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Rabbits
as a 4'H Project

By O. W. Dishaw

Former Assistant Agricultural Agent, Pima County-

Rabbit raising is rapidly becom-
ing an important source of white
meat for the table. It is well suited
as a 4-H project because it requires
only a small space, and the invest-
ment needed is small.

Hutches can be made. Often they
may be bought for a small price.

At least four or five grown ani-
mals are needed for you to qualify
for this project. This number of
rabbits will not only furnish the
home with all the rabbit meat it
can use, but also will provide some
for sale to others.

Rabbit raising requires care-
ful management. Properly cared
for, rabbits will return a nice profit
for you.

Breeds of Rabbits
While there are many breeds of

rabbits, you should pick your rab-
bits from the more common breeds
which are discussed under this
heading if you are going to try to
make a profit. Any breed is ac-
ceptable for a 4-H project. But
the more popular the breed you









A good rabbit hutch should be airy, cool, comfortable and easy to take
care of. Above is a standard hutch for medium sized breeds. It is in-
expensive to make.

Nest Boxes
Good nest boxes can be made

from apple boxes or from nail kegs.
A board nailed across the open end
of a nail keg covering about one-
third of the opened end makes a
very acceptable nest box. Several
holes should be bored in the bottom
of the keg to allow the urine to
drain out, and several holes in the
side for ventilation.
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Apple boxes also are very easy
to prepare. Board up one side of
the box about 6 or 7 inches. The
top may be left covered or uncov-
ered.

Always bed down the nest boxes
with plenty of good clean straw.
Wash and sun the box thoroughly
before using it for a new litter.

the long run to feed prepared pel-
lets, as they contain a balanced
feed properly mixed.

Alfalfa hay also can be used in
addition, and kept in front of the
rabbits all the time. Green feeds
for rabbits can be used when there
is a supply, but must be used care-
fully. Only a little should be used
at the start, as it may cause bloat
(swelling of stomach) or diarrhea
(loose bowels).

Whenever feeds are changed, the
change should be made slowly. Sud-
den changes of feed are likely to
cause stomach disorders.

Some waste from the table may
be fed, but never use sour or greasy
foods. Trimmings from garden
vegetables, lawn clippings, sweet
potato and pea vines, green corn
leaves, and dried crusts of bread
are liked by rabbits. Use good
judgment and do not overfeed on
these materials.

Other Equipment
Water crocks are the only other

equipment you need. These can
be obtained at almost any feed
store. One-pound coffee cans with
two small holes punched in the
bottom and wired to the floor make
excellent feed cups.

Feeds and Feeding
Wrong ways of feeding are prob-

ably the cause of the biggest num-
ber of losses breeders are having
today. You will find it cheaper in

Be sure not to over-feed your
rabbits.



Babbit spool salt should be in
every hutch at all times.

Rabbits require more salt than
is usually found in the feed. Rab-
bit spool salt is cheap and easy to
use, and one should be in every
hutch at all times.

Rabbits are rodents and feed at
night most of the time. Generally
adult rabbits should be fed once a
day. Pour ounces of pellets is the
usual feeding except when a doe
has a litter, or is bred. Bred rab-
bits, or rabbits with litters, should
be given all they will eat.

Overfeeding of rabbits may make
the does sterile (can't have babies),
as fat builds up in the body cavity
keeping the does from having
young. More rabbits are killed or
made useless from overfeeding
than from any other cause.

Young rabbits begin to eat solid
food at about 3 weeks of age. They
should be given aU they can eat.
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Breeding
The age of bucks and does for

the first mating depends upon the
breed and the weight of the rabbit.
As a general rule, rabbits of the
smaller breeds (up to 8 pounds)
can be mated at from 5 to 6 months
of age. The medium-weight breeds,
such as the New Zealand Whites
or Beds, can be mated at from 6%
to 7 months; and the giant breeds
such as the Flemish Giant, at 8 to
9 months of age.

Since some rabbits within a
breed will develop more rapidly
than others, growth of the rabbit
is more important than age. How-
ever, it is a mistake to mate rab-
bits much younger than the ages
listed.

