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In order to be a successful pet owner, whichever animal we take on, we have to obtain certain characteristics;

1. we must have acceptance and respect for what the animal really is

2. we must be patient and understanding of the animals basic needs and instincts

3. We must take the time to research and learn about the animal in depth, as a wild animal in its natural environment, again its reasons behind behaviors, diet and relationship with others of its own species and other species.

4. Understand how and why its become domesticated and kept as a pet.

5. We must learn to talk its language, however silent and adept to it, not the other way round.

6. We must learn about positive and reward training. 

If we can do this we will develop a far deeper bond with our pet that will be immensely rewarding and satisfying for us. Our pets will benefit to, as they will be confident, relaxed and it will really help them live a long healthy life and help prevent stress-related illnesses.

All animals have natural instincts within them developed through evolution. Three basic areas we need to comprehend about our pet are;

1. Is it a prey animal or predator

2. Do its wild relatives live alone or in groups (if in groups, what type of hierarchy)

3. Is it a “fight” or “flight” animal? Examples of flight animals are horses, rabbits, zebras and antelopes. These will run away if threatened by a predator. Examples of fight animals are dogs, lions and other cats. These will attack anything that approaches them they feel is a threat. Sadly we do see exceptions where rabbits are so scared they will bite their owner to protect themselves, and dogs that have been so abused, they are depressed and timid.

Once we understand this about the animal, we will start to communicate with it, and in turn see positive responses and reactions (what we see as the pet being sweet and friendly).  We will be interacting. They will be accepting us and understanding us as a friend, not outsider of its own species or predator.

You will appreciate this if you have ever seen the films “The horse whisperer” or “Gorillas in the mist”, both based on true life stories of humans living and talking to animals.

Learning to talk the animal’s language for our selfish wants and needs and understanding why the animal is reacting to us, whether positive or negative is far more satisfying, than just having the animal and not knowing why it loves us or is scared of us. It is also a much kinder way than forcing the animal to respond from fear, where there is no true relationship between man and animal and only our dominant human has control once again, over a fearful trapped creature.

Rabbits

· Rabbits are herbivores (they don’t eat animals or animal products)

· They need to graze for at least 8 hours a day, grass is their staple diet and grazing keeps their teeth healthy. Their digestive system means they need to graze; not eat a quick meal once a day. They only need a handful of commercial feed once a day.

· They are very low to the ground, and ground loving animals

· They have very good hearing but poor sight. Their eyes are at the side of their head.

· Rabbits are prey. They are food to other animals including humans.

· All pet rabbits have the same needs for exercise and diet and basic instincts as their wild relatives. It doesn’t matter what size or colour they are.

· Therefore they are always looking out for danger and are cautious animals

· When you first approach them, they will run away as they can’t take the risk of staying. Their survival instinct is to assume we are danger. 

· If you are patient, stay still, don’t react and let them come up to you, they will come back and investigate you. They may be cautious but they are very curious and inquisitive.

A rabbits genetics, breed and breeding does have some influence over how placid they are with humans, but environmental factors have a part to play too;

· The accommodation they are born into and kept in

· The relationship the mother rabbit has with the owner and how the mother acts e.g. nervous/ calm.

· How the owner behaves around the rabbits and how he handles them E.g. gentle, calm, aggressive, stressed.

With the correct interaction a rabbit can bond very closely to a human and the human will realize how intelligent a rabbit is, how much potential there is and how such a close relationship is really possible. As stated above the set-up and design of rabbit living quarters in regards to human presence also makes a huge difference

Getting down to it…….so how do we become our rabbits best friend!?

Whether your rabbit is from a pet shop, rescue or neighbor, it will be at a certain level of “tameness” this should be described as “trust”! Through my experience I have created a table that shows “stages of trust”. To earn our rabbits trust we have to start at stage one. Some rabbits will learn quickly, and not need much interaction while others will need lots of time every day and need lots of reassurance and love to trust us. 

· It is kinder if the rabbit is paired, as rabbits are not solitary animals. A neutered buck and spayed doe bond most successfully and through the natural relationship a doe and buck have, they tend to have more relaxed characters when together compared to same sex pairs.

· The accommodation influences them greatly. For full details and ideas please speak to me, but briefly, a shed joined to a large grass area, which humans can move about in or keeping your rabbits indoors where they can live within the humans everyday movements, where they quickly learn they are not threatened helps greatly.

· The more caged they are, the less able they are to act naturally and the less time they spend with us, where they only see us when we want to grab them, the more they will see us as predators. They will feel like prisoners!

THE BONDING PROCESS!

Once the above is set up, you may now begin to bond with them.

