




Dwarf and Small Rabbits




American Fuzzy Lop rabbits weigh in at 4 pounds or less, and resemble Holland Lops dressed up in Angora wool. They are small and come in a huge variety of colors; if you like the Angora look and aren’t afraid of the grooming challenges, this is a cool breed.


Dutch rabbits are small, weighing in at 3.5 to 5.5 pounds. They can be any of six different colors — black, blue, chocolate, gray (agouti), steel, tortoise — but always have a white blaze across the nose, a white band around the middle, and four white feet.


Himalayan rabbits weigh just 2.5 to 4.5 pounds and are generally docile. They have long cylindrical bodies and are pure white with black, blue, chocolate, or lilac at the points (nose, ears, tail, and feet).


Holland Lop rabbits can weigh up to 4 pounds. They have lopped ears and cobby rounded bodies. The smallest of the lopped breeds, they come in a large variety of colors. Their laid-back attitude makes them great pets.


Jersey Wooly rabbits have the whole Netherland Dwarf vibe going on, but dressed in Angora wool. They are a maximum of 3.5 pounds, have round bodies and short perky ears, and can be found in many colors. The wool is heavy in guard hairs, making it easier to care for than other wooled breeds.


Lionhead rabbits are cute, captivating little animals with an adult weight of around 3.75 pounds. Aptly named, they have a long mane of wooled fur around the neck and ears that is quite reminiscent of the king of beasts. They may also have slightly longer fur around the face and hindquarters. The rest of the body is furred normally. Lionheads require regular, if occasional, grooming of the wooled areas. Their coats can be any of a variety of colors.


Mini Rex rabbits weigh up to 4.5 pounds. This small version of the Rex (see following page) has the same plush coat in a wide variety of colors.


Mini Satin rabbits weigh up to 4.75 pounds. They have shiny, satinized fur that is almost iridescent (see Satin, following page). They are accepted in eight different colors — black, chinchilla, chocolate, opal, otter, red, Siamese, and ruby-eyed-white — with more under development.


Netherland Dwarfs are tiny, round rabbits with tiny, upright ears. Weighing no more than 2.5 pounds, they are the smallest breed but can be found in a very large choice of colors. This might be the single most popular breed of rabbit, being found in some form in every country.


Dwarf Hotots are similar to Netherland Dwarfs in appearance, except for color. They are a white rabbit with a band of black or chocolate ringing each eye, reminiscent of eye liner.




Medium Rabbits




English Spot is a small to medium breed, weighing from 5 to 8 pounds. These rabbits have an upright carriage with an arched back. Their distinctive markings are easily recognizable — colored nose and eye markings and cheek spots, a stripe down the back, and spots on the sides. This is an active breed.


Mini Lops have the same genetic background as Holland Lops but are recognized as a separate breed. They weigh up to 6.5 pounds, quite a bit larger than Holland Lops. This rabbit looks exactly like a miniaturized version of the enormous French Lop and can be found in a huge assortment of colors.


Tan rabbits actually come in four colors: black, blue, chocolate, and lilac. Their coats are glossy, and they have an arched pose that shows off fiery red belly fur. The combination is very attractive. They weigh from 4 to 6 pounds.




Large Rabbits




Angoras come in several types and sizes, including English, French, Giant, and Satin. Due to their long wool, Angoras require an additional level of regular care but also offer the possibility of using or selling the fiber. Because Angoras require regular handling and grooming sessions, they tend to be docile and easy to hold.


Champagne D’Argent rabbits are a large breed suitable for meat production. Their distinctive coats are silvered. The youngsters are born black but as they grow the silver overtakes the black. The final coat color appears somewhat gray to nearly white, depending on the extent of the silvering.


Flemish Giant rabbits have a reputation for being gentle and wonderful pets. They are enormous, weighing a minimum of 14 pounds. Many Flemish Giants weigh 30 or more pounds. Continental Giants, a related breed from the United Kingdom, are truly gargantuan at 40 or more pounds for the largest individuals. Flemish Giants are accepted in black, blue, fawn, light gray, sandy, steel gray and ruby-eyed-white.


French Lop rabbits are also enormous. They are a rounded, lop-eared breed officially described as “massive.” Their minimum weight is 11 pounds. French Lops are grouped into six color groups: agouti, brokens, self, shaded, ticked, and wide band.


