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Disclaimer:

This book was written using knowledge that we have gleaned from our years raising rabbits. We are not veterinarians. The ideas found here are things that we currently use on our rabbits, but they may not work for you. All content is offered in good faith. Please use your own judgment when dealing with your rabbits, as we cannot foresee all possible situations. Please make sure you take any rabbit showing signs of illness to a veterinarian immediately. Small animals can hide signs of illness until they are very sick. When you are in doubt about treatment for your pet rabbit, consult a licensed veterinarian.
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Raising Happy Rabbits:
An Introduction

Welcome! You are either considering getting a rabbit, already have a rabbit, or are just curious about rabbits. Our goal for this book is to help you make the decision of whether to get a rabbit, if you haven’t made it already, and to help you give your rabbit the healthiest and happiest life possible! We have four rabbits, all of which were rescues. This path has been one of adventure, education, and joy! We hope you will find the same path, as you partake on this journey of raising happy rabbits! As long as I can remember, I had wanted a rabbit, but it wasn’t until I became an adult that I was able to make the decision to get one for myself. Whether as an adult you are considering one for yourself, or perhaps you are contemplating one for your child, we are sure you have many questions about what caring for a rabbit may entail. There are many things to learn and consider whenever you take on the responsibility of a new pet. We will take it one step at a time, so don’t let it overwhelm or discourage you. It is our hope that you find this book helpful, and that before you know it, you will be comfortable and find taking care of your rabbit fun and rewarding. We know that we have.

Whether you choose to keep your new pet rabbit indoors or outdoors, there are certain things that they all need. When deciding to purchase your first rabbit, all these things should be considered prior to bringing home bunny. A rabbit is not a starter or an easy pet to have. If you choose to raise them correctly, and you care about their well-being, you will discover they can be just as demanding, time-consuming, and expensive as any dog or cat.

However, if you approach getting a pet rabbit with a little research and preparation, you will soon discover that they can become your best pet ever. With time, attention, and patience, a deep bond can develop, and you will be friends “furever.”

After choosing your new friend, you will be faced with many questions ranging from housing, litter training, proper feeding, exercise, freedom, and grooming to potential illnesses, playtime activities, learning what is normal and abnormal behavior, and much more.

Keeping rabbits happy is a delicate balance of allowing them to act like a wild rabbit, which is what they desire and what is instinctual for them, while realizing that they are domesticated rabbits, who actually have some very different needs, and could never survive on their own in the wild. While you may read about colonies of feral rabbits that have been abandoned in parks or areas around the world, their lives are usually short, disease-ridden, and miserable. This is why I am saying that they don’t usually survive in the wild on their own. Allowing your rabbit as much freedom as possible, giving them physical and mental enrichment opportunities, and keeping a small garden of herbs and lettuces are just three ways that you can help them feel at home.

Again, we hope to help you make your first year with your bunny not only a success but also a fun and fulfilling experience that will bond you and your new rabbit for life.

What This Book Is and Is Not About

When doing research about getting a new rabbit, your goal should be to offer your new pet the best possible life they can have. This is accomplished by educating yourself about what to expect, what to watch for, and how to mix the most natural lifestyle possible with proper veterinary care, and to give them the best chance at a long, healthy life.
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This book is not about breeding rabbits or raising meat rabbits. We will not be focusing on the common issues that breeding or meat rabbits encounter. Also, this book is not focusing on raising rabbits for profit. If your rabbits are breeding stock or meat stock, you still should aim for them to live a happy, healthy life. However, meat rabbits are usually only kept till they are three to six months old. They will not encounter many of the issues we will discuss here. Breeding stocks will have fertility issues, different dietary requirements, and many other pregnancy issues that we will not discuss. But please feel free to incorporate any part of this book that you feel may be beneficial if you are raising rabbits for either of these purposes.

Is a Rabbit Right for You?

When you think about having a pet rabbit, what do you envision? Rabbits can be a companion animal just as much as a dog or cat when they are raised and loved. If your only thought is a small hutch out in the garden, you are missing so much, and sentencing a very intelligent animal to a lifetime in jail. If you are planning a soft, cuddly stuffed-animal kind of pet, then you will be in for a surprise. Neither of these expectations will make for a happy rabbit. Although with built trust and patience, your rabbit may indeed be up for a snuggle in your lap.