After the first litter, rabbits are
usually bred back again when the
litter is seven weeks old. The doe
will usually take the buck at this
time. If the doe refuses the buck,
try her again in three days.

Rabbits do not have regular
mating periods, and three-day
periods on mating will generally
get the doe to accept the buck in a
few tries. After the doe has ac-
cepted the buck, she can be tested
back in three or four days.

If the doe refuses the buck,
whines, and tries to escape him, it
is a sign that she is bred. It is
also a good plan to try the doe
again on the 18th day.

Mating happens when the buck
mounts the doe and then falls over
on his side.

Always take the doe to the
buck's hutch to breed. The mating
should occur at once. Allow the
buck to service the doe once only.
Two services have no extra value.
Return the doe at once to her
hutch-



It is not recommended that you
inbreed (breed closely related rab-
bits, such as brother and sister, or
father and daughter, and other
close relatives). Get information
from your 4-H Club leader or
County Agricultural Agent if you
do not know much about breeding.

Gestation Period
The gestation period, or period

from mating to kindling (having
young) is usually 31 or 32 days.
Occasionally the doe will litter at
30 days and sometimes as late as
the 33rd or 34th day.

The date of the mating should be
written down. Three or four days
before the doe should kindle, place
her nest box in the hutch. The box
should be well bedded with clean
straw.

Utters
Rabbits may have 6, 8, or 10

teats and they vary also in the
amount of milk produced. Baby

rabbits not getting enough milk
should be killed and the milk left
for the stronger babies.

Do not leave over 8 babies with
the mother.

If two does kindle within 3 or 4
days of one another, babies from
a large litter may be given to the
mother of a small litter. Give the
mother some tasty food while you
are putting the babies in, so that
they will pick up the scent of the
nest before the mother goes into
the nest box.

Weaning the Litter
Does generally nurse their young

for about eight weeks. At this
time, they are usually fryer size.
It is always a good plan to leave
one or two young with the doe for
two or three days after the doe
has been remated to avoid any
danger of milk fever.

At this time, the babies should
weigh approximately four pounds
or better. They are ready to kill
for the market.

Do not leave more than 8 baby
rabbits with the mother.

Finding the Sex
It is important that the rabbits

weaned be checked for their sex if
you intend to keep any of the litter
as breeders. This is easily done.

Take the rabbit by the ears and
skin of the neck with the left hand
and rest the rabbit on his rump
with the feet in the air. With the
right hand press on either side of
the sexual organ.
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In the doe, the organ will ap-
pear as a slit. The buck can be
told by the small round circle
which forms in smaller rabbits, or
the organ may be made to pro-
trude (come out).

It is usually well to wait until
the babies are about eight weeks
old, as few mistakes are made at
that time.

Raising the Litter
Many 4-H members will want to

enlarge their projects by raising
a number of the baby rabbits.
Weaned does may be raised to-
gether as long as the hutch is
large enough for them to get
plenty of exercise.

Should the does fight, and they
sometimes do, they should be sep- Shedding
arated. Bucks should always be
raised in separate hutches if they
are to be used as breeders.

Unsatisfactory Does
You may sometimes get a doe

that will kindle only 2 or 3 rabbits
to a litter. Such a doe will never
make any money for you and
should be disposed of as soon as
it is found to be a poor breeder.

Other does may have large lit-
ters, but not have enough milk for
them. Get rid of any doe that can-
not raise 6 to 8 babies successfully.

Young rabbits usually stay in
the nest box for three weeks. When
young rabbits come out and feed
before then, it is usually a sign
that they are not getting enough
milk.

Remember that a doe cannot be
expected to raise large litters in
the hot summer months.

Doe Problems
Some does kill and eat their

young. In most cases, this is due
to poor feeding. In others, it may
be due to disturbing a nervous doe
shortly after kindling.

Much nonsense has been written
about not disturbing the doe until
two or three days after kindling.
If you are careful and quiet about
it, any litter may be looked at, and
the dead removed without causing
any damage. Any doe that destroys
two litters in succession should be
killed and eaten.
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Rabbits may molt one or more
times a year depending on their
condition. This is a natural process
and it is not harmful to mate rab-
bits during this period if they are
in good healthy condition other-
wise. Never mate a molting rabbit
in poor physical condition.