Rex rabbits weigh 7.5 to 10.5 pounds and are an excellent dual (or triple) purpose breed — meat, fur, and pet. A dense Rex coat is lovely to behold and even more amazing to touch: at five-eighths of an inch long, it resembles a plush velvet carpet. Understandably, Rex pelts are highly sought after by furriers; they come in a variety of rich colors: amber, black, otter, blue, Californian, castor, chinchilla, chocolate, lilac, lynx, opal, red, sable, seal, and white, as well as broken versions of each color.


Satin rabbits have intriguing, shiny fur. The hair shafts are thin, hollow, and translucent, and they reflect light, revealing the pigment clearly and giving the coat a brilliant, glassy sheen. When you see one, your head will no doubt swivel around for a second look. If you’re mesmerized, this is your breed.







Q: Do Angora rabbits make good pets?


A: The short answer is a resounding yes. Selective breeding over hundreds of years has resulted in placid animals that sit quietly while their owners pluck, shear, or clip their long wool. As pets, Angoras are happy to relax and enjoy your company.


The slightly longer answer is that Angoras do have those long wooly coats; you still have to groom them whether or not you intend to spin their wool into fiber. The grooming is not difficult, but requires some special equipment and must be done regularly, usually at least once a week, though it varies depending on the rabbit or the breed of Angora.


Q: Does the short fur of Rex rabbits create any problems?


A: Rex and Mini Rex rabbits have distinctively short, plush fur. Despite that ultra-dense coat, however, Rex rabbits do not fare as well in bitter cold weather as do normal-furred animals. While rabbits can handle temperatures into the subfreezing range, like –10°F to –30°F (–23°C to –34°C), Rexes need extra protection from the cold a bit sooner than normal-furred rabbits, whether it’s more cage insulation in the form of straw or a heated space for the cage.


A second consideration in raising Rex rabbits are their foot pads, which tend to lose fur and form calluses sooner than normal-furred breeds. Rex and Mini Rex rabbits (as well as rabbit breeds weighing over 12 pounds, in fact) may need some sort of a resting board in their cage to prevent their foot pads from developing sores. If you have a Rex rabbit, keep an eye on the bottoms of its feet, keep its toenails trimmed, and provide a comfortable resting board in the cage. The board can be wood, cardboard (very frequently replaced), or slatted plastic, but it needs to be kept clean to minimize the chance of infection.


Q: Do giant rabbits, such as Flemish Giants, pose any giant difficulties in taking care of them?


A: Flemish Giants and other big breeds are distinctive for their massive size; Continental Giants, raised in the United Kingdom and Europe, can easily reach 40 pounds or more. Many huge rabbits have a breed standard that includes no upper limit to their weight. This is true of the Flemish: the more massive, the better. In the United States, the Flemish Giant can weigh 20 pounds or more. Like many larger breeds of other species, the giant breeds are usually mellow in personality, making them wonderful pets.


The main concern with caring for a huge rabbit is that everything needs to be scaled up considerably. These rabbits need large cages, large nesting boxes, and large quantities of feed.


Feet are a chief consideration for giant breeds housed in an all-wire cage. The problem is not so much the foot pads, since these are normally very well furred. Rather, the weight of the rabbit causes excessive pressure on various parts of the feet that the fur pad cannot compensate for in the long run. While wire floors are just fine for most rabbits, the typical 14- or 16-gauge wire mesh is too fine for the giant breeds. Here are some options for housing these guys:




	Provide an ample resting mat.


	Use 12-gauge floor wire. Or use 14-gauge 1" × 1⁄2" wire, with at least two metal supports across the width of the cage.


	Use 1 × 2 wood slats, running front to back. Space them approximately 1⁄2-inch apart.


	Provide a hard floor for half of the cage.


	House your giant rabbits on solid floors in well-ventilated hutches with pine shavings as bedding, and clean frequently.







Q: How are lop rabbits different from other rabbits? Are there any special concerns?


A: Lop-eared rabbits have existed for possibly 300 years or more. The only difference between lop-eared rabbits and other rabbits is the sagging position of their ears. Because you cannot readily view the ear canals, it may be easy for these rabbits to pick up a case of ear mites behind your back or for foreign bodies like foxtails to enter the ears undetected. But if you are vigilant about checking the ear canals for those problems or for excess wax, lops aren’t any harder to care for than other breeds.


