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FACT SHEET: Rabbits
Rabbits have increased in popularity over the past few years and are no longer seen as just a child’s pet. They are increasingly kept as “house rabbits” becoming fully integrated members of the family in the same way as any dog or cat. Consequently the amount of veterinary time we spend caring for this superb species has also increased. Sarah has a special interest in rabbits, which is complemented by Kate and Nicole’s excellent nursing care and the practices exotic animal equipment, ensuring that we provide the best all round care for the country’s third favourite pet!

Some of the most frequently asked questions by our rabbit clients are as follows:

Are there any diseases I should vaccinate my rabbit against?
Yes, especially if your rabbit is going to go outside or mix with other rabbits. Myxomatosis and Viral Haemorrhagic Disease (VHD) are deadly diseases of rabbits which are easily prevented by regular vaccination. Myxomatosis is a distressing disease seen frequently in our wild rabbit population. The virus is spread by fleas and mosquitoes causing multiple swellings around the face and a slow painful death. Due to the large wild rabbit population in this area we recommend vaccinating all rabbits from 6 weeks of age against Myxomatosis, repeating the vaccine every 6 months and controlling parasites with a spot on preparation. Viral Haemorrhagic Disease infected rabbits die quickly often with no obvious signs of illness. VHD virus survives in the environment for a very long time and is easily brought inside by your clothes or insects so even house rabbits can become infected. Yearly vaccinations from 12 weeks of age are essential to prevent VHD.
What breed of rabbit should I buy? 

Rabbits vary in size, shape and appearance just as much as any other species and each different breed has a few special requirements. A Netherland Dwarf weighing less than 1kg obviously requires less food and a smaller cage than a 5kg Flemish Giant. An Angora or Cashmere Lop rabbit with their beautiful long haired coat require extensive amounts of grooming/clipping to ensure the coat remains clean and tangle free. This grooming can take 20 minutes daily, but without it long haired rabbits are very prone to fur balls and fly strike.  
What sex of rabbit should I buy?
Male rabbits (Bucks) make the most rewarding pets, but if they are not castrated can be aggressive, territorial and spray urine. Female rabbits (Does) are frequently more aggressive and territorial than their male counter- parts especially after sexual maturity when they may attack other rabbits and even their owners. Spaying reduces these hormonally driven behaviours. It can be tricky for pet shops to sex rabbits at a young age and it is a good idea to have your pet’s sex confirmed at your first visit to the vets to prevent any unwanted pregnancies or fights.
Should I have my rabbit neutered?

Yes, unless you wish to breed from him/her. Neutering your rabbit enables you to keep more than one rabbit without them fighting or causing a population explosion. They also tend to be less aggressive, territorial, smelly and are more easily litter-trained if you want to keep your pet indoors as a house rabbit. Spayed female rabbits also tend to live longer than their unspayed females due to the risk of unspayed females developing uterine cancer or infections (pyometra). Rabbits are routinely castrated (males) or spayed (females) at 5 months of age, requiring a general anaesthetic and a day at the surgery. 
Are anaesthetics safe in rabbits? Rabbits have previously had a reputation for being risky animals to anaesthetise, but with today’s modern anaesthetic agents and superior monitoring equipment the risks have fallen significantly. However surgery on any animal can have unexpected complications and older rabbits, especially if suffering from other medical problems (dental disease, obesity or respiratory problems), are more at risk from an anaesthetic. At Uplands Way we regularly anaesthetise rabbits and are happy to discuss with you the pro’s and con’s of giving your rabbit an anaesthetic in relation to his/her condition.
My rabbit is aggressive towards me, what can I do? 

A rabbit that is handled regularly from a young age and neutered is much less likely to become aggressive towards its owners than an unhandled. The first step in gaining any rabbits confidence is to get him or her to take a treat from you. After that you need to stroke the rabbit whilst they are eating the treat and only when they are relaxed being groomed should you start to pick the rabbit up. Picking up a rabbit correctly (i.e. one hand across the shoulder blades, fingers gently supporting the chest and the other hand under the rabbits bottom taking the rabbits weight) is essential to gain the rabbits confidence in you. If a rabbit feels unsafe it will struggle and if dropped not only can they suffer severe injuries but you will have lost all the confidence you have been gaining. Further behavioural advice is available from Lynsey if required.
What should I feed my rabbit?

The digestive system of a rabbit is adapted to eat a fibrous diet i.e. grass, hay and bark from trees, which is readily available in the wild. Pet rabbits should also be fed a high fibre diet, but unfortunately most commercial rabbit foods are a mixture of cereals and pellets, which are too low in fibre and too high in carbohydrate. This is compounded by the fact rabbits can be just as choosy as children when it comes to food and will always eat the sweet cereals (cornflake shaped bits) and leave the fibre (All-Bran shaped bits). This leads to obese rabbits with dental problems and soft faeces sticking to the fur under the tail which eventually can result in fly strike. The easiest way to prevent this happening is to feed a complete rabbit food (everything has been mixed together and extruded in a pellet form) in conjunction with as much hay, grass and vegetation as possible. Any changes in a rabbit’s diet should be made gradually and it is vital that rabbits which are fed on food collected from outside are vaccinated against diseases that may be spread from wild rabbits.
Does my rabbit need a companion?

Every rabbit needs a friend, to relieve boredom and make life more interesting. Watching rabbits interact is wonderful, but due to their territorial nature introductions must be gradual and supervised. Keeping a neutered male with a spayed female is by far the easiest combination. Other combinations can be difficult especially if you introduce two older rabbits of the same sex. Keeping a guinea pig as a companion for a rabbit is a poor substitute for both species especially as they require different diets.
What routine Veterinary care will my rabbit need and how much will this cost?

 Rabbits need regular vaccinations against Myxomatosis and Viral Haemorrhagic Disease which are usually combined with a general health check. This costs about £45 a year. Neutering a rabbit costs between £50 - £70 depending on the size and sex and is obviously a one off cost. In addition to these routine procedures treating an ill rabbit whether for a dental, an eye problem or abscess can cost £50 - £100. Hospitalisation and on going treatment of a rabbit because of a more serious problem can also lead to a large veterinary bill. It is now possible to get Pet Insurance for rabbits to provide for those unexpected costs.
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