Addressing Rabbit Abandonment: A Call for Essential Measures

Introduction

Rabbit abandonment is a growing and distressing problem in the UK, with devastating
consequences for the welfare of countless vulnerable animals. While rescue efforts remain
vital, we must shift focus toward prevention, addressing the causes of abandonment rather
than just the outcomes.

Domestic rabbits are often acquired under the false perception that they are easy or low-
maintenance pets. This misunderstanding leads to neglect, abandonment, and suffering for the
animals, and places increasing pressure on overstretched rescue organisations.

This report outlines a series of practical, enforceable, and preventative recommendations to
reduce rabbit abandonment at its root:

e Licensing for breeders to control supply and promote ethical breeding practices
e Mandatory microchipping to ensure accountability
e Significant fines for abandonment to serve as a deterrent

e Additional public education and rescue support

The Problem: The Heartbreak of Rabbit Abandonment

Rabbits abandoned in parks, woodlands, or urban spaces face an almost certain death. Unlike
wild rabbits, domesticated breeds lack essential survival instincts. They are vulnerable to:

e Starvation and dehydration - Limited access to food and clean water in unfamiliar
environments

o Predators and traffic — Frequent victims of dogs, foxes, birds of prey, and road
accidents

o Disease and exposure — High risk of fatal illness and environmental stress

Under the Animal Welfare Act 20086, it is a criminal offence to cause unnecessary suffering to
an animal. Abandoning a domestic rabbit qualifies under Section 4 of the Act, with maximum
penalties of five years’ imprisonment and/or an unlimited fine. However, enforcement is
inconsistent and often under-prioritised.

Prevention-Focused Solutions

1. Licensing for Rabbit Breeders

Problem: Unregulated breeding contributes to the oversupply of rabbits and enables impulsive
or ill-informed ownership.
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Proposal: Introduce a national licensing scheme for rabbit breeders, similar to existing
frameworks for dog breeders under the Animal Welfare (Licensing of Activities Involving
Animals) (England) Regulations 2018.

Benefits:
o Enforces minimum welfare standards
e Encourages responsible, informed sales
e Allows traceability and accountability

Expert Opinion: Definition of "breeder" must be carefully crafted to distinguish between
intentional breeding and accidental litters. Legislation must mandate routine inspections and
clear criteria for housing, health, and care.

2. 3 Mandatory Microchipping for Rabbits
Problem: Without identification, abandoned rabbits cannot be traced back to owners.
Proposal: Introduce mandatory microchipping for all domestic rabbits, enforceable at:
e Point of sale (breeders, pet shops)
e Veterinary registration with neutering to follow
o Rescue centre adoption
Recommended Age for Microchipping:

¢ From 10 weeks of age, when rabbits are physically able to tolerate the procedure per
RWAF guidance

e Small breeds: may require up to 12-14 weeks if under 1kg
e To be assessed case-by-case by a qualified vet
Microchipping process:
e Administered between the shoulder blades with a fine needle
o Ideally done during neutering or vaccination appointments to reduce stress

Legal Framework: To be modelled on Microchipping of Cats Regulations 2023, with
responsibilities for enforcement given to local authorities and trading standards.

3. v Significant Fines for Abandonment

Problem: Current penalties are underutilised and poorly enforced, resulting in little deterrent
effect.
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Proposal: Implement defined financial penalties for rabbit abandonment offences.
Benefits:

e Strong deterrent against neglect

o Reinforces that abandonment is a serious offence

e Generates potential funding for rabbit welfare enforcement

Expert Opinion: A tiered fine system could reflect the severity of the offence, e.g. whether the
rabbit suffered or was part of a repeat offence. Revenue should be earmarked for local rescue
organisations and enforcement support.

Additional Measures

e [ Public Education: National campaigns to educate on rabbit care and challenge
myths (e.g. rabbits as easy, low-maintenance pets)

e [ Rescue Support: Provide funding and resources to overwhelmed rescue centres

¢ [l Data & Case Studies: Collect and publish data on abandonment rates and
prosecution outcomes; cite successful models from dog/cat welfare legislation

e © Multi-Stakeholder Collaboration: Engage DEFRA, veterinary bodies, pet retailers,
animal charities, and local councils

Summary of Key Legislative Links
o Animal Welfare Act 2006 — Section 4: Offence to cause unnecessary suffering

¢ Animal Welfare (Licensing of Activities Involving Animals) Regulations 2018 -
Breeder licensing

e Microchipping of Dogs (England) Regulations 2015 and Microchipping of Cats
Regulations 2023 - Regulatory templates

Conclusion: A Shift to Prevention

Rabbit abandonment is not inevitable. It is a preventable outcome of weak regulation, low
accountability, and public misinformation. By adopting licensing for breeders, mandatory
microchipping, significant fines, and supportive education and enforcement, we can reduce
suffering at its source.

Rabbits are intelligent, sensitive animals who deserve the same protections as more widely
prioritised pets. The time for stronger, preventative action is now.

© Hop to Save Rabbits

You must not copy, make available, reproduce, sell, distribute, publish or otherwise circulate publicly or commercially any part of this
material in any format whatsoever unless you have obtained the prior written consent of Hop to Save Rabbits



References:
1. Animal Welfare Act 2006
2. Animal Welfare (Licensing of Activities Involving Animals) (England) Regulations 2018
3. RWAF (Rabbit Welfare Association & Fund) Guidelines
4. The Microchipping of Cats Regulations 2023

5. British Veterinary Zoological Society — Exotic Pet Microchipping Recommendations

© Hop to Save Rabbits

You must not copy, make available, reproduce, sell, distribute, publish or otherwise circulate publicly or commercially any part of this
material in any format whatsoever unless you have obtained the prior written consent of Hop to Save Rabbits



