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RESUMEN

El objetivo de este estudio fue analizar la práctica de canibalismo neonatal por conejas silvestres (Oryctolagus cuniculus) alojadas individualmente en 
jaulas ubicadas al aire libre. Se controló la incidencia de canibalismo en 98 partos producidos durante cinco años consecutivos por 19 conejas silvestres 
nacidas en jaula. Esta alteración de la conducta maternal, que estuvo limitada exclusivamente al periparto, tuvo una elevada incidencia (13,3% de los 
partos) y estuvo asociada significativamente con una inadecuada conducta maternal, tal como la no introducción de pelo y paja en los nidales por parte 
de las conejas o los partos fuera del nidal. En el 84,6% de los partos en los que ocurrió canibalismo las conejas no introdujeron pelo en los nidales, y en 
el 92,3% de los partos con gazapos canibalizados las conejas no introdujeron paja en los nidales. El canibalismo también estuvo asociado con una gran 
proporción de conejas que parían fuera de los nidales (53,8%). Se discute que el canibalismo practicado por las conejas silvestres alojadas en jaula es 
una manifestación del fracaso en el desarrollo de la conducta maternal como consecuencia del estrés que experimentan en cautividad.
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into the burrow previously dug by the wild doe (Lloyd and 
McCowan 1968, Gibb 1993). In domestic rabbit farming 
the nest box is filled with straw or wood chips by the 
farmer (Ross et al 1956). The doe plucks hair from her 
belly and uses it to line the nest (Ross et al 1956, Lloyd 
and McCowan 1968). Does give birth within the nest box 
or burrow (Lloyd and McCowan 1968, Gibb 1993) and 
nurse the kits usually once a day (Venge 1963, Lloyd and 
McCowan 1968).

In the rabbit, maternal behaviour and reproductive 
success are often impaired by the stress originating from 
the keeping system and handling, and lead to alterations in 
the nest-making behaviour and kits losses (Cruz and Beyer 
1972, Harkness and Wagner 1989, Emeash and Karousa 
1994, Easson 2001, Baumann et al 2005). An adequate 
development of maternal behaviour during peripartum 
is characterised, among other factors, by the absence or 
reduced incidence of disorders such as cannibalism, which 
is defined as the doe’s consumption of all or part of the 
body of at least one neonate from her litter (Denenberg 
et al 1960). The extent of cannibalism (Sawin and Crary 
1954, Delaveau 1979, Leone-Singer and Hoop 2003) as well 
as its causing factors (Sawin and Crary 1954, Denenberg 
et al 1960, Leone-Singer and Hoop 2003) in the domestic 
rabbit are well known, yet cannibalism practiced by wild 
rabbits bred in captivity has never been studied. This article 
analyses the practice of cannibalism by wild rabbit does 
born, raised and bred in cages.

INTRODUCTION

Semi-intensive breeding of wild rabbits (Oryctolagus 
cuniculus) intended for game restocking is widespread in 
many countries (Arthur 1989, González-Redondo 2001). 
In contrast, the intensive breeding of wild rabbits in cages, 
which is on the rise, is rather difficult and unproductive 
(Assheton 1910, Parer et al 1987, González-Redondo 
2003). This is principally due to the reduced propor-
tion of rabbits that give birth (Ward 1971, Adams 1975, 
González-Redondo 2003) and to the failure of maternal 
behaviour during the peripartum (González-Redondo 
2003), resulting in a small number of nursing and weaned 
kits from each female that gives birth (Parer et al 1987, 
González-Redondo 2003).

The development of the maternal behaviour complex 
in the peripartum period has been well studied in both the 
wild rabbit in the wild (Lloyd and McCowan 1968, Gibb 
1993) and in domestic breeds bred in captivity (Ross et al 
1956, Venge 1963). This behaviour complex is hormonally-
controlled (González-Mariscal 2001) and comprises the 
introduction of nesting materials (dry vegetable matter) 
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MATERIAL AND METHODS

The data used came from 98 parturitions and were 
gathered from 19 female cage-born wild rabbits during 
five consecutive years. The does were individually housed 
in wire mesh cages (38 × 51 × 35 cm³), similar to those 
used in meat rabbit farming, that were placed outdoors at 
an experimental farm located in the same region where 
the initial stock of rabbits were caught. Each cage was 
equipped with a wooden nest box, consisting of a closed 
internal chamber (17 × 23 × 20 cm³) that was accessed by 
a tunnel with a cross section of 9 × 8 cm². A plastic tray 
(16 × 22 × 11 cm³) was placed within the nest box chamber 
in which the does could prepare the nest, give birth and 
nurse the kits (González-Redondo 2006).

