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Care Sheet

Your rabbit(s) is currently fed on:
 Allen and Page; Breeders and Growers/ Natural Pellets (daily)
Hay (daily)

Dodson and Horrell; Barley Rings (at discretion)
A weeks supply of food has been provided and your rabbit should either remain on this food or gradually be weaned off it. 
*Failure to do this may result in illness (bloat).
Additional Important Notes:
If your rabbits are full siblings you will need the have them neutered/ spayed to avoid inbreeding.

Diet

Dry Food

My own personal preference is to feed pellets, as these are manufactured to provide the rabbit with a balanced diet. Mixed rabbit food can pose a problem for a fussy eater who will only pick out the bits he likes which will lead to an unbalanced diet. A good pellet should be hard with little dust. I always try to mix some of the old batch in with the new so as to avoid any mild stomach upsets due to any variances in the manufacture of batches. 

Pellets are easy to store, preferably in a good quality container away from damp and vermin. 

 

As a treat I like to bake hard some fresh brown or wholemeal bread to offer the rabbit. Alternatively crackers, although they need to have a low salt content as with any foods you feed.
I also feed barley rings which are an exciting treat and helps keep the rabbit in excellent condition.
Hay

Fresh hay daily for roughage, also a good source of vitamin D (essential for good bone growth) and essential to aid the proper movement of the digestive tract. The long fibres assist in pushing along the pellets and indigestible items like fur etc. Fresh hay is also particularly good in the summer if periods of excess heat cause the rabbit to eat less of his pellets.

 

In the wild a rabbit would spend seventy per cent of its day grazing, dusk and dawn usually being its most active feeding times. So a good supply of fresh sweet smelling hay will help digestion, reduce boredom, behavioural problems and help maintain healthy teeth.

Water

Must be freely available and replaced daily with a fresh supply. A bottle with a ball-bearing in the nozzle serves as the best receptacle. 

Tip: Do not completely fill the water bottle in sub zero temperatures, if the water freezes it will split the bottle.
Fresh Foods

These provide a good source of vitamins, especially A, B and E. 

Vitamin A, found in abundance in carrots and kale, is required for body growth and a lack of it may make a rabbit more susceptible to some nervous disorders. 

Very good sources of Vitamin B are found in whole grains and spinach. 

A lack of Vitamin E can cause fertility problems in breeding does. Good levels of vitamin E are found in spinach and dandelion leaves. 

Very good sources of Vitamin K are found in sprouts, carrots and asparagus and as such are useful in the prevention of mange and other similar disorders.

It should be noted that although Spinach is a good source for many vitamins it should only be offered in small quantities, say a handful, no more than once a week. Avoid the darkest leaves as they contain more calcium oxylate and this can cause bladder sludges and the human equivalent of kidney stones.

 

Of course all of these vitamins will be found in a good quality pellet feed.

 

Fresh wild green foods gathered from uncultivated areas must be viewed with caution. There is always a concern of poisoning your pet which may result if the plants have been sprayed with herbicides/pesticides. If you are sure the items you gather are safe of weed killers etc then below are a few suggestions with identifying pictures some of which also have a medicinal purpose. 

 

Remember to always wash and check any vegetation to be fed to your rabbit, making sure there is no rot, disease etc that would upset their stomachs, particularly young rabbits. 

 

One word of warning, if you are in any doubt about the vegetation then do not pick it. The plant may be poisonous.
 

 

Bramble or wild raspberry, young leaves and fruits: has a high astringent value that if used in time may save the life of a young rabbit that is suffering a bad bout of diarrhoea. 

Shepherds Purse: An excellent conditioner

Dandelion: A good tonic but in very small amounts to young rabbits. 

Groundsel: Rabbits love this and it's very helpful at moult time. It does have a slight laxative effect.

 There are also many cultivated greens and root vegetables which are useful as a supplementary feed and titbits. 

Of the root vegetables or their peelings carrots, swede and turnips are good. 

 

Do not over-do it as too much fed to young rabbits (under three months) may suffer stomach upsets. I find it best to offer a little but also give hay at the same time. 

 

Carrots, their peelings and the tops are sweet and easily digested by rabbits of all ages but do have a high water content, so only feed in moderation.

 

Cabbage, Brussel Sprouts etc are readily taken by rabbits but an excess could cause diarrhoea, so again I'd advise only offering a little and either mixing it with other greens or hay. 

 

Chicory is an excellent feed and if fed regularly you will notice your stock developing a lovely glossy coat. 

 

Iceberg lettuce has no nutritional value and in my opinion is best avoided as it has a very high water content and can upset the rabbits' stomach. Dark leaved lettuces are fine in moderation.

