


A Playground for Peter

A project designed with bunnies in mind. Text and photography by Rick Gush

The days of keeping pet rabbits in wire cages behind
the garage are finally beginning to give way to the
much more enlightened practice of keeping them in
the home. Still, a lot of good things for rabbits can be
found outdoors. Fresh air, rustic recreational oppor-
tunities, live greens to forage and, yes, dirt, are lack-
ing in even the most Floppsy-friendly indoor environ-
ments. The solution? An outdoor "rabbitat"* for regu-
lar, supervised use of house rabbits.

Down and Dirty

There's no such thing as a blueprint for the perfect
rabbitat, but there are a few features for the do-it-
yourselfer to consider.

Dirt - Domestic rabbits are descended from Euro-
pean rabbits, who live in groups in warrens, an un-
derground network of interconnecting burrows and
tunnels that they dig in the earth. Diggable dirt or
ordinary garden soil should be high on the list of
things you provide for your house rabbits' happi-
ness.

Fresh-cut greens - Greens should not be a major
component of your rabbit's diet, but access to a vari-
ety of fresh foliage has both dietary and emotional
benefits for rabbits. The objective here is to offer cut
greens and flowers in a natural upright manner so
that rabbits can stand up and stretch to reach the
succulent leaves on the tops of the branches.

Security - Your rabbitat
must confine your rabbits
while also providing shelter
from the weather and protec-
tion from predators and the
unwelcome attention of other
animals and possibly unkind
children. As prey animals,
rabbits instinctively avoid
open spaces where they feel
unprotected, so locate your rabbitat in a shady cor-
ner of your yard, out of view of busy streets,
neighbors' dogs and overhanging tree branches
where cats or birds of prey may hover. Even if secure
inside an enclosure, a rabbit can die of fright if a
predator is able to menace her at close range.

“Your design must
include a way to
offset the dangerous
effects of
summertime heat.”

Access, convenience and aesthetics - An attractive
structure that offers convenient handling, cleaning
and maintenance will make the rabbit at an alto-
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gether happier place for both
rabbits and caretakers.

Heaven in Earth

Your rabbit will get the most
out of a structure that allows
ample digging, tunneling,
grazing, exploring, climbing,
chewing, hiding and "lookout"
activities. This means that
your structure must be large
enough for you to provide
multiple horizontal levels and lots of nooks, crannies
and cul de sacs for exploring and hiding in, as well
as earth to excavate and a place to rest and cool off
after exertions in warm weather. The enclosre should
be large enough so that you can join your bunnies
inside their world (and clean it regularly).

As already mentioned, dirt is one of the basic ele-
ments of a rabbitat. Ordinary soil is generally quite
safe and presents no particular hazards to rabbits
who dig and play in it. (An exception is soil that has
been exposed to raccoon feces, which can contain
dangerous raccoon roundworm eggs or larvae.) Only
ordinary soil, because of its clay content, will adhere
firmly enough to support tunnels. Care must be
taken to ensure that the rabbits cannot dig their way
out of the rabbitat. For that reason, wire fencing
must be buried beneath the dirt.

Scientists recognize that creatures whose lives con-
sist of nothing but leisure do not fare as well psycho-
logically as those whose days are filled with species-
specific work. For rabbits, life's most meaningful
task (after eating and parenting) is the digging of
tunnels. To make sure that your rabbits do not dig
so deeply that you cannot extract them when play
time is over, limit the soil depth in the digging area
to 12 to 18 inches. Your rabbits' tunnels may tend to
collapse in earth this shallow, but they don't seem to
mind starting over the next time they're put out to

play.

In the wild, it is in deep, cool burrows that rabbits
are able to escape from excessive heat and humidity.
In a rabbitat, however, your design must include a
way to offset the dangerous effects of summertime
heat. A fairly easy solution to this problem is to in-
stall a few micro misting nozzles to one part of the
enclosure. The most effective arrangement is to con-
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nect the misters to a live water line and mount them
under a bench that has been built above a section of
rocks or concrete that can act as a cold sink. Less
permanent misters can be constructed by attaching
a short, capped section of plastic irrigation pipe to a
garden hose, then inserting a mister nozzle into the
plastic pipe.

Danger, Danger, Danger

While heat causes the large st number of accidental
deaths in outdoor rabbits, there are other hazards to
keep in mind when you introduce your house bun-
nies to Mother Nature.

