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Rabbit production is developing into a significant 
agricultural enterprise in the United States 
(Fig. 1.1). This is particularly evident because of 
the increasing desire of society to know where 
their food comes from and how it was produced. 
It is also relatively important in several Euro-
pean countries, such as France, Spain, and 
Italy, where rabbit is regarded as a gourmet 
meat, and is expanding in several other coun-
tries around the world. In China, the Angora 
rabbit is raised for its wool, which is exported to 
other countries for the production of high- 
quality luxury garments. Rabbit pelts are used 
in making fur coats and toys. In addition to 
being raised commercially for meat, wool, and 
fur, rabbits are also produced in large numbers 
for laboratory use. They are particularly useful 
in certain types of medical research. Many 
people in the United States raise rabbits for 
show or exhibition purposes and enjoy the 
challenge of breeding animals that display 
traits that best exemplify the standards of a 
particular breed. Others keep rabbits simply as 
pets. Whatever one’s motivation for keeping 
rabbits, information on nutrition, diseases, 
breeding, and management is useful for attain-
ing an end product of healthy, well-nourished, 
productive animals.

History, Taxonomy, and  
 Domestication of the Rabbit

The origin and evolution of rabbits is difficult to 
trace, because rabbit bones are small and fra-
gile and often are destroyed or rearranged by 
predators. Fossil records trace the order Lago-
morpha back about 45 million years to the late 
Eocene period. The leporids (rabbits and hares) 
appear to have originated in the Iberian Penin-
sula (Spain and Portugal) and southern France.

The modern lagomorphs consist of two 
families (Leporidae and Ochotonidae) with 11 
genera (Table 1.1). They range from the highly 
successful hares and rabbits of the Lepus, 
Oryctolagus, and Sylvilagus genera to several 
endangered genera and species. The Bunola-
gus genus, with one species, the riverine rab-
bit, is restricted to Karoo floodplain vegetation. 
Other rare and endangered lagomorphs include 
the Sumatran hare (Nesolagus netscheri) in 
Indonesia, the Amami rabbit (Pentalagus 
furnessi) in Japan, and the volcano rabbit 
(Romerolagus diazi) in Mexico. Further infor-
mation on rabbit taxonomy can be obtained 
from the Internet at https://www.britannica.
com/animal/rabbit.
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All breeds of domestic rabbits are des-
cendants of the European wild rabbit, Oryc-
tolagus cuniculus. Rabbits were originally 
classified as rodents but are now placed in a 
separate order, Lagomorpha, primarily be-
cause they have two more incisor teeth than 
rodents (six instead of four). The lagomorphs 
are divided into two major families: (1) pikas 
and (2) rabbits and hares.

Pikas, or rock rabbits, are common inhab-
itants of mountainous areas in North America 
and Asia (Fig. 1.2). In contrast to other lago-
morphs, they are highly vocal, having a loud 
call or whistle. Pikas inhabit rocky areas of 
talus or piles of broken rock. They collect grass 
and other vegetation, which they cut and then 
allow to cure into hay in the sun. The hay is 
stored in piles in the rock crevices, to be used 

Fig. 1.1. A productive doe and her litter. Because of their high reproductive capacity and high growth rate, 
rabbits are among the most productive of domestic livestock. (Courtesy of P.R. Cheeke)

Table 1.1. The modern lagomorphs.

No. of modern  
species

Present natural 
geographical distribution Examples

Family Leporidae Genera:
Sylvilagus 17 North America, South 

America
Brush rabbit, swamp 

rabbit, cottontail
Oryctolagus 1 Europe, North Africa European wild rabbit, all 

domestic species
Caprolagus 1 India Hispid rabbit 

(endangered)
Bunolagus 1 South Africa Riverine rabbit
Poelagus 1 Central Africa Bunyoro rabbit
Pronolagus 3 Southern Africa Red rock hare (actually a 

rabbit)
Pentalagus 1 Amami Islands (Japan) Amami rabbit 

(endangered)
Romerolagus 1 Mexico Volcano rabbit 

(endangered)
Nesolagus 2 Sumatra (Indonesia) Sumatran rabbit, 

Annamite rabbit
Brachylagus 1 North America Pygmy rabbit
Lepus 32 Eurasia, Africa, North 

