
PET animal indicators

RSPCA concern
Rabbits are common pets in many western European countries1 

with an estimated one million rabbits kept as pets in the UK, 

making them the third most popular mammalian pet after dogs 

and cats2.

	T he welfare needs of pet rabbits are often poorly 

understood by potential and existing owners and the RSPCA 

is concerned that this lack of knowledge, together with many 

inappropriate traditional housing and husbandry practices, has 

a detrimental impact on pet rabbit welfare. In addition, the 

thousands of rabbits abandoned or given up to the RSPCA3, 

and other welfare organisations every year, indicates that the 

full responsibility of caring for rabbits is often not considered 

when the rabbit is acquired.

	T he Animal Welfare Act 2006 in England and Wales places 

a legal duty of care upon owners to meet the welfare needs of 

their animals4. Before acquiring a rabbit it is essential that the 

person who will be responsible for its care understands the 

responsibility and commitment that is involved and considers 

carefully whether they will be able to provide for the rabbit’s 

welfare needs.

	T he RSPCA believes that anyone selling or rehoming a 

rabbit has a responsibility to provide good-quality husbandry 

advice to help inform potential rabbit owners.

Background
The Animal Welfare Act 2006 clearly recognises the 
responsibility of any pet owner to take reasonable steps to 
meet the welfare needs of the animals in their care4. The 
Animal Welfare Bill’s Regulatory Impact Assessment (RIA) 
also recognised the responsibility of vendors to help educate 
prospective buyers in the husbandry and care of animals on 
sale5. The RIA therefore advocated that all commercial  
vendors of pet animals should issue comprehensive care 
information to purchasers about the animal that they were 
buying6; a requirement that may be incorporated into new  
pet vending regulations. Expert reviewed information leaflets 
were suggested as an appropriate format for delivering  
this information7. 
	 It is estimated that one million rabbits are kept as pets in 
the UK2 but very few studies have investigated the source from 
which rabbits are acquired. In a UK study conducted in 2006, 
it was found that 22 per cent of the 102 rabbits surveyed 
were acquired from a pet shop8. Similarly, a survey conducted 
by the Pet Food Manufacturers Association (PFMA) found 
that 20 per cent of the UK’s pets were acquired from a pet 
shop9. A more recent unpublished survey of rescue centres 
in the UK10 suggests that the number might be greater, with 
52.1 per cent of the rabbits entering rescue centres between 
January 2009 and July 2010 originally obtained from pet shops, 
pet superstores or garden centres, where origin was known. 
Although the actual number of rabbits procured from pet 
shops is unknown, pet shops can play an important role in 
helping to educate the pet-buying public about the needs of 
rabbits and what equipment and long-term care is required 
once the rabbit(s) is taken home; thereby potentially 
improving rabbit welfare. In recognition of this, the RSPCA 
has carried out research into the provision of quality written 
care information on rabbits in pet shops.

INSUFFICIENT DATA are AVAILABLE.

       Welfare indicator:   The provision of quality written 
husbandry information on rabbits in a sample of 
retail outlets
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The indicator figures
A sample of pet shops in England and Wales was surveyed 
between March and June 2010, to investigate the number of 
rabbits on sale and the availability of free written information 
on rabbits in each outlet. The number of rabbits on sale and 
details of any written information about rabbits on display 
near enclosures (‘signs’) were recorded, and a copy of any free 
rabbit care sheets, available to be taken away for reference by 
those considering buying or intending to buy a pet rabbit, were 
collected. Pet shops in England and Wales were identified using 
the Yellow Pages telephone directory. It is intended for this 
survey to be carried out on an annual basis.

	 Information scoring

The type of information recorded and scored was based on 
the five main welfare needs of animals as outlined in the Animal 
Welfare Act 2006: an animal’s need for a suitable environment; 
a suitable diet; to be able to exhibit normal behaviour patterns; 
to be housed with, or apart from, other animals; and to be 
protected from pain, suffering, injury and disease.
	 The information on signs was scored according to whether 
information about the five welfare needs was available. For 
example, surveyors recorded mention of the required enclosure 
size, provision of a suitable diet and water, provision of 
appropriate substrates to allow natural behaviour, appropriate 

social groupings and the need to seek veterinary care. The free 
care sheets were analysed in more detail, by comparing the 
information provided with the RSPCA’s information on rabbits’ 
welfare needs11, which was written and reviewed by a panel of 
experts in rabbit veterinary, behaviour and welfare science12. 
Other issues considered desirable for pet shops to cover 
included: adult size, lifespan, source, price and sources of 
further information (e.g. websites, free care sheets, advice from 
members of staff). Surveyors were also asked to note whether 
staff approached them and volunteered any care information 
without prompting.

