When I told my cousin who shows cattle and pigs, that I had gone to a seminar on rabbit showmanship he LAUGHED at me! “How in the world can you do rabbit showmanship?- All you do is put them in a cage to show them?”  I had to explain to him that rabbit showmanship is not handler based like most animal species- instead it is judge based. Because the judge is the one who is responsible for making sure a rabbit shows to the best of its ability, the person who is in the showmanship contest acts like the judge would at a normal rabbit show. My name is Annie Davis from Lomega 4-H club and today I would like to demonstrate for you how a Rabbit Showmanship class proceeds.

The first part of a rabbit showmanship class is the physical examination. This portion of the contest carries the majority of the points that can be earned- 60 points total. There are 10 basic parts to this part of the evaluation. 

1. First is the controlled carry of the rabbit to the judging area

at this point the contestant picks up the rabbit securely from its cage, and uses the tuck carry to move it to the judging area. The animal is held firmly by the skin over the shoulder blades and supported underneath with the opposite hand. The contestestant then introduces themselves, and their rabbit, making sure to inform the judges what breed, color, age and perhaps where the breed originated from.

My rabbit is an American Fuzzy Lop named Batman. He is a Sr. buck and his color is Broken sable point. The Fuzzy Lops were accepted into the American Rabbit Breeders Association in 1988, and are bred up from Holland Lops that carried the genetics for a longer hair coat.

2. The rabbit is placed on the judging table for evaluation. During this process the contestant should show safe control of the animal. Any evidence of rough treatment of the rabbit will draw a disqualification in most showmanship contests. 

3. The rabbit is then posed for competition. Each breed is posed somewhat differently. The contestant should know the correct body type for their breed. There are 5 body types Commercial, Cylindrical,  Full arch, Semi-arch, and Compact. The Fuzzy Lop is a compact breed. The contestant will set the tail, ears, front and hind feet and check eyes during this part to confirm correct color or if they show signs of disease. Both eyes should be checked at this time. This rabbit has brown eyes which is the proper color for a sable point. They show no signs of  disease.

4. Next is the Evaluation of the body. Maintaining control of the rabbit the handler feels for abscesses or ruptures, firmness of flesh and conformation. The tail is checked to make sure it is straight. Wool breeds like I raise must be felt for conformation, as the fluffy coat can hide many faults at first glance. You should make mention of things like slightly pinched hindquarters, or sloping shoulders. At this point both ears should be checked to look for signs of mites or cankers. Mites are too small to see but they leave a reddish wax or crust behind. You should also should locate the tattoo in the rabbits left ear and show it to the judges.

5. The rabbit is now turned on its back, in a controlled safe manner. The rabbit is positioned with its head away from the contestant. Smoothing the ears back so that you can grip both the skin over the shoulders and maintain control of the head, while using the other hand to roll the rabbit onto its back.

6. While the animal is on its back this gives you the opportunity to check the nose for signs of disease and the teeth for mal-occlusion. This is also the time where the toenails are checked for color and the appropriate number. There are 5 toenails on each front foot and 4 on each back, and they must meet the color of the breed standards. Legs are also checked for straightness of bone and breed type.

7. While the rabbit is on its back is when you must also demonstrate the ability to sex the rabbit. If it is a doe you must expose the vent area and check for disease. If it is a buck you expose the penis and check for disease Plus you must check the testicles.  If it is a Jr. buck it may have EITHER two or NO testicles. A senior buck must have both testicles. The handler can also check the tail at this time to make sure it is straight, and no breaks in it.

8. The rabbit is now placed back in a upright position in a controlled manner. The contestant can’t just turn loose and let the animal roll over on its own.

9. The final check will be of the fur or wool of the animal. There are several types of fur: fly back roll back satin, rex and wool. Both the American fuzzy Lop, and the Jersey Wooly have wool. The handler should be able to explain and evaluate the type of fur on their rabbit. Some colors you have to blow gently into the fur to evaluate the color and length. When the contestant is finished they ask for any questions from the judges.

Knowledge of  not only your breed of rabbit, but all breeds of rabbits will be useful in this next section. A judge may ask you anything found in the ARBA standard of perfection handbook- which also contains information on cavies. This section is worth 20 points. Make sure you answer the questions to the best of your ability. Correct use of proper terms is very important- the judge will prefer the scientific terms over slang terms. The contestants should be prepared to be able to name the parts of the rabbit, common health problems or diseases, gestation length, the origin and use of the breed they are showing, and the standard of perfection for the breed they are showing.

Finally Your appearance and your rabbit’s appearance will be worth 10 points each.

For  yourself appropriate clothing and a neat appearance will make a difference. Rabbits are generally shown while wearing a lab coat, such as the one I am wearing. A show jacket or at the very least a long sleeve light colored shirt will be necessary. If you have long hair then it should be securely pinned back so that it does not fall forward in the way while you are evaluating the rabbit. Your hands should be free of distractions like rings or bright fingernail polish. You should show good posture and maintain good eye contact, speak clearly and smile during your presentation.

As for your rabbit- it doesn’t have to be the grand champion bunny, but DO choose a rabbit that is easy to handle, free of disease and has a healthy appearance. Also choose a rabbit that is not in molt and that meets all the basic requirements of the breed it is representing. Make sure the rabbit is well groomed.

My cousin, as most people who do not show rabbits, was quite surprised at the skill and knowledge level needed to complete a showmanship class for rabbits. As for myself, I think it is a fine way to prepare myself for my future goal of one day becoming a certified ARBA judge. Thank you. Are there any questions?