It is my belief that most rabbits are happier and healthier when allowed to live indoors. This is not to say that you can’t have a great outdoor setup available for a rabbit, it is just my personal opinion. Indoor rabbits are generally not exposed to the same health concerns that an outdoor rabbit will have to deal with. However, being able to add supervised, safe outdoor time can add so many benefits to your rabbit’s quality of life.
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Rabbits love activity, toys, eating, attention, and time to run free. Are these things you can offer? Setting up a spare room in your home is a great way to offer a rabbit the freedom they need to thrive. Free-roam rabbits, who have total house freedom, generally learn to be part of the family, just as any other pet will. Maintaining a corner set up for them to return to their litter box and their food and water source is all that is required. Just keep in mind that there are some very normal, instinctual behaviors, such as chewing or digging, that can get them in trouble if they are allowed total unsupervised access to the house.
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Bunny Bits

Keeping a large cage available is a good idea in case you need to contain your rabbit in a small area for a short time. Being confined to small spaces for an extended period is stressful for them.



Can you spend time getting to know your rabbit’s unique personality, with all of their own likes and dislikes? Can you learn to spend time on the floor getting down on their level, rather than always in a chair or on the couch? Believe me, it won’t take too long before they jump up on the chair with you while you watch television. Sometimes, I am certain my Dwarf Lionhead, Sugar, is watching! Can you dedicate time to grocery shopping for a few extra things to make your rabbit’s mealtimes extra nutritional? If they can’t have full-time free-roaming access to the house or a room that is for them, can you dedicate several hours a day, at least, to allow them out of their cage to explore and exercise?
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Finally, are you getting this rabbit for you or for a child? Honestly, it takes a child with a special personality to thrive with a pet rabbit. Rabbits get stressed and try to hide if there are loud noises, or people moving quickly around them. This is a reaction to the fact that they are a prey animal. They are on the bottom of the food chain, and therefore they have an inbred sense of fear. In the wild, this is the only way they have to protect themselves. They do not like to be chased, and more than likely, they don’t like to be carried around. They also have a fragile skeletal system, and their legs, spine, and hips can break easily if they are dropped. Also, if they struggle to escape, they can easily break their back. They require daily attention to their litter box and regular eating routines that a child might not be able to keep up with. A pet rabbit may be a great choice for your child, but only you can know that. And as the adult, the cleaning of the cage, grooming of the rabbit, attention to their health, and feeding will ultimately fall on you. A rabbit takes time to learn to trust a person. It is not like a dog or cat, which will often be immediately pleased with its surroundings. It may take days, weeks, or months for your rabbit to bond with you and your child, or it may only take moments. Don’t get discouraged, and encourage your child to sit quietly every day, allowing their rabbit to explore them and learn to trust them. The bond can and will develop, it just may not be immediate.

If after a few days, things aren’t progressing with your child and the bunny, don’t get discouraged. Encourage your child to get on the floor with them, and allow bunny to sniff them and explore; eventually, they may jump on your lap. So, don’t give up, just do it on the bunny’s terms, with a nice treat waiting for them. (This part is the hardest for children to understand.) And you never know, you might get a rabbit that loves attention and adores your child. Like I said, they each have their own unique personality, just like your children.

Rabbits really aren’t that different from us. They need freedom, exercise, a healthy diet, and entertainment. If those sound like needs you can meet, then great! You are about to join a special group of people who have discovered the joy of pet rabbits.


Finding a New Pet Rabbit

Whether you are purchasing your rabbit from a pet store or a breeder, there are a couple of things you need to pay close attention to. I can’t stress enough the importance of finding a reputable breeder if this is the way you choose to go. Some pet stores and many breeders don’t care about their animals and do not care for them properly. Sadly, they just don’t have the time or personnel to devote to it, or maybe they are only concerned with making a profit. The conditions that they were born into and raised in can be horrible, and this can lead to a lifetime of issues. I am not suggesting that these rabbits don’t deserve good homes and to be rescued themselves, but there is a fine line between rescuing these rabbits and helping to fund the rabbit trade. Rabbits are quite often an impulse purchase, and many will end up either turned out to die from exposure or being abandoned at rescues. Often rabbits are purchased as a novelty for a child’s Easter basket. Then, after a few weeks, the purchaser discovers that they have bitten off more than they can chew. These rabbits deserve another chance, and adopting from the rescues is a great way to help. You may end up with an older rabbit (six months+), but after working through the issues, you will have saved a life.

Adopting a Rescue

We will keep this section short. If you can adopt a rescue, please do. You will need to be even more patient with them because you have no idea what circumstances they have been in or for how long. You may have to deal with aggression, food aggression, health issues, or even a rabbit that refuses to acknowledge you are there. Be patient. Be patient. Be patient.
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Bunny Bits

You may find many “rescues” online when you begin searching. Make sure you locate a rescue that puts the well-being of the animals first. The House Rabbit Society is an example of an organization that works hard to provide the best information and puts resources together to make sure you locate quality rescues, experienced local vets, and so much more. Their website is a must bookmark in my opinion (www.rabbit.org).





