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Small-scale/Backyard Rabbit Production 
Dahlia O’Brien, Extension Specialist/Small Ruminants, Virginia State University 

Tracy Porter, ANR Unit Coordinator and Extension Agent, Virginia Cooperative Extension  
 
U.S. Rabbit Production 

 

 Rabbits are raised for many different purposes 

including meat, Angora wool, breeding stock, 

pets and also for laboratory use. 

 Rabbits can also be raised for their skin/hide. 

 Rabbit meat is high in protein and low in fat, 

calories, and cholesterol when compared to 

most other meats eaten in the U.S. 

 More than 5,000 farms sold approximately 

850,000 rabbits nationally in 2012. 

 Small enterprises have < 50 – 100 rabbits 

while larger/full-time enterprises have at least 

600 females and 60 males. 

New Zealand White 

 
 

Breeds for meat production 

 

 The most important breeds for meat 

production include the New Zealand White 

(NZW) and the Californian. 

 When considering mothering ability and 

carcass characteristics, the NZW excel 

compared to other breeds. 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Common commercial meat rabbit breeds 

 

Breed Use Mature Weight 

(lbs.) 

New Zealand 

White 

Meat 9 - 12 

Californian Meat 8 - 11 

Flemish Giant Meat 13 - 20 

Florida White Meat 5 - 8 

Angora Fiber/meat 9 - 12 

 

 

Reproduction 

 

 Female is called a doe while a male is called a 

buck. 

 Female is sexually mature at 6 months, 

depending on breed, with males usually ready 

for breeding at 7 months. 

 Females are induced ovulators (ovulate 10 – 

12 hrs. after mating has occurred) 

 Day length affects reproduction and 

conception rates decrease during the shorter 

days of fall and winter 

 Young are called kits. 

 The process of giving birth is called kindling. 

 When mating, bring the female to the male, 

otherwise buck will spend all of his time 

marking his new territory. 

 They should mate within one minute. If not, 

remove the doe and bring her back to the male 

in a few hours - days. 

 To determine pregnancy, the doe’s stomach 

can be palpated at 10 – 14 days (embryos feel 

like grapes). 

 The gestation period of a doe is 31 – 32 days. 

 Nest box with shavings/bedding should be 

placed with doe about 3 – 5 days before 



  

 

kindling so the doe can pull her fur and finish 

building her nest. 

 The average litter is 8 – 10 kits. 

 Kits are usually weaned at 30 days of age. 

 Each doe produces 25 to 50 live rabbits a year, 

which will yield 125 to 250 pounds of meat.  

 

Doe with litter 

 
 

Housing 

 

 Many different types of hutches can be used 

and there are many designs available. 

 Basic hutch requirements include: comfort, 

protection from extreme weather and 

predators, prevention of escape, and easy to 

clean.    

 Rabbit hutches should be placed in an area 

with plenty of shade. 

 All metal cages help to prevent unsanitary 

conditions that could lead to an unhealthy 

environment. 

 Cages/hutches should be at least 30 inches 

wide, 30 inches deep, and 20 inches high for 

mature rabbits. 

 Younger/smaller rabbits may be kept in small 

groups in one pen. 

 A small feeder and watering system should be 

available in each cage. 

 Prior to kindling, a nest box should be placed 

in the hutch prior to kindling (provides 

protection of the litter). 

 During winter, provide a den (constructed of 

wood) with extra bedding for additional 

insulation. 

The dimensions of the den should be large 

enough that you can stuff it sufficiently with 

extra straw or hay.  The opening should only 

be large enough for the rabbit to enter and the 

door should be oriented so that it is draft free. 

 During summer, in extreme heat, provide cool 

drinking water and place frozen plastic bottles, 

pans or buckets inside the hutch keep rabbits 

cool.   

 

Nutrition 

 

 Commercial pellets can meet all of a rabbit’s 

nutritional requirements and might be more 

convenient. 

 Can also provide a homemade diet of hay and 

grain. 

 Typical diet is 6 – 8 ounces of pellets/head/day 

for mature rabbits. 

 Does with litters should be provided all the 

feed they can eat. 

 Fresh, clean water should be provided every 

day (more in warm/hot weather or when the 

doe is with her litter).  

 Check water/watering system for issues with 

freezing 

 On a small operation, may be more 

economical to feed rabbits available greens to 

reduce the amount of pellets  

 Rabbits love fresh legumes (alfalfa, clover), 

vegetables (lettuce, celery, and kale), roots and 

tubers (carrots, potatoes), weeds (dandelions), 

and grass.  

 Fresh greens can make up to 50% of the diet 

without affecting overall production (too much 

greens can cause indigestion and reduce 

growth since it’s mostly water). 

  

 

Rabbits are raised at Virginia State University as part of our Urban Agriculture Program.  

For information about rabbit production, please contact Dahlia O’Brien at dobrien@vsu.edu or (804) 524-6963 or 

Tracy Porter at tpor6839@vt.edu or (804) 785-5979 

For information about VSU’s Urban Agriculture program, please contact Leonard Githinji at lgithinji@vsu.edu or 

(804) 524-5962 
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