	 Rabbits on sale

Out of 175 pet shops investigated, 73 sold rabbits. A total 
of 301 rabbits were on sale in these pet shops. The average 
number of rabbits on sale was four, but ranged from one to 13 
per shop. Breed of rabbit was recorded for 63 of the 301 rabbits 
surveyed, with giant, lop and dwarf breeds being the most 
commonly reported breeds respectively. Although not every 
pet shop across England and Wales was visited in this study, 
data gathered from the surveyed sample can be used to get 
an estimate of the total number of rabbits on sale. Assuming a 
similar proportion of non-surveyed pet shops sold rabbits, and in 
similar proportions, it is estimated that there are approximately 
4,000 rabbits on sale in pet shops in England and Wales.

Data source: RSPCA.
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Figure 6: Availability of written rabbit-related information on signs displayed in pet shops selling rabbits



xxxx xxxxx 79 

PET animal indicators

	 Care information provided to potential buyers – on signs

Results relating to the availability of rabbit information on signs 
in pet shops are presented in Figure 6. Of the pet shops that 
sold rabbits at the time of the survey, 50.7 per cent displayed 
some written information about rabbits on signs. However,  
only 37 per cent of pet shops displayed information in  
addition to cost. 
	 It is important for any potential rabbit owner to know how 
big their animal is likely to grow so that they can purchase 
suitable housing, but only 11 per cent of shops displayed 
information about the likely adult size. Information about the 
lifespan of rabbits, and therefore the length of commitment 
required by buyers, was displayed on signs in only 13.7 per cent 
of shops selling rabbits. Only one pet shop displayed information 
regarding the source of the rabbits it sold and less than 18 per 
cent of pet shops selling rabbits displayed signs that mentioned 
sources of further information.
	 Information relating to one or more of the welfare needs 
of rabbits (environment, diet, behaviour, company, health) was 
found on signs in 31.5 per cent of pet shops that sold rabbits
and on 62.2 per cent of all rabbit signs. However only two 
shops with rabbits for sale displayed information on all five 
of their welfare needs, equating to just 5.4 per cent of all 
rabbit signs.

Data source: RSPCA.
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Figure 7: Availability of information on rabbits’ welfare needs on rabbit-related signs

	 As presented in Figure 7 when rabbit-related signs were 
available, information relating to some aspect of rabbits’ social 
needs, i.e. company (45.9 per cent) was provided most often, 
followed by the need for a suitable diet (40.5 per cent), the 
need to exhibit natural behaviour patterns (35.1 per cent) and 
the provision of a suitable environment (29.7 per cent). Health-
related information was provided least often, being displayed in 
only 24.3 per cent of pet shops with signage. Fewer than 10 per 
cent of pet shops with rabbits for sale displayed information on 
signs regarding the need for veterinary care.

	 Care information provided to potential buyers – free 
written information to take away

Results relating to the availability of free rabbit-related care 
sheets are presented in Figure 8. There were free rabbit-related 
care sheets available to take away in 33 per cent of pet shops 
that sold rabbits. In several shops (8.2 per cent) information 
was provided either verbally or via care sheets when a rabbit 
was purchased, rather than being available to help inform 
prospective owners and allow them to make an informed 
buying decision before the point of sale.
	 Rabbit-related care sheets were also found in six pet shops 
that did not have rabbits for sale at the time of the survey. 
The leaflets from these six shops were excluded from the 
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results as the shops did not have rabbits for sale at the time 
of the survey, although two of the shops confirmed that they 
normally sold rabbits and both held a care sheet on rabbits. 
One shop usually held a rabbit care sheet, but this was out of 
stock at the time of the survey. Therefore, around one-third  
of the shops that sold rabbits usually held free rabbit-related 
care sheets.

	 Many of the care sheets collected were taken from a  
single pet shop chain, Pets at Home. Out of 19 surveyed Pets 
at Home stores that had rabbits for sale, 11 had rabbit-related 
care sheets, meaning that when Pets at Home stores are 
discounted, only 17.8 per cent of surveyed pet shops held 
rabbit care sheets.
	 None of the pet shops that sold rabbits gave details 
about the price of the rabbits on sale in the care sheets they 
provided. The responsibility of owning a rabbit was mentioned 
in care sheets in 26 per cent of shops selling rabbits. The fact 
that rabbits are prey animals was mentioned in care sheets 
in only three of the pet shops that sold them; this fact is 
important in helping owners understand rabbit behaviour and 
their rabbit’s needs. A high proportion of pet shops provided 
care sheets that included valuable information about the 
expected lifespan and signs of good health for rabbits. Adult 
size was mentioned in care sheets in 12.3 per cent of pet 
shops selling rabbits. The source of the rabbits available for  