America
Jack rabbit, snowshoe 

hare, European hare
Family Ochotonidae Genus:

Ochotona 14 Western North America, 
Asia

Pika

Source: Smith, A. 2020. Encyclopaedia Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/animal/rabbit.

https://www.britannica.com/animal/rabbit
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for winter feed. Pikas differ from rabbits in a 
number of fairly obvious characteristics, besides 
their whistling and calling. Both sexes lack the 
typical external sex organs of other animals 
and instead have a cloaca into which the fecal, 
urinary, and reproductive tract discharges are 
made.

They have much less developed hind legs 
than rabbits and hares and resemble rodents in 
their appearance. Pikas are commonly seen or 
heard in high mountain areas, where they are 
often observed perched on rocks. A shrill whis-
tle is used as an alarm signal. Unlike rabbits 
and hares, which are nocturnal, pikas are most 
active by day.

Hares differ from rabbits in that they are 
born fully haired, with their eyes open, and can 
run within a few minutes of birth (Fig. 1.3). 
They are born in the open without a well- 
defined nest. They have long legs and take 
long leaps or bounds when running. Hares 
have long ears and are wary and alert. They 
can detect enemies at considerable distances 
and depend on their speed and endurance for 
escape. Hares are in the genus Lepus (e.g., 
Lepus europaeus – European hare; Lepus 
californicus – black-tailed jack rabbit). Some of 
the more common hares in North America are 
the jack rabbits of the western United States 

and Canada and of northern Mexico. Jack rabbits 
can become serious agricultural pests, causing 
great damage to crops and rangeland. In the 
past, rabbit drives were used to control them, 
whereas pesticide baits are now employed. 
The Arctic hare is found in northern Canada 
and in Alaska, Greenland, and Asia. The snow-
shoe hare is found in most of Canada and the 
northern continental United States. Both the 
Arctic and snowshoe hares have different coat 
colors in summer and winter, being brown in 
summer and white in winter. The populations 
of snowshoe hares in northern areas fluctuate 
on about a 10-year cycle. Populations of their 
predators, such as the snowy owl and Canada 
lynx, fluctuate in a similar manner. The Euro-
pean hare is an important species for hunting 
in Europe. During the breeding season, Euro-
pean hares engage in courtship rituals involv-
ing dashing about wildly and leaping into the 
air, thus accounting for the expression “mad as 
a March hare.” High blood levels of the male 
hormone testosterone occur during the period 
of “March madness.”

The two main genera of rabbits are the 
true rabbits (Oryctolagus) and the cottontail 
rabbits (Sylvilagus). Oryctolagus encompasses 
the wild European rabbit and its domesticated 

Fig. 1.2. A pika or rock rabbit. Pikas, along with 
rabbits and hares, are members of the order 
Lagomorpha. (Courtesy of Justin Johnsen, 
licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution- 
Share Alike 3.0 unported license) Fig. 1.3. A jack rabbit. Jack rabbits are actually hares, 

close relatives of rabbits. (Courtesy of B.J. Verts)
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descendants, which include all the breeds of 
domestic rabbits. Sylvilagus includes a number 
of North American cottontails, such as the 
Eastern, Desert, Brush, Marsh, and Swamp 
cottontail rabbits. The recent discovery of a 
new species of Sylvilagus in South America 
may result in the reclassification within the 
Sylvilagus genera.

Cottontails and domestic rabbits cannot 
be crossed. Laboratory investigations have 
shown that sperm and eggs of the two genera 
will fertilize, but the developing embryos die in 
a few hours, after about four cell divisions. The 
same is true for crosses of hares and rabbits. 
The lack of viability of the hybrid embryos is 
due in part to differences in chromosome num-
bers among the genera. There are 22 chromo-
some pairs in Oryctolagus, 21 in Sylvilagus, 
and 24 in Lepus.

