TT/009/04 ‘

“cm

partageons les connaissances au profit des communautés rurales
sharing knowledge, improving rural livelihoods

This document has been produced with the financial assistance of

Technical Centre for Agricultural and Rural Cooperation (CTA).
The views expressed herein are not necessarily those of CTA and
can therefore in no way be taken to reflect the official opinion of the Centre.

Prepared by:

Contact information:

Ansari Hosein, Technician
Norman Gibson, Animal Scientist

Caribbean Agricultural Research and Development Institute,

University of the West Indies Campus, St Augustine, Trinidad & Tobago
Tel: 868-645-1205/6/7; 868-645-8120

Fax: 868-645-1208

Website: www.cardi.org

The role of good management
The importance of good management in livestock
enterprises can often be seen when management fails.
Under poor management conditions, mortality rates
among pre-weaned rabbits can be in excess of 50%. For
rabbits, the ability to produce and rear young to weaning
determines to a large extent the profitability of the
enterprise.

The average doe, under tropical conditions, should
produce more than 150 Ibs of live rabbits per year. To
achieve this she should kindle at least six times per year
and give birth to an average of six kits
on each occasion. She should ideally
rear all her young to weaning and if
reared as fatteners, they should be
marketed at an average weight of 4.5
Ibs. This should normally be achieved
when the fatteners are 13 weeks old.

This performance level should not
be too difficult to achieve provided
that good management practices are
applied.

The buck
The buck is regarded as half the herd.
Cull any bucks with genetic defects or
signs of disease. The buck to doe ratio
should be 1 to 10-15. Ensure that the buck is used
frequently. Ideally, the buck can be used once per day.
Twice every other day mating is possible with a rest
period of 3 to 4 hours between matings. The buck must
be allowed to rest for a full 24 hour period before being
used for service again when using this breeding regime.
An overweight buck or one in poor body condition

usually sires small litters and has few successful matings.

The doe
All breeding does should be kept in individual cages to
avoid sexual stimulation from does mounting each other.
This can result in a pseudo-pregnancy (false pregnancy).
Does should be in good health at breeding. A good doe
will accept and nurse her young readily after birth. Any
doe that does not accept her offspring should be culled
and her offspring placed with a foster doe. Does should
also be able to make a good nest. A poor nest will
increase mortality rates.

Adult New Zealand White doe

Age to breed

Medium sized breeds such as the New Zealand White
and California mature at about 6 months old while larger
breeds such as the Flemish Giant mature at about 9-12
months. Males mature about 1 month later than females.
Medium sized breeds should have a minimum of 5.5 lbs
body weight when first bred.

Weight rather than age should be the criterion used
when starting a breeding programme. A rabbit that
attains the minimum weight required for breeding is
usually at the desired age. If the doe is first bred at 6 -
months of age, she should be kept in
the breeding herd for 12 to 18
months. Bucks can be kept up to 14
to 20 months of age. The oldest doe
in the rabbitry should be no older
than 2 years. However, if her
performance drops before this time
she should be culled. Conversely, if
the doe still maintains a high
performance, she can be kept in the
breeding herd beyond this period.

Replacement stock

Breeding does and bucks should be
selected based on progeny and
pedigree records as well as past performance.
Replacement rate (45-50% per year) covers culling and
mortality. It is advisable to save at least one replacement
doe per month for every 24 active does in your breeding
programme. The same applies to bucks. Selection should
be made from a large healthy litter that is uniform in size
at 9 to 11 weeks of age. Replacement stock should be
kept in individual cages to prevent indiscriminate
breeding. Before putting in replacements, disinfect the
breeding doe/ buck cage and leave empty for 1 month.
Allow the replacement rabbit to spend at least 1 month
in the breeding cage for acclimatisation.

Breeding

Breed rabbits during the cooler periods of the day i.e.
early in the morning or late in the evening. No sudden
noises should be heard during this time. Carry the doe to
the buck’s cage for mating as the doe is territorial and
may not accept the buck in her cage. Some does even
attack and injure bucks that enter their cage.




A doe's vulva which appears red and shiny is indicative
of her readiness to mate i.e. she is sexually receptive. The
doe may run around the cage when placed with the buck.
This is a difficult breeder or it may not be ready to mate
i.e. not sexually receptive. If, upon inspection of the vulva
she is sexually receptive the doe may have to be held
down for the buck to mate with her. This is because even
though she is ready to mate, other factors (such as a
strange environment) prevent her from being receptive to
the buck. Sometimes, all that may be necessary is to hold
your hand in front of her face to prevent her from running.

The mating is usually successful when the buck makes
a grunting noise and rolls over on his side.

Gestation period

This is the period between conception and birth of the kits
(kindling) and usually lasts 30-32 days. One of the factors
that increases the length of the gestation period is
inbreeding. On the other hand, small litter size is a factor
that tends to shorten the gestation period. Some does
kindle as early as the 29th day or as late as the 35th day.
Unlike most other animals, ovulation in rabbits occurs
only after induction by external stimuli such as mating.
They are called induced ovulators. Intense sexual
excitement or mounting of the doe by other rabbits may
also induce ovulation.