sale was only mentioned in care sheets found in three shops. 
Sources of further information were given in care sheets in  
31.5 per cent of pet shops selling rabbits.
	 Of the pet shops that sold rabbits, 33 per cent held care 
sheets containing information on at least one of the five welfare 
needs and all the rabbit care sheets collected from shops that  
sold rabbits held some information on at least one need. 27.4 
per cent of shops that sold rabbits had care sheets that contained 
all five welfare needs, whilst 83.3 per cent of the rabbit leaflets 
collected from shops selling rabbits contained information on all 
five welfare needs. 
	 When rabbit care sheets were provided (see Figure 9), all of 
them contained information about some aspect of rabbits’ dietary 
needs, most contained information about environmental and 
companionship needs (95.8 per cent), whilst behavioural  
and health needs were covered slightly less often (87.5 per cent). 
However 91.7 per cent of rabbit care sheets mentioned the need 
for veterinary care. There is therefore much more information 
on rabbits’ welfare needs provided in care sheets, when they are 
available, than on signage. However when compared with the 
RSPCA’s expert-derived information on rabbits’ welfare needs, it 
was clear that the information provided in care sheets was  
not necessarily comprehensive or accurate.
	 Overall, slightly more information was provided via signs  
than care sheets, with 37 per cent of pet shops selling rabbits 

Data source: RSPCA.
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Figure 8: Availability of written rabbit-related information in free care sheets in pet shops selling rabbits
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displaying rabbit-related information on signs (excluding those 
displaying price only) and 33 per cent providing free rabbit  
care sheets. 
	 Free rabbit information was available in some form (either 
on signs in store or in free care sheets) in 68.5 per cent of 
surveyed shops that sold rabbits. When the price of the rabbits 
on sale is excluded, just over half of the shops that sold rabbits 
(56.2 per cent) had free rabbit information available in some 
form (see Figure 10).
	 Welfare-related information, covering at least one of the 
five welfare needs was provided in some form in 50.7 per cent 
of pet shops that had rabbits for sale at the time of the survey. 
However, only 27.4 per cent of shops that had rabbits for  
sale had written information available that covered all five 
welfare needs.
	 Very few pet shops provided details of the source of the 
rabbits for sale. Sources of further information were provided via 
signs and/or free care sheets in just over 40 per cent of shops 
that sold rabbits.
	 Overall information on rabbits’ dietary needs was provided 
most often via signs and/or care sheets, being present in 45.2 
per cent of shops that sold rabbits (see Figure 11). Information 
in some form on rabbits’ health needs was provided least 
frequently in only 33 per cent of shops selling rabbits. Only 34.2 
per cent of shops with rabbits for sale mentioned the need for 
veterinary care either on signs and/or care sheets.

Information provided by staff
An additional method of information delivery is via staff in 
store. Surveyors reported that they were approached by 
members of staff in over half of the shops that sold rabbits 
(52.1 per cent), and received unprompted advice in 39.5 
per cent of these shops. Surveyors described staff in 
several stores as ‘helpful’ and in one store as 
‘knowledgeable’ about rabbit care.

Rabbits are popular pets and under the Animal Welfare Act 
2006, all pet owners now have a legal ‘duty of care’ to meet 
their animals’ welfare needs. Despite this, just under half of 
the pet shops surveyed did not provide any free written 
information relating to rabbits’ needs to help potential owners 
make an informed choice before deciding to buy a rabbit, and 
to help them to meet their responsibilities if they obtained a 
rabbit. Where information was provided, it was not always 
comprehensive and was sometimes inaccurate.
	 Improvements could be made to the availability, scope and 
detail of rabbit-related information provided on signs in store 
and in free care sheets. Ensuring that buyers fully understand 
the responsibility of owning a rabbit before sale is an important 
obligation of any seller. Despite potentially having financial 
implications for stores, free, good-quality care sheets provide 
an important route of information delivery as potential owners 
can take them away to read and consider before making the 

Data source: RSPCA.
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Figure 9: Availability of information on rabbits’ welfare needs in free rabbit care sheets
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Data source: RSPCA.
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Figure 10: Availability of any sort of free written care information on rabbits, in pet shops selling rabbits

Data source: RSPCA.
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Figure 11: Availability of any sort of free information on rabbits’ welfare needs, in pet shops selling rabbits

In recognition of the fact that there is currently limited comprehensive, accurate  

information on rabbits’ welfare needs, and that rabbits’ needs are often poorly understood,  

the RSPCA is currently planning a national campaign on rabbit welfare.
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decision to purchase a rabbit. Furthermore, freely available 
information is available from the RSPCA11 and other  
welfare organisations.
	 Pet shop regulations under the Animal Welfare Act 2006 
have yet to be drafted. It is hoped that the regulations will 
improve the availability and quality of care sheets in pet 
retail outlets.  
	 The Welsh Assembly Government has produced a code 
of practice on the care of rabbits13, which provides details of 
rabbits’ welfare needs and how to meet them, and which could 
form the basis for care sheets provided by pet shops in Wales.
	 In recognition of the fact that there is currently limited 
comprehensive, accurate information on rabbits’ welfare needs, 
and that rabbits’ needs are often poorly understood, the RSPCA 
is currently planning a national campaign on rabbit welfare. Part 
of this campaign includes funding studies into both the state of 
rabbit welfare in the UK and the spatial needs of socially-housed 
pet rabbits.
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