The story of the domestication of rabbits 
is shrouded in mystery. It is believed that the 
original site of domestication was the Iberian 
Peninsula (Spain and Portugal and the south of 
France). The first recorded rabbit husbandry 
was in early Roman times, when rabbits were 
kept in leporaria, or walled rabbit gardens. 
Rabbits reproduced in these enclosures and 
were captured and killed for food. In the Mid-
dle Ages, sailing vessels distributed rabbits on 
islands in various sea lanes, to be used as a 
source of food by sailors. Wherever these re-
leases were made, the rabbits increased greatly 
in number at the expense of the indigenous 
animals. As exploration of the world increased, 
the European wild rabbit was further distrib-
uted by sailors. In 1859, a few rabbits were 
released in Victoria, Australia and, in 30 years, 
gave rise to several million rabbits. Other re-
leases of a few rabbits in Australia also gave 
rise to millions of rabbits in the areas of re-
lease. The wild rabbit became a serious pest in 
Australia and New Zealand because of the fa-
vorable environment, abundant feed, and ab-
sence of predators. The European wild rabbit, 
although released in North America, was never 
able to gain a foothold and does not exist on 
the continent in significant numbers. A feral 
population of Oryctolagus has developed on 
the San Juan Islands off the coast of the state 
of Washington.

In the Middle Ages, rabbits were kept in 
rock enclosures in England and Western Europe. 

There is also evidence of Pre- Columbian do-
mestication of rabbits and hares by indigenous 
tribes in Central America involving captive 
rearing and breeding in small pen enclosures. 
True domestication is largely believed to have 
occurred in the sixteenth century in monaster-
ies, although this may have occurred as early 
as ad 600. By 1700, seven distinct colors and 
patterns had been selected: non-agouti solid 
color, brown, albino, dilute (blue), yellow, silver, 
and Dutch spotting. By 1850, two new colors 
and the Angora-type hair had been developed. 
Between 1850 and the present, the remaining 
colors and fur types have been developed and 
selected.

Potential of the Rabbit for Meat  
and Fur Production

The domestic rabbit has the potential to be-
come one of the world’s major livestock spe-
cies. In the future, as the human population 
exerts increasing pressure on the world’s food 
resources, it is likely that rabbits will assume an 
increasingly important role as a source of food. 
However, this does not imply that rabbits will 
have to be raised mostly on large commercial 
farms; rather, it is likely that many more people 
than at present will raise them in small num-
bers in their backyards. Rabbits also possess 
various attributes that are advantageous in 
comparison to other livestock. Rabbits can be 
successfully raised on diets that are low in grain 
and high in roughage. Recent research has 
demonstrated that normal growth and repro-
ductive performance can be achieved on diets 
containing no grain at all. As competition be-
tween humans and livestock for grains intensi-
fies, rabbits will have a competitive advantage 
over swine and poultry, since these animals 
cannot be raised on high roughage diets or 
diets that don’t contain grain. Rabbits convert 
forage into meat more efficiently than rumin-
ant animals, such as cattle and sheep. From a 
given amount of alfalfa, rabbits can produce 
about five times as much meat as beef cattle. 
All these attributes are especially relevant today 
with rising feed and fuel costs.

The ability of rabbits to efficiently convert 
forage into meat will be of special significance 
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in developing countries, where population 
pressures and food shortages are greatest. In 
many cases, there is abundant local vegetation 
that cannot be consumed directly by people 
but that can be fed to rabbits. A few does 
can be kept by villagers on a backyard scale 
to produce enough meat to satisfy the needs 
of a family by using weeds, tropical forages, 
vegetable tops, and table scraps as feed for the 
rabbits (Fig. 1.4). Keeping cattle under such 
circumstances is not feasible because of their 
larger feed and space requirements, the long 
time taken to reach slaughter weight, and the 
problem of using a large amount of meat at 
once when refrigeration is lacking. Rabbits act 
as “biological refrigerators” in that the meat 
from one animal can be consumed without the 
need for storage. Rabbits will breed year-round, 
so a continuous supply of meat can be produced 
with just a few breeding animals. The above 
scenario is hitting closer to home as more people 
in the U.S. are growing gardens and raising 
small livestock in an effort to stretch the food 
dollar with the economic downturn of the glo-
bal recession of 2009 and the global Covid-19 
pandemic of 2020.

