
GENERAL INFORMATION

Domestic rabbits are intelligent, social and 
affectionate companion animals. Rabbits are in 
the order Lagomorpha and differ from rodents in 
that they have three pairs of incisor teeth rather 
than four pair like the rodents. There are several 
different breeds of rabbits, as well as different 
sizes. The life span of a rabbit is approximately 6 to 
8 years. The normal body temperature is 102.5F. 

Although many people see rabbits as calm, quiet 
animals, perfect for small children as a starter pet, 
nothing could be further from the truth. Children 
are naturally energetic and usually like to hold or 
carry around their pets. Rabbits are natural prey 
items and therefore do not enjoy overzealous 
handling. If this occurs the rabbit will likely start to 
squirm, scratch and even bite if it feels threatened. 
At this time many rabbits will either be dropped 
leading to fractured legs, or be overly restrained, 
leading to possible back or internal organ damage. 
If you purchase a rabbit for a child, the child 
must be shown the proper handling technique 
and explained to give the rabbit its space. 

HOUSING 

Rabbits should be provided with as large an 
enclosure as possible. Many people will actually 
provide large outdoor enclosures. Unfortunately, 

many pet shops sell small rabbit cages and the 
owners think that is plenty of space for them. 
Rabbits have powerful rear legs and should be 
allowed to exercise them as much as possible. 
Activity will also help the rabbit’s intestinal tract 
work more efficiently. Activity stimulates intestinal 
motility and helps speed up digestion. I will often 
see sick rabbits and will recommend increased 
exercise as part the treatment protocol. If the 
rabbit is allowed to run free in the house make 
sure the place is rabbit-proof first. Rabbits 
like to chew on things and can easily get 
electrocuted from chewing on an electrical wire. 

NUTRITION

Rabbits are herbivorous (only eat plant material) 
animals that have a very large cecum for the 
majority of their digestion. They require a large 
amount of fiber in their diet for proper digestion and 
normal intestinal function. Rabbits should be fed 
a daily diet made up from three food categories: 
commercially formulated pellets, hay, and fresh 
fruits and/or vegetables. The pellets should make 
up about 40% of the daily diet. Hay should make 
up about 25% of the daily diet. Fresh fruits and/
or vegetables should make up the remaining 
35% of the daily diet. A good quality rabbit pellet 
should contain at least 20% crude fiber, no more 
than 14% protein, and no more than 2% fat. The 
pellets should be plain; do not use brands that 
contain seeds, nuts or have colored items included. 
Timothy or grass hay is preferred over alfalfa 
because the alfalfa hay is too high in calcium 
and could cause kidney or bladder stones. 

Some good examples of fresh fruits and vegetables 
for rabbits include apple, pear, papaya, kiwi, 
pineapple, and various berries for fruits, mustard, 
turnip, collard, or dandelion greens, kale, broccoli, 
carrots, okra, squash, cauliflower, and sprouts. 
You should always be careful when adding or 
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changing fresh fruits or vegetables for your rabbit; 
a sudden change can sometimes cause a short-
term diarrhea, which should clear up in a few days. 
Fresh water should be provided on a daily basis.

Rabbits produce two kinds of feces. The normal 
hard pellets are mainly fiber. Once or twice a day 
the hard pellets are interrupted by the elimination of 
a soft pellet called a cecotroph. These cecotrophs 
are ingested by the rabbit directly from the anus, 

and are an important aspect of the rabbit’s 
nutritional status. The cecotrophs are rich in B 
vitamins, protein, and water. Rabbits that are 
housed in wire-bottom cages may not be able to 
ingest their cecotrophs and thus may develop a 
nutritional deficiency. Rabbits should be allowed a 
large area to hop around in several times a week; 
this will stimulate intestinal motility and help prevent 
constipation. Rabbits can be litter trained. Shortly 
after the rabbit is established within its enclosure 
it will choose a corner for defecation. Once this 
area has been identified simply place the litter 
box in that area and the rabbit will begin to use it. 
Be sure to clean the box regularly to prevent the 
rabbit from using another area of the enclosure 
for a bathroom. Be sure to use organic litter in 
the box. Clay litter can cause respiratory irritation 
from inhaled dust and can cause gastrointestinal 
problems if accidentally ingested during grooming.

REPRODUCTION

The male rabbits are called bucks, the female 
rabbits are called does, and the baby rabbits are 
called kits. The birth process is called kindling, and 
gestation (the time from breeding to kindling) is 
31 to 33 days. Does can have between 2 and 10 
kits with the average being 8. The normal kindling 
takes about 30 minutes. The kits are born hairless 
and the doe makes a nest out of her fur that she 
plucks off usually 2 to 4 days prior to kindling. 
The doe only nurses the kits for about 5 minutes 
a day and stays away from the nest the rest of 
the time. The kits are weaned around 42 days old 
and will start eating on their own then. Puberty 
is reached at around 4 to 6 months of age.

BASIC HEALTH CARE

Rabbit teeth continue to grow throughout 
the animal’s life. Normally the upper and 
lower teeth wear on each other, when this 
is changed for any reason malocclusion will 
occur. Malocclusion can cause the teeth to 
grow through the upper or lower lip and can 
lead to starvation or death if not corrected.
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Rabbits that are housed on wire-bottom cages 
can develop a condition called ulcerative 
pododermatitis or sore hocks. This disease is 
caused by excessive wear in the bottom of the 
rabbit’s feet on the rough surface. Overweight 
rabbits are more commonly effected; however, 
any rabbit can develop this disease. Changing 
the cage bottom or adding a solid floor area for 
the rabbit to sit on, along with the proper medical 
management can lead to a full recovery.

Never feed you rabbit iceberg lettuce, cookies, 
crackers, nuts, seeds, sugary snacks, 
breakfast cereals, or other starchy foods. 
These promote obesity and liver disease.

Rabbits, like cats, clean themselves and can 
develop hairballs. Unlike the cats, rabbits 
cannot vomit, so the hairballs can lead to 
anorexia or even death. To prevent this 
problem, you can use a commercially prepared 
hairball medicine on a regular basis, or you 
can provide your rabbit with fresh pineapple 
juice. The acid in the pineapple juice will 
dissolve hair and prevent hairball formation.

Ear mites are a common problem usually 
limited to outdoor rabbits. Indoor rabbits 
can contract ear mites from cats or dogs if 
they are allowed to play together. Ear mites 
are easily treated and if left untreated can 
cause severe pain and even deafness.

Rabbits will occasionally excrete an orange-
red colored urine. This is a normal change, 
due to porphyrin secretion by the kidneys. If 
the color persists for more than a couple of 
days, or if the rabbit stops eating you should 
have the pet examined by a veterinarian.

We do not suggest housing rabbits with 
guinea pigs. Rabbits can carry certain 
bacteria called Bordetella bronchiseptica 
without showing any signs of illness, this 
organisms is deadly to guinea pigs.

If your rabbit stops eating or having regular 
bowel movements for 12 hours or longer or has 
diarrhea, seek veterinary care immediately. Many 
diseases can be cured if caught quickly and treated 
appropriately. Rabbits are timid animals and will 
succumb easily to disease.

Given the proper care, handling and consideration, 
your rabbit can be a loving companion for many 
years. It is up to you the owner to provide for your 
rabbit’s needs.


