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Rabbit Welfare in the UK – Something has to change 
Camp Nibble reg.charity no. 1137407 

 
Despite our charity opening its doors to many types of small animal consistently 
around 80% of our rescue animals are rabbits. Sadly, all species of pet animal fall 
victim to neglect and abuse to some extent. However, through the course of our work 
it has become shockingly apparent to us that the UK is in the midst of a serious 
rabbit welfare crisis.  
 
We are not alone in reaching this conclusion. Recent studies have identified rabbits 
to be the most neglected and cruelly treated of all pets. As the UK’s third most 
popular pet this amounts to a significant number of animals unnecessarily suffering.  
“Despite being the UK’s third most popular pet, with an estimated 1.6 million 
currently kept, the welfare needs of domestic rabbits are widely misunderstood by 
their owners,” said PDSA Senior Veterinary Surgeon Sean Wensley. “Hundreds of 
thousands of rabbits face an unhappy, lonely existence in cramped accommodation, 
whilst being fed an inappropriate diet and suffering from a range of painful diseases. 
We should re-evaluate the ways in which we have traditionally kept pet rabbits and 
start providing them with what we know they need to lead healthy and happy lives.”  
 
The PDSA 
 
Most of our rescue rabbits one way or another have ended up at Camp Nibble due to 
people taking on rabbits with little realisation of what is needed for them to live 
happy, healthy lives. They are widely misunderstood animals and are very often 
mistakenly taken on as cheap, easy pets. In many cases the responsibility for their 
care is even left in the hands of children.  
 
Welfare organisations now understand well what rabbits need for their welfare to be 
best met. However, this knowledge has far from been adopted by the general public 
at large. There is still a huge gap between the general public’s traditional out-dated 
view of rabbit keeping and the modern day view held by welfare organisations and 
the Rabbit Welfare community. New figures from the Rabbit Welfare Association and 
Fund (RWAF) the UK’s leading authority on rabbit welfare reveals that at least 
67,000 abandoned rabbits pass through UK rescue shelters each year.  
 
"What is really worrying," said Richard Saunders, RWAF Veterinary Expert Advisor, 
"is that this number only reflects the cases where the rabbits have made it into 
rescue. We can't possibly quantify how many more are dumped in the wild and left to 
fend for themselves, which leads to almost certain death, by the way. Then there are 
those who, when the novelty has worn off, are simply neglected and left often in a 
hutch with no access to exercise space and almost no attention except for a handful 
of food now and again." The Rabbit Welfare Association & Fund 
 
In their press release (Nov 2012) the RWAF give a clear message:  
 
“Rabbits are not the cheap and easy children's pet that they are often mistaken as 
being. They are as big a commitment as a cat or dog, and people should think long 

http://www.pdsa.org.uk/about-us/media-pr-centre/news/1032_unhappy-bunnies
http://www.rabbitwelfare.co.uk/rwf/index.php


and hard, and do their research before taking them on. And even longer and harder 
before they decide to breed 'just one litter' from their pets, all of which will then need 
to find homes. If you can't commit to providing rabbits with the space, 
companionship, vet care and proper diet for ten years or more, then rabbits are not 
for you.” The Rabbit Welfare Association & Fund 
 
In 2006 the UK government implemented a new animal welfare act. In order to 
comply with the Animal Welfare Act (2006) all owners and responsible persons must 
ensure that five welfare needs of all domestic animals in their care are met. These 
are the need for a:  
 
• A suitable environment  
• A suitable diet  
• To be able to perform normal behaviour  
• To live with, or apart from, other animals (depending on the type of animal)  
• To be protected from pain, suffering, injury and disease  
 
This important piece of legislation was a significant step towards improved animal 
welfare in the UK. However, the welfare needs above must be applied in very 
different ways to correctly meet the needs of different types of animal.  
 
Many pet rabbits are still housed alone in tiny hutches with access to very little or 
often no additional exercise. The most common ailments seen in pet rabbits such as 
dental disease and obesity are attributable to an inappropriate diet and a lack of 
freedom of movement/exercise. Rabbits are still viewed by many as cheaply 
acquired even disposable pets. As a result of this many owners still do not seek 
veterinary care when needed for their pet rabbits. In many cases they are bought on 
impulse. Thousands of rabbit owners are far from keeping their pet rabbits ‘protected 
from pain, suffering, injury and disease’ and in failing to do so doing are in fact in 
breach of the law.  
 
The reality is that far from being cheap, easy pets when cared for properly rabbits 
have complex needs. ‘Rabbit savvy’ owners now understand that their rabbits need 
space and lots of it. They understand that a rabbit’s diet should consist of mainly 
grass/hay. They realise the importance of neutering, vaccinating and making 
contingency plans for potentially expensive vet visits. They respect that as naturally 
social animals rabbits do best with another neutered rabbit/s for company.  
The issues surrounding the current rabbit welfare crisis in the UK are complicated 
and there is sadly no quick fix. However, we believe that a significant important step 
forwards is the introduction of new rabbit specific legislation. We therefore fully 
support the suggested changes put forwards in Scottish Parliament Petition 
PE01561 Rabbit Welfare. 
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