An exciting characteristic of rabbits is their 
high reproductive potential. This, of course, is 
well known, being the subject of numerous 
jokes regarding fertility. Because of their rapid 
growth rate, short gestation period, and ability 
to rebreed immediately after kindling (giving 
birth), rabbits have a reproductive potential that 
is staggering. Several animals released in Aus-
tralia resulted in a few years in tens of millions 

of rabbits. In commercial production, this high 
reproductive potential is of great importance. 
Recent research has demonstrated the feasibil-
ity of post-partum breeding, so it is possible for 
a doe to have a litter, be rebred immediately, 
wean the litter at 28 days, and have another 
litter 3 days later. This is the normal breeding 
pattern of wild rabbits during the breeding sea-
son. No other type of livestock has this amazing 
reproductive potential. Such intensive breeding 
requires a high level of management skill and 
is not recommended until further research is 
completed.

There is considerable potential for genetic 
improvement of rabbits raised commercially. 
Because the generation time is short, and be-
cause the heritability of growth and carcass 
traits is moderate to high, rapid improvement 
of these traits through selection can be made. 
In the United States there has been compara-
tively little genetic selection of rabbits for such 
important commercial characteristics as carcass 
traits, so there is scope for considerable pro-
gress in these areas. Compared to other types 
of livestock production, there has been little 
commercial development of high performing 
hybrids, use of well-designed crossbreeding 
schemes, or other techniques that are routine 
in the other types of livestock enterprises.

Rabbits lend themselves to both small- and 
large-scale production (Fig. 1.5). France is one 
of the world’s largest producers and consumers 
of rabbits. In the 1950s, the size of the average 
French herd was six does. Thus, the French 

Fig. 1.4. A village rabbitry constructed of bamboo, 
palm thatch, and other locally available material. 
Rabbit production has considerable potential in 
developing countries. (Courtesy of S.D. Lukefahr)

Fig. 1.5. A large rabbitry in Hungary producing 
about 300,000 fryers annually. Rabbits are suited 
to both large- and small-scale production. 
(Courtesy of J.I. McNitt)
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industry was based upon a large number of 
small producers. In recent years, however, 
the average herd size has increased some-
what, but 96% of the producers in France have 
1 to 20 does. Only 1% of the producers have 
over 200 does, but they produce more than 
30% of the rabbit meat. In the United States 
most rabbitries have 50 or fewer does. Many 
people keep a few does in the backyard to raise 
meat for the family and to sell the surplus. In 
times of economic stress, such as the depres-
sion of the 1930s, World War II, and the en-
ergy crisis of the 1970s, interest in self- 
sufficiency increases, and backyard rabbit 
production increases. This trend has also been 
observed in present times with the global re-
cession. Because they are noiseless, rabbits 
can be raised in a suburban situation without 
infringing on the peace of neighbors. Only a 
small space is needed for raising rabbits, and 
they adapt themselves to a variety of condi-
tions, being raised successfully in many cities, 
in small towns, and on farms in every state of 
the U.S. They appeal to all classes of people 
with a diversity of backgrounds. Many of these 
people have had a lifelong yen for raising ani-
mals but have been so situated that they could 
not realize their dreams. Now they are deriving 
a great deal of pleasure and relaxation from 
working with rabbits. The amount of capital 
needed for the equipment and for the animals 
is reasonable. Caring for rabbits does not in-
volve strenuous physical exertion, so the work 
can be carried out with much satisfaction by 
persons with special needs. Rabbit production 
is especially useful for occupational therapy. 
The size of the animal makes it exceptionally 
valuable in youth programs.

Rabbit meat is a wholesome, tasty product 
(Fig. 1.6). Compared to most other meats, it is 
high in protein and low in fat, cholesterol, and 
sodium. The meat is white, fine-grained, deli-
cately flavored, nutritious, and appetizing. It is 
also low in caloric content. The size of the car-
cass, the fine quality of the meat, and the wide 
range in methods for preparation make rabbit 
an excellent and economical meat for use in 
any season of the year. In many areas it is avail-
able in the markets either in the cut-up and 
packaged (fresh or frozen) form or in the whole 
carcass. While there appears to be a prefer-
ence shown by consumers for the cut-up and 

packaged product, chefs and those in charge 
of the meat purchasing for institutions such as 
hospitals, clubs, and hotels prefer it in the 
whole carcass form so they may cut it to 
suit their own requirements and methods of 
preparation. Some processors develop cuts 
such as fillets or nuggets for specialty restaur-
ant markets.