Summer Care
In the hotter parts of the state,

rabbits may need extra care in the
summer. Always have your hutches
under trees or in a shady place.
When the temperature is above 90
degrees, keep a wet bransack in
the hutch. This may have to be
wet two or three times a day.

Rabbits may be bred in the sum-
mer time if certain things are done.



When the temperature is above
90 degrees always keep a wet sack
in the rabbit hutch. Hutches should
be under shade, if possible.

A wire basket should be made
about 12 inches long, 8 inches wide,
and 6 or 8 inches deep. One-fourth
inch hardware cloth is very good.

As soon as the baby rabbits are
born and the mother has cleaned
them up, they should be put in this
basket and the basket placed where
it is cool and protected from cats
and other animals. The young

should be placed with the mother
at night when the weather has
cooled.

They should be replaced in the
basket the next morning. The
mother rabbit feeds her babies only
once a day—at night.

The baby rabbits should be kept
in this basket until they are 12 to
14 days old. After that time, they
may be left in the hutch with the
mother, but should be removed
from the nest box each morning
and placed on the floor of the
hutch.

The average doe does not have
as much milk in the summer
months and usually cannot take
care of as many babies. Watch the
litter carefully. Not more than 6
babies should be left with the
mother during the hot months. If
any of the babies do not seem to
be getting enough milk, kill the
ones that are weakest and give
the stronger ones a better chance
to grow.

Always weigh the doe before you
rebreed her. If she is under weight,
do not breed her until you have
gotten her back to her normal
weight.

In the summertime newly born
rabbits should be placed in a wire
basket where it is cool.

Identification
In order to keep good records,

some method of marking rabbits
is necessary. A small tattooing
pencil can be bought for a small
sum and does a very good job.
Directions are included with the
pencil.

A tattoo box is also needed to
hold the rabbit. You should bor-
row a box from someone who has
one, and make one like it.
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Wash water crocks and other
feeding equipment often with good,
hot, soapy water. Keep hutches
clean.

Sanitation
Every rabbitry should be kept in

a clean condition. Clean the hutches
every day. Wash water crocks and
other feeding equipment often with
good hot soapy water, and place
them in the sunlight to dry.

Never feed a sick rabbit until
the very last, as you may spread
some disease through your herd.
As a general rule, it does not pay
to doctor a sick rabbit.

If a rabbit does not show im-
provement in a few days, it is usu-
ally better to destroy ft than to
risk infection (sickness) of your
herd. Always place a sick rabbit
away from your other rabbits.

Rabbit Manure
Rabbit manure is valuable and

can be used for flowers, shrubs,
—-13 —

lawns, trees and gardens. Try to
make good use of the rabbit ma-
nure produced.

Killing and Skinning
Arrange to have someone show

you how to kill, skin and dress the
rabbit and prepare the hide. There
are many rabbit breeders near
most 4-H Club members who will
be glad to show you how to do this.

If you don't know anyone, ask
your County Agricultural Agent
for advice.

Diseases
Rabbits are very difficult to

treat for diseases and not too much
is known about rabbit diseases. If
a sick rabbit does not respond to
treatment, it is usually a wise thing
to kill the rabbit and burn it.

Snuffles
Snuffles is a very serious rabbit

disease and can easily spread
through a herd. It is difficult to
tell from, a simple cold.

If a rabbit acts as though it had
a cold, isolate it at once and watch
it. If the paws become smeared
from rubbing them against the
nose, it is a sign the rabbit may
have snuffles.

Care must be taken not to spread
this disease among your other rab-
bits. Failure to improve in a few
days would mean killing the rab-
bit to prevent a possible source of
infection. Get the advice of your
4-H leader or your County Agri-
cultural Agent when you have sick
rabbits.



If your rabbit gets sore hocks,
put a board over part of the wire
floor in the pen.