These include poisonous plants (do not trust Peter's
own instincts about what's safe to nibble), insects
that may transmit diseases and common parasites
such as fleas and ticks. Fertilizers, pesticides, weed
killers, snail and slug baits and other agricultural
chemicals muist he avoided. and the wood used to
construct the rab-
bitat should be un-
treated or painted
with nontoxic com-
pounds. Bunnies
with open wounds,
or those who are
unable to keep
their fur free from
urine or feces, may
become targets for
the parasitic larvae
of the housefly and botfly-a veterinary emergency.
[For detailed information on these and many other
health and safety issues affecting rabbits, visit www.
rabbit.org, the website of the House Rabbit Society.
HRS partnered with the ASPCA's in this year's an-
nual Adopt-a-Rescued-Rabbit Month campaign in
February.]

“In some areas of the US,
rabbit caretakers feel there
are just too many risk factors
to allow rabbits to go
outdoors. This does not mean
that their house rabbits must
miss out on the pleasures
that a rabbitat can provide.”

GREEN ALERT

The ASPCA's Animal Poison Control Center (www.apcc.aspca.org) warns that overfeeding of cer-
tain greens can be harmful to rabbits, so keep a close watch on how much grazing your bunny

In some areas of the United
States, rabbit caretakers feel
there are just too many risk &
factors to allow rabbits to go
outdoors. Others live in
apartments or tall buildings
with no convenient outdoor
access. This does not mean
that their house rabbits
must miss out on the pleas-
ures that a rabbitat can provide. With a little ingenu-
ity, many features of an outdoor facility can be re-
created in smaller form and constructed on high-rise
terraces or in the safe ty of interior rooms.
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Ambitious caretakers can build an indoor sandbox
for their bunnies, with high sides to prevent spillage
and perhaps a foot or so of dirt brought in from out-
doors. (Potting soil mixed with sand and moistened
may be substiuted, but may still resist tunnel con-
struction.) Cardboard tunnels and wooden baffles
with passage holes cut in them to form "room" divid-
ers will add interest, as will multiple levels for climb-
ing and observing. To make the presentation of
greens more realistic, use florists' water tubes to
stick in the soil or simple wooden boxes with holes
drilled in the top and sides where cut grasses or
flowers can be inserted in a natural, upright manner.

In recent years, our understanding of our steward-
ship of fellow beings has gone beyond according
them civility and dignity. We are able to define not
just survival, but also quality of existence. Building
an outdoor playground is a blow against tedium for
domesticated rabbits, and makes a deliberately ex-
traordinary effort to provide a greater range of
healthy activities and mental pleasures for these
sensitive, social animals who are confined, even if
lovingly, within an unnatural human environment.
And if that weren't reason enough, they're delight-
fully dirty fun.

does. Actual consumption should not exceed a small handful per day. Also, make sure that no
pesticides are used on or near grasses that your rabbits may eat. For a long but still only partial
list of plants to avoid, go to the House Rabbit Society San Diego Chapter's website

http:/ /www.rabbit.org/chapters/san-diego/
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Annemarie Lucas’ Top 10 Ways to Fight Animal Cruelty

If you're a fan of the award-winning reality series
Animal Precinct, then you've already seen the ASPCA
Humane Law Enforcement's Special Investigator An-
nemarie Lucas in action. Read on for Officer Lucas's
take on making the world a safer place for animals:

1. Be aware. Without phone calls from the con-
cerned citizens who report cruelty in their
neighborhoods, agencies wouldn't know about
most instances of animal abuse. It all comes
from the public, it all starts with YOU. Get to
know and look out for the animals in your
neighborhood.

2. Learn to recognize animal cruelty. Here are
some signs and symptoms that we see in many of
the cases we investigate:

Tick or flea infestations. Such a condition, if
left untreated by a veterinarian, can lead to
an animal's death.

Wounds on the body.

Patches of missing hair.

Extremely thin, starving animals.

Limping.

An owner striking or otherwise physically
abusing an animal.

Dogs who are repe atedly left alone without
food and water, often chained up in a yard.
Dogs who have been hit by cars--or are show-
ing any of the signs listed above--and have
not been taken to a veterinarian.

Dogs who are kept outside without shelter in
extreme weather conditions.

Animals who cower in fear or act aggressively
when approached by their owners.

3. Know who to call to report animal cruelty.
Every state and even every town is different. If
you aren't sure where to report cruelty, you can
search the ASPCA’s Humane Law Enforcement
directory online ( http://www.aspca.org/site/
FrameSet?style=Animal ) or ask your local hu-
mane organization.

4. Provide as much as information as possible
when reporting animal cruelty. The details that
you provide can go a long way toward assisting
the investigating officer. It helps to write down
the type of cruelty that you witnessed, who was
involved, the date of the incident and where it
took place.

5. Call or write your local law enforcement de-
partment and let them know that investigat-
ing animal cruelty should be a priority. Animal
cruelty is a CRIME--and the police MUST investi-
gate these crimes.
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6.