Although the main commercial use of rab-
bits is meat, the skins are also important. The 
furs are used in various apparel items, such as 
fur coats. However, the price paid for the skins 
by the larger fur buyers is not sufficient to justify 
many of the assertions that have been made 
that one could engage in breeding rabbits for 
their pelts alone and make a satisfactory profit. 
The returns from both meat and pelts must be 
combined to derive the maximum profit from 
the labor and capital invested. The market val-
ues vary from time to time, depending on sea-
son, fashion dictates, etc.

Rabbit skins are used in many ways, the 
best quality being employed in making fur 
garments and fur trimmings, the poorer qual-
ity being used by the felting industry and for 
manufacturing toys, specialty articles, etc. 
The normal furs are used chiefly for making 
imitations of high-priced furs, and the fur in-
dustry has become so proficient in this line 
that by plucking, shearing, dyeing, etc., it is 
able to imitate many of the wild and more ex-
pensive furs. These imitations are sold under 
a variety of trade names and each imitation 
must be properly labeled. The better-quality 
garments that are made from the heavily 
furred rabbit skins are warm and luxurious, 
and they wear well (Fig. 1.7). Those skins that 
are not suitable for manufacturing the bet-
ter-quality products are used for lining men’s 

Fig. 1.6. Rabbit is a high-quality, nutritious, and 
attractive meat. (Courtesy of S.D. Lukefahr)
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and boys’ clothing, making toys, trimming 
children’s garments and coats, and manufac-
turing felt hats. At the time the fur is cut from 
the skins for use by the felting industry, the 
skins are shredded and glue that is especially 
strong is extracted. This glue is used princi-
pally by furniture makers. Large processing 
plants use all parts of the rabbit, even the feet 
for “lucky rabbit’s foot” souvenirs.

The Rex rabbit differs from other breeds 
in having a coat with no conspicuous guard 
hairs, giving a very attractive fur. In the United 
States, there has been extensive interest in Rex 
Rabbit production but it has yet to develop into 
an integral component of the American rabbit 
industry.

In Europe, there is extensive use of An-
gora rabbit wool in the manufacture of luxury 
garments. The main source of Angora wool 
production is China, which produces over 
90% of the world’s supply. In the United 
States, Angora production is primarily a hobby, 
since the high labor costs preclude a viable 
commercial Angora industry.

Production of Pharmaceuticals

Associated with the production of rabbits for 
meat and fur is the preparation of pharmaceut-
ical products. The brains, blood, and various 
internal organs are used in producing “biologi-
cals” for medical use and research. For example, 
rabbit brains are a source of thromboplastin, 
which is used to control the dosage of anti-
coagulant given to prevent thrombosis (heart 
attack), phlebitis, and other abnormal clotting 
conditions of the human body. The blood is 
used to prepare complement, used in biomed-
ical programs. Various enzymes for research 
are derived from rabbit tissues.

Youth Programs

The raising of domestic rabbits lends itself 
nicely to 4-H Club, Boy and Girl Scout, and 
FFA projects (Fig. 1.8). The fact that in many 
cases rabbits can be raised where larger farm 
animals or even poultry cannot be handled 
makes them especially useful animals for these 
groups. In this connection, rabbit breeders can 
be of material aid to these younger people by 
providing desirable breeding stock at nominal 
prices and by counseling with leaders and 

Fig. 1.7. A woman wearing a rabbit fur hat and 
carrying a rabbit fur purse. (Courtesy of S.D. 
and B. Lukefahr)

Fig. 1.8. Youth members showing their rabbits. 
(Courtesy of S.D. Lukefahr)
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members of the youth groups with respect to 
methods for raising or caring for their animals. 
In many areas where the youthful rabbit raisers 
may need capital for developing their projects, 
local bankers cooperate with them and arrange 
to make loans for that purpose. A boy or girl 
signs a note and is expected to repay the prin-
cipal plus interest out of the profits from the 
endeavor. This cooperation by business execu-
tives is helpful and gives the young rabbit raiser 
an insight into business procedure. Many youth 
projects have resulted in prizes and trophies 
being awarded at fairs and other exhibitions. 
Youth programs are an excellent way of teaching 
the concept of responsibility to young people.