Sore Hocks

Sore hocks are caused by the
lack of fur padding on the feet.
This condition usually happens
when the doe has young and the
young are constantly trying to
nurse. The doe, to keep away from
the young, keeps constantly on the
move; and this may produce sore
hocks.

Look at your rabbits every few
days. If the hocks are bleeding or
look tender and sore, the best
method is to place the rabbit in a
hutch on the ground and let nature
cure the hocks. Or you may put
a board over part of the wire floor
of the hutch.

If rabbits are allowed to get in-
fected (sore) hocks with pus, the
cure may take a long time and
the rabbit will be out of use.

For infected hocks with pus, cut
open with a sharp sterile knife and
squeeze out the pus. Use a 5-per-
cent solution of iodine in the wound
and place the rabbit in a hutch on
the ground.

Ear Canker

Ear canker is caused by a mite
which burrows into the ear. It is
easily known by large scabs that
form in the ear. This disease can
be very serious if it is allowed to
continue.

The treatment in the early part
of the disease is very simple. Place
a few drops of warm camphorated
oil (or olive oil) in the ear. Never
use more than 7 or 8 drops at a
time as the rabbit will lick the oil
if too much is given. A rabbit's
stomach is not built to handle
grease or oil and it may cause
stomach disorders. Repeat in three
days if necessary.

Look for ear canker if a rabbit
scratches inside its ear.



Diarrhea

Diarrhea usually is caused by
the feeding methods used. Changes
of feed or too much green feed may
cause this trouble.

Remove the feed from the rab-
bits. Feed dry bread or crackers
and reduce the water given. This
should be done as soon as loose
bowels are noticed.

Be sure to keep the animals
away from other rabbits.

Vent Disease

Vent disease is a serious disease
of the sexual organs. If sexual
organs have scabs filled with pus,
consult your 4-H leader or County
Agricultural Agent for informa-
tion.

Never breed an animal suspected
of having vent disease. Always
examine your bucks and does be-
fore breeding them.

Sore Eyes or Running Eyes

Some rabbits have running eyes.
This trouble seems to affect white
rabbits more than the colored ones.

Put one or two drops of boric

acid solution in the eyes night and
morning with an eye dropper. If
this does not cure the eyes, get the
advice of your 4-H club leader or
County Agricultural Agent.

Urine Burn

This is sometimes mistaken for
vent disease. It is an irritation
caused by the sexual organs rub-
bing against urine-soaked bedding
or floors.

Clean hutch thoroughly and ap-
ply vaseline to the swollen parts.
Plenty of good dry straw in the
hutch will help the animal to get
well more quickly.

Wet Dewlaps

Some does have large dewlaps
which hang in the water when they
are drinking. The skin may be-
come very red and swollen.

Treatment consists of cutting off
all fur around the dewlap and put-
ting carbolated vaseline on the sore
parts. Place the water on a block
of wood so that the animal will
have to reach up to drink.



Things "TO DO"

1. Clean hutches each day.

2. Wash water crocks at least twice a week.

3. Keep your rabbits out of direct sunlight for any long period
of time.

4. Feed rabbits only once each day, and do your feeding in the
evening.

5. Put the nest box in the hutch three or four days before the
doe is supposed to kindle (have babies).

6. Feed your doe that has just kindled only 4 ounces of feed the
first two days. Then increase the feed each day until by the end of a
week you are feeding her all she will eat.

This will prevent caked breasts on heavy milking does who have too
much milk for the small babies just born.

7. Leave all the babies a doe has with her for 48 hours. Then
cut the litter to 6, 7, or 8, depending on her ability to feed the babies.

This will mean that all teats will have milk if she is a many-teated
doe. Does may have 6, 8, and some 10 teats.

8. Furnish fresh water every day.

9. Keep one buck for each ten does.

10. Keep salt in front of your rabbits all the time.

11. Watch your animals carefully. If they get too fat, cut down
on the feed. If they are too thin, increase the feed.

12. Watch for ear mites. A rabbit with ear mites will lose weight.

13. Watch for sore hocks. A rabbit with sore hocks will lose weight.

14. Always lift a rabbit by the ears and the fold of skin of
the neck, supporting the hindquarters with your other hand. Never lift
a rabbit by the ears alone.