The does mated in the bucks’ cages, in which they 
remained seven days, at the conclusion of which they 
were returned to their own cages. From this moment on, 
the does had access to the nest box so that they could also 
use it as shelter, with the purpose of reducing stress, since 
it is known that captive wild rabbits spend a large part of 
the diurnal period in the interior of the nest boxes if they 
have them at their disposal (Selzer and Hoy 2003). Three 
days before the anticipated due date the does were pro-
vided with cereal straw, scattered on the floor of the cage, 
so that they could make the nest. The weaning of the kits 
took place 30 days after parturition. The female rabbits 
were re-mated either the same day as the weaning when 
they had nursed a litter, the day after parturition when all 
of the litter died in the peripartum period, or 35 days after 
the previous mating when they didn’t give birth.

The does received water ad libitum and were fed ad 
libitum with commercial feed for breeding meat rabbits. 
Analytical constituents of the feed consumed by the does 
were 16.5% crude protein, 16.5% crude fibre, 3.5% crude 
fat, 9.7% ash, 1.2% calcium, 0.5% phosphorus, 13.5% 
starch, 0.52% methionine+cysteine, and 0.96 arginine. 
This feed contributed 2,340 kcal of DE/kg DM.

For each parturition the following data were recorded: 
the previous experience of the doe (primiparous or multipa-
rous), the presence of straw in the nest box, the presence of 
hair in the nest box, the total litter size at parturition, the 
number of kits born alive (that is, those that survived the 
peripartum period), the occurrence of cannibalism (some 
or all kits cannibalised, or no kits cannibalised), the place 
of parturition (inside or outside the nest box), and the age 
of the doe at the time of parturition. Peripartum period 
comprised first 24 hours after parturition. Nest boxes were 
carefully checked twice daily in order to confirm the oc-
currence of parturition and to monitor litter status.

Statistical analysis

In order to analyse the relation between occurrence of 
cannibalism and the variables age of the female, total litter 
size at parturition and number of kits born alive, Student’s 

t tests were used. In order to analyse the relation between 
occurrence of cannibalism and the variables previous 
experience of the doe, place of parturition, presence of 
straw in the nest box, and presence of hair in the nest 
box, Chi-square tests were used. The statistical analyses 
were performed using the program SPSS 9.0 for Windows 
(SPSS Inc. 1999).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This is the first investigation that describes the practice 
of neonatal cannibalism by cage-bred wild rabbit does. 
We found that in 13.3% of the litters either all kits (n = 
10, 10.2%) or some kits (n = 3, 3.1%) were cannibalised 
(table 1). The cannibalism rate that we observed was in 
the range observed by Sawin and Crary (1954) in domestic 
rabbits, which is 8 to 15 percent of litters. However, it 
was much higher than that recorded by Leone-Singer and 
Hoop (2003) in Swiss farms, in which only 0.5% of the 
kits were lost up to 14 days old for this reason. It was also 
much higher than the incidence recorded by Partridge et al 
(1981), who observed that cannibalism leads to the loss 
of approximately 4% of the kits postpartum in domestic 
rabbits. Cannibalism is a phenomenon that normally 
occurs in meat rabbits (Sawin and Crary 1954), just as 
much in intensive (Lukefahr et al 2004) as in traditional 
cuniculture (Bergaoui 1992). DeSantis and Schmaltz (2004) 
point out that it is also common in rodents. However, it 
is considered atypical behaviour, even in captivity, in 
the wild cottontail rabbit (Sylvilagus floridanus) (Smith 
1974). Therefore, the practice of cannibalism by cage-bred 
wild rabbit does of our study turned out to be a common 
practice and can be considered, in general, higher than 
that of domestic does, in which it is accepted that they 
have a low incidence (Sawin and Crary 1954, Harkness 
and Wagner 1989), because the proportion of pre-weaning 
mortality in domestic kits that can be attributed to can-
nibalism ranges between 15% (Partridge et al 1981) and 
18% (Delaveau 1979). Differences in the incidence of 
cannibalism among the breeds of domestic rabbits have 
been described (Denenberg et al 1960). The genetic dif-
ferences between the wild rabbit and the domestic breeds 
(Branco et al 2000) can partly explain the high incidence 
of cannibalism that we observed in wild cage-bred rabbits. 
These genetic differences predispose the animals to react 
differently to the handling and environment in captivity, 
resulting in a different incidence of cannibalism.

The intensity of cannibalism the wild rabbits of our 
experiment practiced was variable, ranging from some kits 
having only their ears, tail or extremities eaten, to others 
having the large part of their bodies devoured by the doe. 
Its intensity was similar to that described in domestic 
breeds (Hafez et al 1966, Cruz and Beyer 1972) and in 
wild cottontail rabbits in captivity (Smith 1974).