To teach young persons the fundamentals 
of animal husbandry, youth groups may begin 
with young rabbits at weaning age. When the 
young members of a family group want to raise 
rabbits, it may be best to purchase an adult 
doe so that their interest may be kept keen by 
the chronological events, such as the doe 
making a nest and kindling and then the young 
people taking care of the litter, selling the prod-
ucts, etc. Many of these small beginnings on 
the part of young people have developed into 
sizeable undertakings.

Hobbies and Pets

Because the domestic rabbit is cage-raised, it 
lends itself more readily than other farm animals 
to handling by people with special needs and 
opens up a new field of activity for them. They 
derive a great deal of satisfaction from produ-
cing meat rabbits, spinning Angora wool and 
making garments, or just raising rabbits as pets.

People may want to raise rabbits because 
they enjoy working with animals and thus can 
advantageously combine a hobby with prospects 
of a supplemental income. There are many 
ramifications to this type of activity (Fig. 1.9). 
Some people may develop an interest in attempt-
ing to improve a strain of rabbits by studying its 
characteristics in an effort to produce animals as 
nearly perfect as possible and derive a great deal 
of pleasure from showing them.

Complete rabbit rations can be purchased 
in small quantities at most feed stores, and 
these pellets are clean, easy to store, and 

convenient to feed. Caution should be taken in 
purchasing very young rabbits, such as Easter 
bunnies, etc., for small children. In too many 
cases the rabbits are improperly handled or 
cared for and may be abused and die. A rabbit 
purchased for a child’s pet should be at least six 
to eight weeks of age, because it has passed its 
more delicate stage of development and is less 
likely to be injured while the child is being in-
structed by the parent as to the proper method 
for holding and playing with it.

Laboratory Use

Rabbits have traditionally been used as labora-
tory animals. Because they are small and do 
not require a large amount of space in the 
laboratories and because the feeding and care 
are relatively inexpensive, this species is well 
adapted to certain types of research (Fig. 1.10). 
These include performing nutritional studies, 
testing new medical products, producing anti-
bodies, developing information concerning 
inheritance of malformations, and studying dis-
eases. The rabbit is being used more and more 
in connection with preliminary research tests 
with the larger types of farm animals, and its 
blood is used quite extensively in making 
antisera. Rabbits used in research are treated 
humanely. In some cases, as with the controver-
sial Draize test for assessing effects of cosmet-
ics on the eye, alternatives to animal testing 
have been developed and are in use.

Fig. 1.9. Rabbits make fine pets! (Courtesy  
of Cherie Wachter, Humane Society of Broward 
County, Fort Lauderdale, FL)
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Factors Limiting Rabbit Production

Despite the promising potential of the rabbit as 
a meat- and fur-producing animal, a number of 
factors presently limit the profitability of rabbit 
enterprises. These are related to problems of 
nutrition, disease, genetics, and the high labor 
requirement for intensive rabbit production. 
Much less research has been conducted on the 
commercial production of rabbits than on the 
commercial production of other livestock 
species. Therefore, many more unsolved prob-
lems exist, and less information is available on 
optimal feeding, breeding, disease prevention, 
and management systems. In the area of nutri-
tion, for instance, it is only since 1970 that data 
on specific nutrient requirements for energy, 
protein, amino acids, vitamins, and minerals 
have been obtained. In most cases, the existing 
data have been collected in experiments using 
small numbers of animals, with diets that are 
not representative of commercial feeds. Thus, 
much refining of this information is needed 
through continued research.