We currently have three rescue rabbits. Two of them have always been together, and we rescued them together. They were about eight months old when we got them. For eight months they were deprived of necessities. Because of this, we dealt with food aggression for over a year. They never believed they would be fed again. They were nasty when we got them, and it took days of grooming slowly to get them cleaned up. We kept pellets, as well as hay, for them around the clock because of the aggression, hoping they would learn. Anytime we approached with food, whether it was fresh or pellets, they would nearly attack us. They would eat as fast and as much as they could immediately. Keep in mind that it took longer than they had been alive to eventually help them overcome this fear. They were also timid, and very skittish. We basically did nothing but keep them fed, clean, and groomed their first year with us. We also took every opportunity they gave us to show them affection and begin to build trust. One day, there was a breakthrough, and all of a sudden they trusted us. No reason why, nothing was different than it had always been. One day, it just clicked with them that they were safe.
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Our third rescue was much easier. She had been abandoned behind an office building. We were able to catch her when we were notified that she was there. She had ticks all over her, and had very little food and water for at least a month before we found out about her. But once she was cleaned up and had been fed for a couple days, she was fine.

As we have said before, all rabbits are different and will react differently. Rescue anytime you can, and don’t give up on them.





Purchasing from a Breeder or Pet Store

If you are going to purchase from a breeder or store, here are a few things to consider.

AGE OF RABBITS

We are going to discuss rabbits and their unique needs beginning at eight weeks old, because you should not be adopting or purchasing a rabbit younger than that. It is actually illegal to sell domestic rabbits younger than eight weeks old in the United States. It is vitally important for a rabbit’s health that they remain with their mother until they are eight weeks. She will continue to nurse them until they are seven weeks old, then she is also teaching them to eat. Her milk contains one of the highest concentrations of calories of any mammal’s milk, and the colostrum they produce replenishes the antibodies and healthy bacteria that the babies need to survive. In addition to these feedings, the mother will teach the baby to eat its cecotropes (certain type of fecal material produced by rabbits), and it is a combination of all of these that create the correct flora in the gut of the young rabbit that is necessary to survive. Without this proper care for the correct amount of time, a young healthy-looking baby rabbit may slowly begin to get sick and eventually die because this balance in their intestines was not achieved.
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Photo Credit: Ann Scott, A Farm Girl in the Making

Here is an approximate guide that will help you tell how old a baby rabbit is. It is hard to determine exact age because a rabbit can develop at a faster or slower pace. This is a basic guide:
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Photo Credit: Jennifer Smith, Bunny Besties

Day 1–6: naked, eyes closed, ears back

Day 7: fur begins to grow

Day 10: eyes open (eyes can technically open between days 6 and 10)

Day 12: ears open

Day 18: will leave the nest to explore and begin to eat solid food (still nursing)

Day 60: fully weaned and independent
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Bunny Bits

Baby rabbits are called kits, and a group of kits is a litter.



Researching Breeds

There are a lot of things to consider when deciding on a rabbit breed. Things like size and temperament are important decisions to make. Rabbits can range in sizes from the dwarfs like a Netherland Dwarf, Holland Lop, or Lionhead that can be as small as 2 pounds, up to the Flemish Giants that can reach upwards of 22 pounds. With many different breeds and variations falling in between. They can all be loving and make great pets. It will simply come down to what you prefer! So, big or small, lop or straight ears, fuzzy or slick fur, energetic or more laid back, every rabbit will have their own unique personality, and will surprise you.

Based on our opinions and research, slightly larger breeds such as the Dutch, Himalayan, or Flemish are usually a good choice for people who have children who will be petting them a lot. They are slightly larger and not as fragile as the tiny breeds. They tend to tolerate it better. The well-known Netherland Dwarf on the other hand doesn’t usually do well with children. They prefer a more calm environment, and can be an excellent choice for adults.

Common Pet Rabbit Breeds*
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Buck or Doe?

A male rabbit is called a buck, and a female rabbit is referred to as a doe. It is very hard for someone untrained to identify male and female in young rabbits. So, if you are in a pet store, don’t put too much faith in what you are told. A male rabbit’s testicles generally do not descend until they are three to four months old, so once again, you cannot use this as a method to determine sex in younger rabbits. There are certain things you can carefully look for to determine the sex prior to testicle visibility. Here are two images to show the difference.

One or Two?