· Make sure you are feeling relaxed and calm, are not in a rush and feeling confident and happy

· Sit in the run with some treats in your lap or hand and ignore them. They may ignore you to begin with or feel scared of you and dart off. DON’T MOVE especially your hands!

· Eventually they will investigate you, usually within a few minutes, if they take too long and you get bored, go, but leave a nice bit of fruit or veg, where you were sitting.

· Do this 2 or 3 times a day, or at least once a day, the more you do it, the quicker they will learn. Give them a chance, be patient and don’t get frustrated. Remember we are naturally their enemy. Help them realize you are not a threat.

· If they don’t come up to you the first time, by leaving the treats, they will relate you to the treats and it will encourage them to come to you.

· Be it the first time they come to you or after a week, the next stage is to get them brave enough to hand feed from you, or your lap. They are most scared of our hands as sadly the majority of rabbits are grabbed by their owners. Keep your hands really still. If your rabbit is particularly timid, lean over the fence or feed through the fence, and sit the other side, he will feel safer.

· Once they are hand feeding DO NOT BE TEMPTED TO STROKE THEM! Rabbits fear our hands mostly. If your rabbit won’t take food from your palm, try holding a long carrot, it won’t seem as scary.

· You can talk softly to your rabbits. Animals are so sensitive to our vibes, tone of voice and emotions, especially rabbits with their big ears. They are so clever and easily learn simple words with tome of voice; “good bunny” “well done” “no” “home” “food”.

· During the investigation stage and hand feeding they will get braver and at times still be unsure, teasing you, taking the food and running off, running up a few times then ignoring you, but eventually they will stay for longer times.

· Once at this stage, where they should trust your hands, you are now at the stage to show them about stroking. Rabbits are naturally affectionate to one another. By having a pair you will see them washing one another and where they like to be rubbed. Their backs can be sensitive but they love their foreheads and ears being rubbed. Don’t go near their mouth, you’ll only get bitten. Any rabbit can bite, even the sweetest, they can’t bark or meow, and if we annoy them, sometimes that’s the only way to tell us their not happy or they think our finger is food! We really must listen to them.

· Now when hand feeding, hover the empty hand over the hand with food in. The only way for your rabbit to get the food will be to push his head between your hands. Don’t push your luck, 

· I know its temping to start stroking, but don’t! Like with the hand feeding stage; wait until your rabbit happily eats out of your hand with the other one over him.


· Now lower this hand, so now when your rabbit eats your hand is touching his head. He will be naturally rubbing his head on you. Now you can sneak a few strokes in. If he worries stop, let him continue eating. Don’t panic or react, he’ll only wonder what your worried about, act as if nothings a big deal.

· In no time you will be stroking your rabbits head. He will realize it feels good. Before you know it he will be asking for strokes, not just food, but remember don’t get over excited and don’t rush!

· You can then stroke his whole body. All this may take only hours, or days or weeks, but it is so rewarding and worth the wait.

· Once your rabbits are happily letting you stroke them and sit with them and play with them, you will be feeling more confident and you will be part of their group, they will be trusting you and for you to be around them will be so natural for them. You would have spent so much time with them by now. 

· If you are on the floor with them they should be jumping all over you by now.

PICKING UP RABBITS

Remember we are asking them to do something very unnatural. They only know picking up, as something that a predator does to them. Also lifting them off the ground is not natural. Cats climb trees, and cats and dogs hold kittens and puppies in their mouth to move them about, but NOT RABBITS.

Rabbits can happily jump great heights for fun, but their physiology means their backs can be easily broken if they fall or struggle out of our arms. 

· When they are playing all over you, you can sneakily and gently cup them, try putting your arms and hands all over them and around them without actually picking them off the floor. 

· Sit down, so they can climb on your lap. Let them know they can hop off, always incorporating fruit and veg as treats to help.

· The rabbits will then literally climb into your arms, like a duck to water, raise them a little at first close against your chest, safe. Then kneel, if they feel comfortable put them down, with a reassuring voice and treats. Then when they are happy to be held and cradled at this level, stand up.

· As you can see, there is far much more to rabbit keeping, than just picking it out of its hutch, petting it for a few moments and shoving it back. By now you will understand why a rabbit will struggle if you do this. Also why a shed not a hutch or allowing your rabbits indoors to sit on the sofa and watch TV with you, or play on the floor while you cook, clean or iron really does help.

· A relationship with a rabbit can be so enriching, they truly can be part of the family and your best friend.

· You will also now see why they really are unsuitable for children. A kitten would be far better or a rat or guinea pig. To find out more about these, just ask.

Thank you          
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