Diseases such as enteritis, snuffles, and viral 
hemorrhagic disease (VHD) are very important 

factors that prevent rabbit production from 
reaching its potential. Enteritis is a complex of 
several diseases that cause diarrhea, dehydra-
tion, and death of young rabbits. Until the early 
1980s, very little progress had been made in 
understanding the causes of enteritis. Signifi-
cant advances in the identification of types of 
bacteria and dietary factors involved in devel-
opment of enteritis have been made since that 
time, but much remains to be done.

In the breeding and genetics areas, there 
has not been a sustained effort to develop su-
perior breeding animals for commercial pur-
poses. The commercial rabbit industry in the 
United States has been based on rabbit raisers 
who have not been in the business for very 
long. One large processor has characterized 
rabbit raisers as “one-third coming into the in-
dustry, one-third in, and one-third leaving.” 
The lack of many long-term commercial pro-
ducers means that there have not been many 
sustained breeding and selection programs car-
ried out for a sufficient period to make real 
progress. Some selection in the past has been 
for traits with a low heritability, such as con-
ception rate and litter size, whereas moderately 
to highly heritable traits, such as milk produc-
tion and growth rate, have not received much 
attention. Development of superior breeding 
stock, with the potential for high performance 
in all productive traits, would do much to en-
sure the growth of the rabbit industry. Another 
factor that limits the profit potential of large- 
scale rabbit production is the high labor intensity 
of rabbit rising. Under present management 
situations, there is a great deal of hand labor 
involved in feeding, mating, cage cleaning, and 
virtually all other facets of rabbit production. 
This is in contrast to the extensive automation 
and low labor requirements for poultry produc-
tion. Once a rabbitry reaches a size above 600 
does and hired labor is required, the labor costs 
become a major factor. Additionally, rabbits 
require “tender loving care,” and with large rab-
bitries employing hired labor, this is not always 
easy to provide. For successful development of 
large commercial rabbit enterprises to occur in 
North America and other areas with high labor 
costs, management systems employing greater 
automation must be developed.

In contrast, for backyard production in both 
developed and developing countries, the labor 

Fig. 1.10. Rabbits are widely used in biomedical 
research. In this picture, a rabbit used in forage 
evaluation research is weighed. (Courtesy of  
S.D. Lukefahr)
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requirements are more or less irrelevant. A few 
does and their offspring for family meat produc-
tion are easy to manage, with the care often pro-
vided by the children. Diseases, such as enteritis, 
snuffles, and sore hocks seem to be much less 
prevalent under these conditions, probably be-
cause of a more varied diet and less stressful con-
ditions than animals experience in a large rabbitry. 
Because of low labor costs and often abundant 
forage resources, some developing countries may 
prove to be ideal sites for large-scale rabbitries.

The future is bright for rabbit production. 
Increasing interest in research on rabbit produc-
tion at universities and experiment stations 
throughout the world will undoubtedly provide 
answers to many of the problems currently 
plaguing rabbit producers. The nutritional qual-
ities of rabbit meat have resulted in new market-
ing potentials for rabbit as a “health food” in our 
increasingly health- and diet-conscious society.

Sources of Helpful Information

For many years, the United States Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) maintained the U.S. 

Rabbit Experiment Station at Fontana, California 
(Fig. 1.11). This station was the source of 
much useful information on rabbit production. 
The station was closed when it appeared that 
rabbit production was not going to become a 
major agricultural enterprise in the United 
States. Rabbit research was at very low ebb in 
the 1960s and early 1970s. Since that time, 
interest in the rabbit as a meat animal has been 
rekindled, due in part to the increasing aware-
ness of the competition between livestock and 
humans for grain. A major program of rabbit 
research was established at Oregon State 
University’s Rabbit Research Center. The 
Research Center published The Journal of 
Applied Rabbit Research, which contained 
reports of the latest research on commercial 
rabbit production. This unit has now been 
closed, but the rabbit research program at 
Texas A&M University-Kingsville is still func-
tioning by selling improved breeding stock. 
Most of the land-grant universities, through 
their extension departments, sponsor 4-H rab-
bit club activities in their respective states, and 
several have sponsored rabbit schools. These 
schools are similar to the forums or courses 

Fig. 1.11. The former U.S. Rabbit Experiment Station at Fontana, California, where Dr. George Templeton 
served as Director for many years. (Courtesy of P.R. Cheeke)
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that for many years have been conducted for 
other types of farm animals. They have been 
extremely valuable to the rabbit industry, with 
members of the university faculty and other 
well-informed representatives of the rabbit indus-
try participating. One of the most valuable fea-
tures of these rabbit school programs is the time 
allotted to questions and answers.