 

The stalks of cabbage, cauliflower etc offered in sensible sized portions makes for a good chew, although of little nutritional value.

 

Of fruit the most favoured are apples (remove the seeds), grapes, peeled oranges and bananas, but remember these are high in sugar content and should only be given as a treat.
Chewing

The twigs of various trees and shrubs are useful to help curb boredom for your rabbit or the hutch being chewed. Gnawing on twigs or untreated softwood also helps to keep his teeth in good order. Select a twig from this list of safe woods: apple, ash, birch, blackberry, hazel, hawthorne, raspberry and willow. Alternatively you can purchase chews like willow balls, soft wood toys and so on if you are unsure what these trees and shrubs look like.
**********************************************************************************************************

Housing

When choosing your rabbit's new hutch, it is always best to view it, as quite often internet order hutches can be disappointing. You will need to ensure it is sturdy, wind and water proof with no sharp edges.
The hutch should be large enough for the rabbit to do at least three consecutive hops from side to side and tall enough for it to stand up on its hind feet at least.

There should be an enclosed sleeping area and an exposed living area. Rabbits also like to jump and climb so if you can provide a shelf in the hutch this would greatly contribute to the rabbit's fitness and stimulation.

Bedding

The aim is to provide a comfortable and dry environment for your rabbit.
There are many different materials that can be used for bedding all with their own pros and cons. 
 
Straw is favoured by many as a good bedroom material as it is great for the rabbit to burrow in to, especially in the cold of wintertime. In my opinion wheat straw is slightly more absorbent but barley softer. Nowadays you can buy chopped, clean, dust extracted straw that is ideal. However, it is not the most absorbent bedding material. 
Hay is not ideal as it remains too wet, flattens easily and is more likely to be consumed by your rabbit which he would have soiled, thus putting his health at risk.
Branded Wood Shavings should be relatively dust free. Do not buy from sawmills as the shavings may contain flakes of treated wood that could be dangerous should your rabbit eat it.
Hemp (Hemcore or Aubiose) is not much more expensive than wood shavings but is far more absorbent if a little sharp and it will rot down on the compost heap much quicker.
There are a variety of modern bedding materials available that rely on using waste cardboard and newsprint which are particularly ideal if you or your rabbit have a dust allergy. 
Megazorb, a dried wood fibre pulp, is four times more absorbent than wood shavings and has a pleasant smell. It is lightweight which may pose a problem as it could get kicked around or out of the cage fairly easily. 
 
The list goes on! Just remember if you are trying a new product make sure it is safe for use with rabbits, as some products can swell in their stomachs if eaten. Be sure to always have a fresh supply of hay available so that your rabbit is less tempted, if bored, to eat his bedding. The only really safe bedding if consumed is straw though of little nutritional value is high in roughage.
 
Mixing different bedding materials seems the best way to combat varying levels of absorbency whilst creating comfort.
Our preference is to use wood shavings or hemp as a deep base with straw on top.
Cleaning

Ensure you have a good scraper and some sort of hand held shovel or dustpan to clean your cage out. The hutch should be cleaned out weekly, preferably twice weekly in the summer months so as not to encourage flies and maggots.  It is best to avoid any food or droppings from falling on to the floor area outside the hutch as this will encourage vermin. 
After you've cleaned out try to put your rabbits' belongings back in the same place as you found them. Rabbits are creatures of habit and like things to be organised correctly!
A good scrub out with some watered down household vinegar just to freshen it up (particularly a good idea for bucks' hutches) is helpful to maintain a healthy environment.  
A daily job must be to remove uneaten greens and hay that have fallen on to the floor of the hutch.
Play                                                                                                                                      Being in a hutch for long periods of time is bound to get boring, so try to provide your rabbit with at least one good toy. They need to follow their natural instinct and toys that allow them to dig, toss or chew are best.

Toys do not have to be expensive some good household items to use can include, toilet rolls, small paper bags, boxes or large pipes to run through or you could even hang an old or scratched CD from the roof. Although nothing should take the place of some daily exercise in an outdoor covered run!
Sisal, willow and loofah toys designed for chewing are all safe for rabbits. Old (untreated) wicker baskets are great for chewing and playing with.
Feeding                                                                                                           You should buy a wire fitted water bottle and bottle cleaner, do not allow the water bottle to get dirty. It's worth buying a good bottle cleaner too.
A heavy based bowl will also be needed; ceramic bowls that you can by from most pet shops are normally adequate. The important thing is that your rabbit can not knock it over. 
You will also need something to put the hay in daily; you can either buy a fitted rack (or if you're clever build one into the hutch). Alternatively you could try stuffing the hay inside a toy, not only will your rabbit be satisfying his basic daily dietary need but be having fun in the process!
Teeth and nails can be maintained by use of a mineral stone which your rabbit will chew and scratch at. However a cheaper alternative is natural chalk, next time your out on a walk or dig up a large bit of chalk in the garden pop in your rabbits' cage.
Exercise                                                                                                                                Exercise is a fundamental requirement for rabbits. Just imagine yourself confined to a 6’ x 6’ room for your whole life.
 
