In many livestock enterprises the cost of feeding is often
a significant component of the total cost of production
and may be as high as 75 - 80% of total cost. The
profitability of rabbit rearing will therefore depend to a
large extent on the farmer’s ability to manage feeding
costs. This is a key component of the continuous drive to
reduce the cost of production and increase productivity,
which every livestock producer must engage in. This is
especially true for producers that depend upon imported
feed or feed ingredients, where global market forces
determine the local price.
Rabbits should be
provided with a diet that has
adequate nutrients necessary
for maintenance, growth,
reproduction and lactation.
This can be done through the ¢
judicious use of forages and
concentrate feeds.

Plant foods for rabbits
Rabbits can be fed a wide
variety of plants, crop
residues, kitchen scraps and
agricultural by-products.
Grass and legume mixtures
should also be offered.
Forages such as Guatemala
and Guinea grasses can also be cultivated for feeding to
rabbits. Indigenous plants harvested from roadside fields
can provide variation and a cheap source of fibre for the
back yard farmer,

Caution must be taken when harvesting from public
places as these areas are sometimes sprayed with
herbicides. The farmer should also acquire a good
knowledge of local plants to avoid harvesting those that
may be poisonous to rabbits. All forage should be wilted
for 24 hours before being offered to the rabbits. This
reduces the moisture content of the plants. Feeding
forages of high moisture content can lead to cases of
diarrhoea in your herd.

Indigestible fibre is necessary for maintenance of the
lining of the small intestine in rabbits. An excellent
source is wheat bran. Some farmers rely on a more
traditional approach and place a dried coconut inside the
cage, which is then chewed completely down to the hard
shell by the rabbits. Dried coconut husks not only
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provide a source of fibre but also serve as a mechanism
to relieve boredom that may be experienced by the
animals.

Leucaena (River Tamarind, Wild Tamarind) is a high-
protein, multi-purpose plant that can be fed to rabbits.
However do not feed leucaena to a level of more than
10% of the total dry matter, as this may cause toxicity
problems. Symptoms of toxicity may include hair-loss
and general unthriftiness. Leucaena and Cabbage are
examples of two common plants that have toxins, which
can be detrimental to the health of your rabbits. Great
care must therefore be taken
when feeding these materials
to rabbits.

Caecotrophy

Rabbits may sometimes
appear to be eating their
faeces, particularly at night.
There is no need for alarm,
these are not actual faeces.
They are in fact special
droppings the rabbits produce
called caecotropes.
Caecotropes are rich in
bacterial protein and vitamin
B. This is quite normal
behaviour in rabbits and is
referred to as caecotrophy. If this behaviour is seen, the
farmer should not be overly concerned. Cages
constructed with wire mesh floors do not prevent
caecotrophy. Rabbits will normally consume the
partially digested material directly from the anus.

Calcium excretion

Rabbits excrete lots of calcium in the urine. If they are
fed diets rich in this mineral, calcium deposition can
occur anywhere in the urinary tract, including the
kidneys. In severe cases, this may lead to the formation
of urinary calculi (stones) or sludge resulting in kidney
damage. Urinary calculi, if large enough, can cause the
animals lots of pain and will restrict feeding and other
normal behaviour. Rabbits absorb calcium from the gut
based solely on its availability in the diet. A well
balanced diet is therefore essential if these problems are
to be avoided.




Commercial feed supplements for rabbits
All rabbits should be offered wilted forage ad lib.
However, because tropical grasses typically exhibit low
protein and energy digestibility, forage alone should not
be fed to rabbits reared commercially for meat. The diet
should be supplemented with commercial feed pellets.
Growing rabbits require about 16% crude protein (CP)
in their diet, which is somewhat less than the 19%
required by gestating or lactating rabbits. However, feed
mills do not formulate feeds for the different
physiological states of the rabbit. When this is done, it is
recommended that CP content should be kept between 17-
18%.

Feeding guide for fatteners and adults

Feed fatteners 1 oz feed pellets per day during the first
week after weaning, then feed an additional 0.4 oz for
each subsequent week until the 6th week after weaning.
At this point fatteners should be offered 2.8 oz of feed
pellets per day until slaughter at 13 weeks old.

Commercial feed pellets
Adult rabbits should be offered the following quantities of
commercial feed pellets (17-18% CP):

Breeding Buck: 2.8 oz / day
Dry (adult) female: 2.8 oz / day
Pregnant Doe: 3.5 oz / day

3.5 oz plus an additional 0.4 oz
for each kit in the litter.

Lactating female:

Commercial feed pellets

Rabbits should be fed feed pellets and forage once daily,
preferably during the evening period as they seem more
active at this time. Daily inspection of the feeders to
ensure no old, mouldy or caked feed is present is
necessary to minimise health problems in your herd.

Do not overfeed your breeding stock. An overweight
buck is lazy and may tire quickly while an overweight
doe may be reluctant to mate. However, if she does mate
and conceive, the excessive fat in her body may make
kindling difficult resulting in high mortality among kits
and may also put the doe's life at risk.

Clean, fresh, cool water must be available to all
animals at all times.
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