4-day old rabbit kits
Does should be rebred 14-21 days after kindling. Most
farmers can expect 4-5 litters per year, as some
unsuccessful mating will occur, however, 9-10 litters
- per year is not impossible. With good management,
an average of six litters per year can be achieved.
Although does can be bred immediately after kindling, this
1s not recommended as the doe’s body condition may be
compromised.

Farmers should be aware that there will be approxi-
mately 4 days in the month when the doe refuses to mate
due to a reduction in the level of oestrogen in the body.

Pregnancy testing

1) Test breeding: the doe is taken to the buck’s cage 18
days after mating. If the doe refuses service from the buck
by fighting and growling then you can assume that she is
pregnant.

ii) Palpation: palpate the doe 14-21 days after mating to
confirm that conception has taken place. The abdominal
area close to the rear underside of the doe is carefully felt
and manipulated in an effort to feel the presence of young
in the does” womb. However, this method is reliable only
in the hands of experts. Do not palpate unless you have
been trained to do so.

Breeding difficulties

High-quality animals, feed, housing and management are
an integral part of any successful breeding programme.
The main causes of infertility include age, false
pregnancy, sterility, disease, heat, humidity and bad
management.

Kindling and care of litters

Good record keeping is important so that the gestation
period of 30 to 32 days can be monitored closely. This is
necessary so that adequate preparation can be made for
kindling. After successful mating, the nest box and
suitable bedding should be placed in the doe’s cage on the
28th day of gestation so that there is sufficient time for
nest building. Noises or sudden disturbances should be
avoided during kindling as this may discourage the doe
from accepting her litter. This is particularly true for first
litter does.

The litter should be inspected 10-15 minutes after
kindling. Remove the afterbirth, bloody bedding or any
dead kits that may be present. This will result in some
disturbance to the nest but the procedure is necessary to
maintain sanitation. Carefully cover back the kits with fur
and avoid any unnecessary handling of kits as this may
result in the doe abandoning them.

If more than eight kits are born alive, the chances of the
doe rearing them all successfully are reduced. In these
cases, kits should be culled back to eight per doe. It is an
extremely useful management procedure to synchronise
kindling whenever possible so that extra kits can be
fostered to other does.

Z-Week old rdbbit kits

To increase the possibility of foster does accepting Kkits,
some of her nesting material is rubbed onto them in an
effort to transfer the smell of the foster doe. Some does
are more sensitive than others and it may be necessary to
place some highly odorous material around the nose of
the doe to mask the foreign odour of the kits. Many
farmers have used the popular decongestant preparation
Vicks® very successfully for this purpose.

To cull or not to cull

Does that have small litters, poor mothering ability,
destroy or desert their young should be culled. It is
unlikely that this situation will improve, so the decision to
cull must be made quickly and without sentiment. The
poor performance of a few does can often determine the
overall profitability of the enterprise. Farmers are often
reluctant to cull mature does for various reasons but the
major consideration must be the balance sheet. Long-term
management success will require making tough decisions
on a day-to-day basis.

Kit care
Kits are born naked, deaf, blind and usually pink. They
require constant care and attention to increase their
chances of survival. Their eyes will usually open around
about 10 days after birth. Milk production generally peaks
at 3 weeks, just about the time when the litter should be
beginning to consume solid food. This is also the period
when the kits become more active and start to move
around the cage.

At this stage, the nest box should be removed to give the

kits more room for their increasing activity. Wilted forage,
supplemental feed and water should be made available.
Weaning takes place when kits are approximately 4 weeks
old, at which time, milk production is on the decline. At
35 days, milk production by the doe has completely
ceased. Farmers producing rabbits for meat generally
weigh their rabbits at weaning which provides a useful
measure of the performance of the doe.

Post weaning management

Meat producers generally practice group weaning. The
entire litter is placed as a group into one cage. If possible,
a numerical tattoo can be placed on the inner side of one
ear of each fattener for identification purposes and for
greater accuracy in record keeping. Separation by sex is
not necessary because rabbits will be slaughtered at 13
weeks 1.e. well before attaining sexual maturity. Rearing
rabbits for meat purposes becomes uneconomical beyond
this point. However, rabbits to be used as future
replacement stock should be placed in separate cages.

Handling of rabbits

Rabbits should never be held by their ears regardless of
age as this may lead to injury. They should be carefully
handled using both hands. For adult rabbits, with your
right hand (for a right-handed person), hold the loose skin
just behind the neck while supporting the rump of the
rabbit with your left hand. Face the rabbit away from you
to avoid scratches. Smaller rabbits can be held by firmly
holding the area between the hips and ribs with the rabbit
facing downwards.

Doe with kits




