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Rabbit biology/ecology

The impacts on effective management & 

long term control



The 1st step is admit there is a problem



Urban Rabbit Control & Management

Two options

A) Eradicate B) Control numbers & damage

A). Eradicate  1. Fence in &/or 2. Fence Out

Assess own & neighbours for rabbit harbour

Remove rabbit harbour:- above ground

bait

fumigate

Secure property :- stop invading rabbits

maintenance

B). Control damage Assess own & neighbours for rabbit harbour

Remove rabbit harbour:- above ground

bait

fumigate

Live with damage / RPF what you want to protect

Work together



Quick facts; 

Litter size Average 4 - 6 per litter (up to 10). ~28 kittens 

per year

Breeding season Seasonally when green feed is 

available. Can be continuously pregnant  6 -

8 months .

Kittens independent 21 days

Time from giving birth

to re -mating ½ - 2 hours
Can range from 1.5 - 20 km



Reproduction & Survival

Management implications

The fecundity of  rabbits is high. They can quickly recover to maximum 

carrying capacity in 12 -15 mths following drought or baiting programs  

e.g.

Rabbits within an enclosure, open to predators, were exposed to 

a myxomatosis outbreak and only one male and one female 

survived 18 months later the population peaked at 

184

Rabbit populations need to be reduced by 

85-95% ;  to be below the threshold level 

that allows them to recover 



Spotlight Rabbit Counts-- Rowsley Valley
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Litres of 1080 per year
 24           28           45          108        50          44

   1985      1986      1987       1988     1989      

Highest count

Average Count

The baiting only approach & other great failuresé.



óRabbits are the filter through which all 

plants must passô*

Rabbits at low densities (0.5 -3 per 

ha) can stop the regeneration of  

many native seedlings



Impact of Rabbits on Pasture 
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150 - 500 g. 3 -6 hours feeding 



(a) 

 

(b) 

 
Figure 6.  Typical damage to seedlings by rabbits recorded eight days after planting.  Manna 
gum (a) pruned and not eaten (typical clean oblique cut) and Drooping Sheoak dug out and 
partially consumed. 

Rabbit damage on seedlings is immediate





Daily movements

Management  implications

The length of  time spent above ground can vary from 6.5 to 13.8 

hours

A substantial proportion of  a local population will never be on the 

surface at the same time. 

Dusk counts recorded that only 42 -66% of  a known population were 

seen above ground

Rabbit population estimates based on night or day time 

observations are highly variable with a propensity to markedly 

underestimate rabbit densities.

The efficacy of  shooting is compromised when around half  the 

population  is not targeted (i.e. only for fun, not useful!)



Home Range

Management implications

The centre of  rabbit activity is the warren system 

When feed is not limited most rabbits graze within 300 metres of  

warrens.

Dry pastures = home ranges increase. 

Rabbits known to feed 300 m to 1500m from warrens

Studies showed the proportion of  rabbits consuming bait decreased as 

the placement of  bait increased to 200 meters from the warren 

Baiting best carried in summer 

when green feed limited 

Summer months: - feeding 

ranges extended. You need to 

look for and find feeding areas 

prior to baiting.

Always lay bait close to active 

warren systems  in rabbit 

feeding areas



The majority of rabbits must be able to find then 

consume the free feeds or poison bait  take will 

be low 

Ensure rabbits 

are feeding on 

free feeds then 

post baiting there 

can be +90% 

reduction in 

rabbits seen



Dispersal

Management implications

Rabbits have high rates of dispersal: 36%- 72% of bucks & 8%-32% 

of does breed away from natal warrens

1 to 2 month old rabbits disperse during the current breeding season

Recolonisation untreated warrens +/ - One K 

? What's your neighbour doing ? 

It is essential to destroy all warrens within 

the project area . YOUR rabbit management 

works must be coordinated with your 

neighbours .



Can range from 1.5 - 20 km



Rabbits Ŏŀƴ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΧ 

Are the rabbits running the place?



CONTROL OPTIONS

¸ Warren / Burrow Destruction

¸ Harbour Removal

¸ Warren / Burrow Fumigation

¸ Poisoning

¸ Myxomatosis

¸ Rabbit Calicivirus Disease

¸ Shooting, trapping and ferreting 



Shoot, spotlight & monitor

ÅShooting must sustain 87% decline
ÅMaryborough site:- monitoring spotlight 

(rabbits per klm) 
ÅBurrow activity.(Active & Non-

active entrances)

ÅSpotlight decline popn95% decline
ÅSite heavily targeted shooters & change in rabbit 

presence under spotlights
ÅBurrow/Warren activity +5% increase

The length of  time spent above ground can vary from 

6.5 to 13.8 hours

Dusk counts recorded that only 42 -66% of  a known 

population were seen above ground



The myxoma pathogen is an 

example that a pathogen can 

become much more virulent 

in a new host.

MYXOMATOSIS



Myxomatosis

Rabbit Calicivirus

Disease/RHDV

RHDV1ARHDVK5/RHD V2

Current (endemic)

bio-control active in environment