In the case of English Lop rabbits, whose ears can be long enough to step on, it is extra important that their cages remain clean all the time. Other considerations are to avoid using water crocks, because the lop’s enormous ears tend to get wet in them. In freezing temperatures, this can result in frostbitten ears, though in summer, this can be a plus as the water helps cool them.


You should also keep the toenails trimmed to avoid scratching and other injuries to the ears should the lop-eared rabbit walk on them. Regardless, few English Lop ears are perfect after maturity, as some injury is almost inevitable.


Q: Why has the fur on my rabbit’s belly and haunches turned yellowish?


A: Those are hutch stains, which could mean your rabbit is sitting or lying in its own urine. Rabbits, especially bucks, also tend to spray and may rub against the (sprayed) walls of the cage, whether solid or wire, resulting in discoloration and/or a sticky feel to the coat. Since rabbits are always cleaning themselves, it is time for that cage to get some deep cleaning. It may be that the resting board is sliding into the toilet area and becoming soaked. Sometimes simply fastening the board to a corner of the cage away from the rabbit’s potty spot will do the trick.


Q: Why might my rabbit’s fur be changing color?


A: Your rabbit is likely molting. You’re seeing the difference between the rabbit’s old coat, which is faded and rusty, and the vibrant new fur that is growing in. While this process completes itself, the rabbit may look two-toned, with a line of demarcation moving slowly down its back and sides.


Another reason for a coat that changes color is that the sun will fade a rabbit’s coat fairly quickly. Even a fresh new coat can fade or rust in bright sunlight long before the rabbit is ready to molt. It could be that your rabbit’s coat is bleaching or fading, but it will molt into a new coat eventually. Rabbits with darker pigments tend to fade more noticeably. Some black animals may appear to be turning into redheads.


Q: What does it mean if a Dutch rabbit has one ear up and one to the side?


A:  It could mean one of several things:




	One ear up and one ear down indicates a relaxed rabbit that has heard a curious sound. Even in relaxation, rabbits are aware of every aspect of their surroundings that they can discern. In this case, however, the lower ear is usually not to one side but instead lies flat against the back.


	It could simply be a warm day. Many rabbits tend to relax one or both ears in the heat.


	The rabbit may have weak or broken cartilage in the ear carriage — the set of muscles, tendons, and cartilage that hold the ears upright — on one side.


	The “Dutch” rabbit may have a lop-eared rabbit as a parent or grandparent.


	The rabbit might simply be used to carrying its ear sideways.





OEBPS/image/622142_2.2.jpg






OEBPS/image/622142_1.3C.jpg





OEBPS/image/622142_extra.jpg





OEBPS/image/622142_1.3E-R.jpg






OEBPS/image/105818.jpg
Wet pellets Dry fines





OEBPS/image/622142_1.4.jpg





OEBPS/image/112586.jpg





OEBPS/image/622142_2.1.jpg





OEBPS/image/RabbitRaising_cvr.png
RABBIT
RAISING

PROBLEM SOLVER

All Your Questions
Answered about:

HOUSING
FEEDING
BEHAVIOR
HEALTH CARE
BREEDING
KINDLING

Karen Patry

WW:J/
@ i :
{ \ 1

W






OEBPS/image/622142_1.3D.jpg






OEBPS/image/105471.jpg
'é'ﬁf’jﬂ 1.
—' ‘ \\' i{ NP
\ﬁ/{rm \\(\“& AN

N “






OEBPS/image/622142_1.3A.jpg








OEBPS/image/fresh-general.png
farmstand.

Learn something
creative every month.
Always $2.99 or less.

Free books and more at
www.storey.com/freshpicks





OEBPS/image/106615.jpg





OEBPS/image/622142_2.4.jpg






OEBPS/image/622142_1.2.jpg






OEBPS/image/106612.jpg





OEBPS/image/84373.jpg
back/topline

i shoulder/-’ﬁz\

hindquarters

forepaws

midsection





OEBPS/image/622142_1.3B.jpg






OEBPS/image/104681.jpg
:RABBIT
RAISING

Your Questions Answered about
Housing, Feeding, Behavior,
Health Care, Breeding, and Kindling

KAREN PATRY

Illustrations by Elara Tanguy

Storey Publishing





OEBPS/image/622142_2.3.jpg





OEBPS/image/RRPS-author-sig2.jpg