Lack of exercise can lead to obesity, osteoporosis (thinning of the bone), poor muscle tone, fur pulling and other behavioural problems.
Bored rabbits can become listless, aggressive and destructive.
 
The best way to provide exercise for your rabbit is in a secure partly covered run on grass for several hours a day. Partly covering the run allows him to shelter from the elements (wind, rain and hot sun) and from predators (dogs, cats, birds of prey etc). Always have his water available in the run. Adding a few toys such as a cardboard box, a pipe he can run through or hide in and other toys as mentioned in the housing section, will further improve his well- being. Then stand back and enjoy watching your bunny express himself.
 
In short, by allowing your rabbit exercise and not just keeping him confined to a cage will allow him to maintain a healthy and happy life.
**********************************************************************************************************
Body Language and Vocal Expressions

Grunting is a sign of displeasure or fear.

Crying or screaming is never a good sign. It indicates pure fear or pain. In the wild this noise is often made when being caught by a predator.

Thumping is a territorial tendency, more frequently performed by bucks. It is also used to communicate danger.

Teeth grinding can be good or bad depending on the circumstance. A quiet chatter is pleasure often displayed when playing or as a sign of affection. A loud grinding (which even sounds uncomfortable) is fear or anger.

Tip-toeing with the head lowered to the ground is uncertainty. 'What's this thing that's been put in my cage?' 'Who's this person? Why have they got their hand in my cage?'

Scenting or 'chinning' is when a rabbit rubs their under chin over objects or even people. This is the rabbits way of marking their territory. If your rabbit scents you, be flattered you're eternally theirs! 

Spraying is again done to mark territory much like a dog. Males often spray as a result of sexual excitement, choosing to mark their mate or often their owner! 

Dancing, playfully jumping, flipping and almost skipping is done, like humans is happiness!

Laying flat and bowing head can be a sign of submission or surrender, you may have experienced this when trying to retrieve your rabbit from the run, after chasing them around in circles a few times they may suddenly lay flat and admit defeat. Alternatively it can be done as a way to ask for affection, usually a rub on the head.

Pregnancy or phantom pregnancy is evident when a doe builds a nest and starts pulling her fur out from her chest and belly to line the nest. When a doe is having a phantom pregnancy she is highly fertile.

Inactivity and staring is a sign of depression. The reason for depression is usually companionship related. Has your previously bonded rabbit lost their friend? It is not uncommon for single does to become 'broody' and pine a pregnancy and thus litter.
Companionship                                                                                                                         To build up a good relationship with your rabbit, it's best to let them make the first move. Let them approach you, once they have had a sniff and nuzzled your hands a few times they will realise that, 'no this person is not going to hurt me'. If you are lucky enough to have a large run then perhaps you could sit in it with your rabbit and play, gain confidence and bond. Again let your rabbit approach you, after all they are curious creatures and chances are after 5 minutes they'll be climbing all over you!

Rabbits especially like having their head and behind the ears stroked. Although a long firm stroke across the back can really relax your rabbit. Make sure you only stroke in the direction of the fur, much like dogs and cats they hate it being stroked in the opposite direction.

Another good way to bond with your rabbit is good old fashioned bribery, try tempting him with something really tasty. If your rabbit is not food orientated then try initiating a game. 

Above all remember your rabbit is an intelligent individual that has his own clear likes and dislikes. Take things slow, watch for the signals and you and your rabbit should develop a beautiful friendship.
Handling                                                                                                                                   In the wild rabbits do not get picked up, unless they are in the grip of a predator, so understandably it is a natural instinct for a domestic rabbit to be uneasy about being picked up.
When picking up your rabbit gently slip your hand behind the front legs and support the hind quarters with the other hand. Sometimes this is not practical when dealing with rabbits that do not like being picked up or are territorial, in which case I would recommend using the scruff whilst again supporting the hind quarters. (The scruff is the loose skin located between the back of the neck and the shoulder blades). Do not pick your rabbit by the ears, its just not kind!

Once in your arms when walking to destination, let the rabbit hide under your arm so that its face is covered. This reduces stress and thus scrambling.

When returning your rabbit to the hutch you may find that as you approach the rabbit will kick back in a bid to jump out of your arms back into the cage. To avoid this place the rabbit in bottom first.

Please remember it is also important to maintain stroking your rabbit in its cage, this helps avoid your rabbit getting too territorial. 
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