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Presentation 

Overview 



Å Owners have a legal responsibility under the Animal Welfare Act 2006 
to take reasonable steps to meet the welfare needs of animals in their 
care. 

 

Å Not to meet these is a criminal offence 

 

 

 Animal Welfare Act 2006 



1. Provide your rabbits with an  
     appropriate environment 

 
2. Provide your rabbits with an  
     appropriate diet  

 
3. Enable your rabbit to express normal  
     behaviour 

 
4. Keep your rabbit free from fear and 
     distress 

 
5. Seek diagnosis and treatment quickly  
    if your rabbit ill or injured 
 

5 Welfare Needs 
By law you need to do your best to: 



ÅOf course these are intrinsically linked to physical issues 
ï Ill health will affect behaviour 

ï Inappropriate diet will affect behaviour 

ï Environmental discomfort, e.g. temperature, will affect behaviour 

 

ÅBut assuming these are ok, how can vets ensure rabbits 
are able to perform normal behaviour and are free from 
fear and distress? 

Behavioural Welfare Needs 



ÅWe will consider just five facts about rabbits and what 
that means for behavioural health 

 
Å 1. Rabbits are fibrevores 

 

Å 2. Rabbits are social 

 

Å 3. Rabbits are prey animals 

 

Å 4. Rabbits are physically active animals 

 

Å 5. Rabbits are mentally active animals 

Know the beast and what  

that means for behaviour 



Å Rabbits originate from the Iberian Peninsular;  

     modern Spain and Portugal 

 

Å The ancestral species of all domestic rabbits  

     is the European rabbit 

 

Å Wild rabbits live in underground burrows 

 

Å Rabbits are most active at dusk and dawn and in the night; they are 
crepuscular 

 

Å Their eyes are designed for low light levels 

 

Å They do not tolerate high temperatures, naturally they would be below ground 
in the heat of the day. 

 

ÅDomestication has not fundamentally changed their 
behaviour! 
 

General Facts 



 

Rabbits are Fibrevores 

Å Rabbits naturally spend some 70% of the time they are active FORAGING    

  AND EATING 

Å A meadow, field or roadside verge is not made up of a single plant 

Å Rabbits are selective feeders: they forage for variety of herbs and grasses to   

  provide them with a nutritionally balanced diet 

Å High fibre diets require a lot of chewing / processing time 



Å Foraging and eating are a natural way in which rabbits occupy their 

time 

 

Å Feeding primarily concentrated diets of any kind can lead to:  

ïObesity and associated medical issues 

ïDental problems and pain 

ï Boredom 

ï And can lead to behaviour problems;  

    notably aggression  

Rabbits are Fibrevores 



Å Feed a balanced diet: only 2% concentrated food; the remainder being 

fresh or dried fibre. 

 

Å Concentrated diet should be fed in a way to encourage activity 

ï in food activity ball or in a plastic bottle with holes cut in it 

ï Scattered amongst the dried fibre (hay) 

 

Rabbits are Fibrevores  

How to meet the need 



Å Feed meadow hay, ideally organic, as this will have variety of herbs 

and grasses therefore maintain interest and encourage foraging 

Å Provide hay in several locations to encourage foraging 

Å Use hay racks, hay balls, or stuff hay in cardboard toilet roll tubes to 

encourage active feeding behaviour 

 

Rabbits are Fibrevores  

How to meet the need 



Å Feed fresh leafy vegetables, weeds and herbs every day, these should 
make up at least 30% of diet. 

Å Provide grazing opportunities through runs on the lawn or grazing trays: 

ï these can be in the form of grass trays with wire lids that allows the grass / 
herbs to grow throughé  

ï plant wild meadow mix to provide variety or a mix of grass and herb seeds 

 

Rabbits are Fibrevores  

How to meet the need 



 

Å Rabbits live in social groups 

Å In the wild the size of the group will be partly determined by the soil structure 

  and how difficult it is to dig and maintain a burrow system 

Å Where digging is easy the normal group will be a male and female 

Å Rabbits live in hierarchies 

 

Rabbits are Social 



Å In the wild there will be several groups which will graze nearby, but will 

have separate territories. 

Å This is rather how humans live; we have our own homes but share 

spaces such as parks and shops  

 

Rabbits are Social 



Å Rabbits will defend their territories very vigorously and will fight to the 
death. 

Å Rabbits are more aggressive during the breeding season. 

Å Breeding is triggered by daylight ratio and in the UK the season starts in 
late January and continues through to the end of August. 

Å Rabbits  obtained in the late summer and who have lived peaceably 
together over winter may become aggressive in spring if not neutered 

Rabbits are Social 



Å Rabbits have a complex communication system based on body 

language, vocalisations and scent marking. 

Å However, as animals that live primarily in the dark, and who are highly 

predated, their communication signals are very subtle 

Å They do not show obviously show when they are in pain or ill. 

Rabbits are Social 



Å Language:  

ï Affiliative signals include mutual grooming, lying in contact and making 

cooing noises 

ï Greeting is done by stretching its head out and lowering its ears 

ï Aggression be it angry or frightened is signalled by growling, tail held out 

and ears flattened 

ïRabbits also thump their back legs when frightened to warn others of 

potential danger.  

Rabbits are Social 



Å Scent marking 

 

Å This is very important means of communication. 

 

Å Rabbits have scent glands on their chin which they use to mark each other and 
objects in their home. 

 

Å Rabbits recognise each other by scent 

 

Å They will attack other rabbits that do not carry  

      the group scent 

 

Å Rabbits also deposit scent with their faeces, usually in piles of faeces known as 
latrines. These are used as territory markers. 

Rabbits are Social 

NB soft toys should only be given 

to rabbits if the owner is sure that 

they will not chew them, as they 

could be harmful to rabbits if 

eaten. 



Å Ideally rabbits should have the company of another friendly rabbit of a 

similar size. 

Å The best combination is a neutered male with a neutered female 

Å The second best is two neutered males obtained when young 

Å Two females, neutered or entire, are likely to fight 

Rabbits are Social  

How to meet the need 