Some of the state agricultural universities 
issue bulletins on rabbit production and assign 
a member of the extension department to the 
specific duty of assisting the industry in the 
state. Advice may also be obtained by contact-
ing agricultural agents and farm advisors. The 
Internet is a good source of rabbit information 
and a method to make contact with experienced 
breeders.

The American Rabbit Breeders Associ-
ation, Inc. (ARBA), P.O. Box 400, Knox, 
PA, 16232–044. addresses many aspects of 
the rabbit industry, but an overwhelming ma-
jority of the members are fanciers, so the pri-
mary focus of the organization is on the fancy. 
The ARBA assists rabbit fanciers in many 
ways by maintaining a registration and record-
ing system, providing memberships to persons 
interested in breeding and marketing rabbits 
and allied products, promoting and conducting 
public and private exhibitions, providing judg-
ing systems, licensing official judges and regis-
trars, making and revising official standards 
and maintaining a website at www.ARBA.net. 
A magazine, Domestic Rabbits, is also pub-
lished every other month. The association also 
organizes and assists local, county, and state 
associations and specialty clubs, maintains in-
formation bureaus, and furnishes at cost bul-
letins, guide books, and other printed matter. 
It helps in marketing and in securing legisla-
tion and publicity. An annual convention and 
show are held.

Contact with members of local rabbit clubs 
is an excellent means for beginners to obtain 
information relating to rabbit production, such 
as facts on cooperative buying and marketing 
of products, lists of reliable breeders, ordin-
ances with relation to the industry, etc.

There is increasing interest in rabbits as 
pets. As described in Chapter 18, the housing, 
nutritional, and social needs of companion rab-
bits differ in several key aspects from those 
of production or show animals. An excellent 

resource for pet rabbit information is the 
House Rabbit Society, 148 Broadway, Rich-
mond, CA, 94804-1912. The HRS maintains 
a website (www.rabbit.org) and publishes the 
quarterly House Rabbit Newsletter.

Some feed manufacturers have spent a 
great deal of time and money in research work 
to develop efficient rations for rabbits. They 
also issue bulletins and sometimes furnish the 
breeder with hutch cards and other record 
cards. Many of them have field representatives 
who make visits to rabbitries and assist the 
breeders with their rabbit problems. Some 
large feed companies have their own research 
and testing facilities.

A wealth of information about rabbits can 
be found on the Internet. Using a search en-
gine to locate the sites for the World Rabbit 
Science Association (WRSA), the ARBA, or 
the HRS will provide much useful information 
as well as links to other sites.

A Rabbit by Any Other Name

According to the Oxford dictionary, the word 
rabbit is derived from rabotte, a word from an 
old dialect in northern France, or from the 
Walloon word robett, whereas Webster’s dic-
tionary attributes the word to the old Middle 
English rabet. It is interesting to see the word 
for rabbit in a variety of languages:

Afrikaans – konyn
Danish – kanin
Dutch – konij
Finnish – kaniini
French – lapin
German – kaninchen
Hungarian – nyul
Indonesian – kelinci
Italian – conigli
Norwegian – kanin
Polish – królik
Portuguese – coelho
Spanish – conejo
Swahili – sungura
Swedish – kanin

Rabbits are well represented in folklore. 
The Easter Bunny has its origins in ancient 
pagan rituals. In early Easter or spring celebrations, 

http://www.rabbit.org
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rabbits and hares were symbols of fertility and 
new life. Qualities of the rabbit usually depicted 
in tales and folklore generally relate to gentle-
ness, mischievousness, and being the dupe or 

victim of deception, such as Brer Rabbit. Other 
famous rabbits include Walt Disney’s Thumper 
in Bambi, Bugs Bunny, and Peter Rabbit in the 
Beatrix Potter tales.
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