15. Keep your rabbits out of drafts and dampness.



Things "NOT TO DO"
1. Do not breed rabbits that are m molt or in poor flesh condition.

2. Do not breed your does too young. Small breeds may be bred
at 5 to 6 months; medium sized breeds, at 61 ^ to 7 months; giant breeds,
at from 8 to 9 months, depending upon development.

3. Never use a buck under six months of age.

4. Never use a buck more than twice a week.

5. Do not feed too much green feed, especially at the start.
Start green feeds slowly.

6. Do not overfeed your rabbits.

7. Do not let your animals get hog-fat. They will not breed in
this condition.

Rabbit Judging
Rabbit judging is fairly easy if

you know what to look for. The
first thing to do is to look for dis-
qualifications (bad points that will
keep the rabbit from placing).

Disqualifications
The main disqualifications are

listed below.

1. Buck or wolf teeth. These
are teeth that are not normal and
are usually very long and may pre-
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vent the rabbit from eating its
food properly.

2. Crooked front legs. Take the
rabbit by the ears and lift the front
feet just off the table. If the feet
hang straight, the front legs usu-
ally are all right.

3. Cow-hocked hind legs (legs
sticking out almost straight from
the body). Make the rabbit take
a few jumps and watch him from
behind. If his legs spread out on
the side when he hops, he is cow-
hocked. The legs should travel in
a straight line toward Ms front
legs.



4. Ear Mites. This can be told
by scabs that form in the ear. This
is always a disqualification.

5. Side-carried or crooked tail.
If the rabbit insists on carrying his
tail on one side, disqualify the ani-
mal. However, be sure he always
carries it that way.

6. Bare spots on the skin dis-
qualify.

7. White toenails on colored
rabbits disqualify.

8. Sores on body disqualify.
Always look for sore hocks. A
bare healthy spot on hocks does
not disqualify.

There are many more disqualifi-
cations, but these cover all you as
a 4-H member need to know.

What To Look For
In judging New Zealand Rabbits,

look for:

1. Broad head, good width be-
tween eyes (2 to 2% inches from
center to center of eyes), fairly
short thick ears, as heavily furred
as possible, and held erect.

2. The head should fit as closely
to the body as possible, almost giv-
ing the appearance of having no
neck.

3. Broad shoulders, barrel, and
hips, with the loins well filled. Uni-
formity in width is very important.

4. Flesh should be firm, and it
is important that the hips and loins
be well fleshed.

5. Good heavy bone in the legs.
The legs should be reasonably
short.

6. Reasonably long fur, of good
texture, and as dense as possible.
When the hand is run through the
fur from the hips toward the head,
the fur should fly back to its nor-
mal position.

By blowing into the fur, the
density or thickness can be seen.

7. Avoid extremely short or ex-
tremely long animals.

8. The hips should be slightly
broader than the shoulders.

9. The rabbit should give you a
sense of balance with all parts *
blended nicely.

It is important for you to realize
that few rabbits meet all the
standards set forth above. Try to
balance and compare one rabbit
against another.

After a little practice, you will
be able to tell a good rabbit from
a poor one without any trouble.
Success in judging rabbits comes
only with experience.

Sample of
Judging Reasons
Class of 4 rabbits—A, B, C, D
I place this class D, C, A, B.

I place D over C because D has
a broader head, thicker ears, the
ears are better furred, and have a
heavier ear base. D is better filled
out in the loins and carries more
meat on the hips. D also has much
denser fur.
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I place C over A because C has and also good depth of body. A
broader development of body all has firmer and heavier flesh
through — shoulders, barrel, loins, throughout; and while the fur is
and hips. C also has a finer tex- not better, it is in prime shape
tured fur, and it is a little longer while the fur of B is slipping.
than that of A. T . _ . . , . . . .

I place B last because it is weak
I place A over B because A has in almost all the important points,

broader head, shorter ears, very It has only two good points, very
short neck, good width of body, heavy bone, and pretty good fur.
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