One hard decision to make is whether to adopt one or two rabbits at the same time. It is generally better, but not necessary, for a rabbit to have a friend to bond with. If they are young and housed together already, I would seriously consider adopting two together. It will make the transition easier on them. Once bonded, it is very difficult, unfair, and stressful to ever separate them. Be prepared to have them spayed/neutered as soon as possible, preferably around the age of six months, to avoid an unplanned litter of babies, if you have a buck and a doe. If you have two does, you will still want to consider a spay. The small-breed rabbits can reach sexual maturity as early as 3½ to 4 months! The larger breeds, such as the Flemish Giant, may not reach sexual maturity until six to eight months. If you are adopting at different times, you will have to slowly bond rabbits to each other, and it can be difficult. We will discuss this in the next couple of chapters.

If you do get a single rabbit, get them a large stuffed animal to be their snuggle friend, but be prepared to clean up stuffing if they decide to be rough with their new toy. Mine have never torn up a toy, though, so you may never have an issue.
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Happy is our large rabbit, and our last rescue. While quarantined, we found her a stuffed rabbit to be her “HusBun.” She did seem to enjoy snuggling with it, especially when we first got her. I still find her grooming it from time to time.





Basic Health

If you are getting a rabbit for the first time, please look around at their general living conditions. Do they have food, hay, and water available? Is their cage clean and free of any visible bugs? Are their eyes bright and clear, or are they weepy? Are their ears crust-free? Is the fur around their nose dry? Check their feet. Is the fur clean and are there any scabs or wounds from being housed on wire? Notice their poops; are they hard and round, or are they soft and mushy? Any rabbit in poor conditions deserves to be rescued, but it is going to need immediate help and a trip to the vet. Someone with experience needs to be contacted to rescue rabbits with special needs or severe health issues.

If you are bringing home a second bunny for bonding, be prepared to quarantine any new addition for at least a month to ensure that no issues develop that could be passed to your current rabbit. Also, make sure that you take them to your rabbit veterinarian and have them examined. This will decrease the risk of transmitting a disease to your current rabbit.
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Bunny Bits

Most rabbits do not like to be held on their backs. Some are okay with it. Don’t start out holding them like this. It takes practice to ensure they are properly supported, and if they panic, they could get hurt. In general, it is not recommended to hold rabbits on their backs.
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How to hold a rabbit is one of the first things you need to learn. First impressions are important, and this is the case with your future rabbit as well. You need to be calm so they will sense this as you approach them. Try not to be scared or jumpy. They really do pick up on your anxiety and will usually respond the same way.

When handling a new rabbit in an atmosphere like a store, make sure to either be on a low table or on the floor with them. They can get spooked really easily and begin to kick. Kicking is dangerous for them because it can cause trauma to their backs or legs. This kicking can be frightening for both of you and can result in you dropping them, or them wriggling away.
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Always approach a rabbit slowly, getting down on its level if possible, and speak to it in a calm, soft tone. When you are sure the rabbit is ready to be picked up, pick it up by placing a hand under the torso, a hand under the rear legs for support, and then pull them close to your body. Your bunny will feel safer and you will feel more confident. Never grab a bunny by the nape of the neck, ears, or legs! You always want to support their hindquarters, and maintain the natural curve of their spine. Never attempt to force them to sit or lie down. Their bones are fragile, and any trauma to their spine, hips, or legs can lead to paralysis. Always be prepared to quickly and carefully lower them to the floor if you see them beginning to panic or struggle to get away. If they start to struggle they will try to leap from your arms and this could easily lead to a broken leg.

As your rabbit begins to get to know you, they will calm down some, which will make handling them easier. Some rabbits will never really like to be held, but most will learn to tolerate it if you learn to handle them correctly.
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Breed Name Size Temperament | Fur Ears Handling
Californian Up to 12 Ibs Calm/Friendly Soft/Short Straight Yes

Dutch 3.5-5.5Ibs Calm Unique Pattern | Straight Yes
Flemish Giant 15-22 Ibs Calm/Smart Short/Slick Straight Not Really
Harlequin 6.5-8lbs Smart/Playful Short/Soft Straight Yes
Himalayan 2.5-4.5 |bs Playful/Smart Short/Soft Straight Yes
Holland Lop 2-4 lbs Playful Furry/Soft Lop No
Lionhead 2.5-4 |bs Friendly/Smart | Soft/Long Straight Yes

Mini Rex 3.5-4.51bs Friendly Velvet Straight Yes

Mini Lop 3-5.51bs Calm/Smart Furry/Soft Lop Yes, calmly
Mini Satin 3-51lbs Friendly/Calm Shiny Straight Yes, sometimes
Polish 2.5-3.5lbs Friendly/Calm Soft/Short Straight Yes
Sussex Upto 7 Ibs Friendly/Greedy | Soft Straight Yes
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