10.

Know your state's animal cruelty laws. They
vary from state to state, and even from city to
city. You can visit the ASPCA's website ( http://
www.aspca.org/site/FrameSet?style=StateLaw )
and get a wallet-sized printout with outlines of
the animal welfare laws in all 50 states.

You can fight for the passage of strong anti-
cruelty laws on federal, state and local levels

by joining the ASPCA Advocacy Brigade.
( http://www.aspca.org/site/PageServer?
pagename=lobby ) It's frustrating when agencies
have built a strong case against someone who
has been arrested for cruelty to animals and the
judge treats it like a simple violation. But with
stronger laws, they'll be more likely to receive
tougher penalties. You'll receive emails asking
you to write letters encouraging your legislators
to pass these laws--and you can send them d-
rectly from the website.

Set a good example for others. If you have pets,
be sure to always show them the love and good
care that they deserve. But it's more than just
food, water, and adequate shelter. If you think
your animal is sick, bring him to the veterinar-
ian. Be responsible and have your animals
spayed or neutered.

Talk to your kids about how to treat animals
with kindness and respect. If a parent isn't
treating the family's pets right, I tell kids that
their dog or cat would really appreciate fresh wa-
ter every day, or if they spent some time playing
with them. If the animal has been left outside
without shelter, I'll say, 'You have a nice house,
and if you get cold, you can put a coat on. But
your dog can't do that. Don't you think he'd like
a nice warm place to go, too?' I know of families
who watch Animal Precinct together, and I think
it can help children realize that animals are liv-
ing creatures who have the ability to feel pain,
joy and sadness. You can see these emotions on
the faces of the animals on the show.

Support your local shelter or animal rescue
organization. Before I even knew that police for
animals existed, I was volunteering at an animal
shelter. It's a great way to make a difference.
Some of our ASPCA volunteers foster animals
who have been abused in their former homes,
giving these dogs and cats the chance they ce-
serve to have a good life. You can find a list of
shelters and rescue groups in your area with our
National Shelter Directory.
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Berkeley Veterinary Clinic o )
Sniffing Out Disease

1102 N Berkeley Blvd

AUBURN, AL— Researchers theorize that dogs can sniff out
Goldsboro, NC 27534

chemical markers caused by disease, according to a recent
report on MSNBC.

Phone: 919.778.5398
Fax: 919.778.5399
www.berkeleyvetclinic.com
Email: berkeleyvet@nc.rr.com

Recent studies of dogs’ ability to detect melanoma have
been promising, says Dr. Larry Myers, associate professor
at Auburn University’s veterinary college. Studies are also
underway to determine whether dogs can detect prostate
cancer by smelling urine samples, MSNBC reports.

Researchers add that no one breed has proved superior to
another in the olfactory tests because of the variability of
individual dogs. It is thought that dogs can pick up on mul-
tiple layers of chemical markers released by disease, which
medical science has not yet been able to detect. Meyers has
already tested the olfactory capacity of more than 4,000
dogs in the last 10 years.

What To Do for a Poisoned Animal

Be Prepared for a Poison Emergency:

Your animal may become poisoned in spite of your
best efforts to secure your home. Because of this,
we urge you to be prepared. Your animal compan-
ion should regularly be seen by a local veterinarian
to maintain overall health.

Know your vet's procedures for emergency situa-
tions, especially ones that occur after usual busi-
ness hours. Keep phone numbers for the veter-
narian, the ASPCA Animal Poison Control Center,
and a local emergency veterinary service in a con-
venient location.

Poison Safety Kit: Keep a pet safety kit on hand
for emergencies. Such a kit should contain:
A fresh bottle of hydrogen peroxide 3%
(Usp)
Can of soft dog or cat food, as appropriate.
Turkey baster, bulb syringe or large medi-
cal syringe.
Saline eye solution to flush out eye con-
taminants.
Artificial tear gel to lubricate eyes after
flushing.
Mild grease -cutting dishwashing liquid for
the animal after skin contamination.

Rubber gloves.

Forceps to remove stingers.

Muzzle. An excited animal may harm you.
Pet carrier.

Call the ASPCA Animal Poison Control Cen-

ter: (888) 426-4435

A $50 consultation fee may apply. When you call

the center, be ready to provide:
Your name, address and telephone num-
ber.
Information concerning the exposure (the
amount of agent, the time since exposure,
etc.). For various reasons, it is important to
know exactly what poison the animal was
exposed to. Have the product container/
packaging available for reference.
The species, breed, age, sex, weight and
number of animals involved.
The symptoms your animal(s) is(are) experi-
encing



