Taking Care of your rabbit.

By Annie Davis

Food
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Rabbits need to be fed and watered twice a day. The brand of feed I use for my pet rabbits is called Small World rabbit food.  You can use a different type of feed, but a good rabbit feed has 16% protein and 17% fiber. You can find it at Wal-Mart. I feed my adult bunnies about ¼ cup of feed at each feeding. We also use Purina Show Chow for rabbits, and sometimes mix it with Purina Rabbit Chow. You also need to give them timothy hay or a good quality grass hay like bermuda or brome. These are furry bunnies they need fiber, because it helps them to not get wool block (A hairball like a cat- except since a rabbit can’t cough it up- it can cause them to die.) You can get Timothy hay at Wal-Mart as well. It is important to follow all these instructions to keep bunnies healthy. We take empty toilet paper tubes, or paper towel tubes and stuff them full of hay- it keeps the bunnies happy by making them food and a toy all in one!
Housing

Bunny’s need proper housing. A cage inside the house is a good place to keep one.  The cage bottom should have wire mesh ½” by 1” wide to allow droppings to go through, and a dropping pan underneath.  They can actually be trained to a litter box and let run around.  Remember though, bunny’s are chewers- their teeth never stop growing and they actually NEED to have things to chew on. More about that in special care. Care should be taken to keep their living area clean, because ammonia from their urine can cause them to get sick. Rabbits can live outside, but they need protection  from the elements. They tolerate cold well, but heat not so well. How would you like to wear a sweater outside on a hot day. If you are housing them outside you might think about shearing them during the summer months. (giving them a haircut) and on really hot days freeze a plastic bottle full of water, and give it to them to lay against, during the heat of the day.

Grooming

It is easy to groom a rabbit. A small slicker brush intended for cats or other pets is fine. Brush them every few days – especially when they are babies, and it will not take long to do. Their hair is much finer before they turn about a year old and will matt easier. Pay special attention to areas around the neck, and legs and tail, as those are places that  will matt fastest. Make sure you get down to the base of the fur, as matts can hide underneath the top layer. They will also need to get their toenails trimmed. You can use cat toenail clippers to trim rabbit toenails. Make sure to not trim them to close, because that will make them bleed. You can see where the pink is- don’t trim back that far. Rabbits will “molt” a couple times a year- during this time the hair just seems to fall out on many rabbits- you can speed the process up by gently “plucking” them- during their molt this will not be painful to them and the hair should come out very easy.

Treats
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Rabbits don’t need many treats. They do like papaya tablets, you can find them in the vitamin section of a pharmacy. They also like “yes- Carrots!” One baby carrot a day is more than enough. They also like raw spinach (2-3 leaves a day) but do NOT give them lettuce, celery as these can make them have a tummy-ache. Rabbits also like dandelion leaves (not too many a day and make sure no one sprayed weed-killer on them!) Sunflower seeds they LOVE, and they are good for their coats. Get the black oil at the feed store. Not salt covered ones. Do not feed them people food, they have very sensitive stomachs. Like most people, rabbits are healthiest when they stick to a balanced diet. 

Special Care
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Rabbits need to chew on stuff. Give them a piece of wood to chew on. You can buy wood chew toys in the pet department, or you can do like we do and cut our own. We use pruned branches from pear, mulberry or apple trees (unsprayed) and the rabbits really enjoy them. Some fruit trees are not safe to give to bunny’s as chew toys- any type that has a pit in the fruit, such as peach, apricot, or cherry. For toys sturdy dog or pet toys work well. Squeaky toys are quickly devoured, so are not a good choice. My bunnies like cat jingle balls, but be careful to get sturdy ones and watch them for “chew wear” because you don’t want them to get choked. Empty soda bottles are also a big favorite- make sure to peel off the label, and for interest, you can put something in them (like a bit of feed) to make them rattle. Our boy’s especially love these. Empty thread spools, and dog toys with the heavy cotton rope on them have also been enjoyed by my rabbits. Just be sure not to give them toys they could stick their heads through and get choked, or easily eat.

Health Tips

If your rabbit stops eating or drinking their normal amount- tempt them into eating with a special treat. When a rabbit’s digestive tract stops moving it can be very dangerous for them. Diarrhea or G.I. Stasis is something to be very concerned about since a rabbits digestion needs to maintain a fine balance. If you see your long haired bunny has stopped pooping round pellets and instead they are all strung together- give it more hay and less pellets, add some paypaya to its diet, or a piece of apple. (don’t fret if the poop is very small and clustered together like grapes- these are night feces and the rabbit will actually eat them to maintain the correct bacteria in its digestive tract). If it gets diarrhea then make sure to cut out fresh greens and treats for awhile and feed the rabbit plenty of fresh water (black tea added to the water can help as long as bunny will drink it), grass hay, and normal pellet ration. 

Fleas- There is one thing and one thing only that will help bunny fight off fleas- Advantage flea  (idacloprid). You can use the kitten formula or dose the rabbit at one drop per pound and use the dog formula (all advantage formulas are the same dosage with more or less in a tube depending on animal size to be treated)

Worming- we use ivomec to worm our rabbits on a regular basis- about 4 times a year. The rabbit dosage is VERY small- talk to your vet. It can be given orally, topically, or as a subcutaneous shot. We give it as a shot but lots of breeders simply squirt it in their mouth or over a special treat. 

                                          Good Luck And Best Wishes!
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