In the wild female rabbits of this experiment no dif-
ferences in the occurrence of cannibalism were found 



283

cannibalism, maternal behaviour, oryctolagus cuniculus, wild rabbit

between primiparous and multiparous females (table 1), 
coinciding with other authors’ observations that do not find 
parturition order to have any influence in domestic rabbits 
(Denenberg et al 1960, Hafez et al 1966). Nevertheless, 
cannibalism in domestic breeds has been described to be 
more frequent in hyper-excitable or stressed primiparous 
rabbits (Cruz and Beyer 1972, Harkness and Wagner 1989, 
Easson 2001), to the extent that half of cannibalism is 
practiced by primiparous females (Delaevau 1979). It is 
likely that in our case the level of stress experienced by 
the rabbits, that probably was very high due to the fact that 
they were wild animals, equally affected both primiparous 
and multiparous rabbits, resulting in similar levels of can-
nibalism in both groups of rabbits.

Although neonatal mortality in domestic breeds is 
greater when the doe gives birth at a young age (Delaveau 
1979), in the wild rabbits of our experiment we did not 
observe that the age of the female influenced the occur-
rence of cannibalism (table 2), most likely because the 
minimum age at which they were first mated (at least six 
months) was significantly higher than the typical age at 
which meat rabbit does are first mated (4.5 months; Lebas 
et al 1996).

Neonatal cannibalism practiced by the wild rabbits in 
our experiment was clearly associated with other maternal 
behaviours. In particular, the lining of the nest with hair 
that the does pull out from their abdominal region just 
before parturition is one of the components characteristic 
of the maternal behaviour complex of the species (Ross 

et al 1956, Lloyd and McCowan 1968). In our study there 
was a highly significant incidence of cannibalism when the 
rabbits did not introduce hair into the nest box (table 1). 
This association between cannibalism and poor nest quality, 
measured in terms of the quantity of hair with which it is 
lined, has also been observed in domestic rabbits (Sawin 
and Crary 1954, Denenberg et al 1960, Cruz and Beyer 
1972) and in wild cottontail rabbits kept in captivity (Smith 
1974). It is a secondary manifestation of the failure of 
maternal behaviour in parturition most likely influenced 
by environmental factors (Sawin and Crary 1954) or of 
the handling that, as in other causes of neonatal mortality 
associated with poor nest quality, is due to the response of 
the mother (Delaveau 1979). This argument is confirmed 
by Cruz and Beyer (1972), which verifies that lesions on 
the medial part of the septum cause, in a high proportion 
of domestic rabbits, the incidence of cannibalism associ-
ated in most cases with the absence of nest construction 
and with the absence of hair in its lining. This is due to 
the fact that the septum is a forebrain structure that is rich 
in oestrogen receptor-α-inmunoreactive neurons, known 
to be involved in the control of the reproductive function 
(González-Mariscal 2001). In the wild rabbits of our experi-
ment the stress originating from captivity can lower or alter 
the level of control in maternal behaviour dependent on the 
nervous and endocrine systems, resulting in a high rate of 
cannibalism. On the other hand, we also observed a greater 
incidence of cannibalism when the does did not introduce 
straw into the nest boxes (table 1). The stratum of straw is 

Table 1.	 Contingency table of the relation between the occurrence of cannibalism in wild rabbits and the variables: previous expe-
rience, place of parturition, presence of hair in nest box, and presence of straw in nest box. Values expressed as n (%).
	 Tabla de contingencia de relación entre la ocurrencia de canibalismo en conejos silvestres y las variables experiencia previa, lugar de parto, 
presencia de pelo en el nidal y presencia de paja en el nidal. Valores expresados como n (%).

Variable No kits
cannibalised

Some or all kits
cannibalised Total

Previous experience (P > 0.05)1

	 Primiparous 17    (20.0)   2    (15.4) 19    (19.4)

	 Multiparous 68    (80.0) 11    (84.6) 79    (80.6)

Place of parturition (P < 0.01)1

	 All kits inside nest box 73    (85.9)   6    (46.2) 79    (80.6)

	 Some or all kits outside nest box 12    (41.1)   7    (53.8) 19    (19.4)

Presence of straw in the nest box (P < 0.01)2

	 With straw 57    (67.1)   1    (7.7) 58    (59.2)

	 Without straw 28    (32.9) 12    (92.3) 40    (40.8)

Presence of hair in the nest box (P < 0.01)1

	 With hair 68    (80.0)   2    (15.4) 70    (71.4)

	 Without hair 17    (20.0) 11    (84.6) 28    (28.6)

85    (86.7) 13    (13.3) 98    (100.0)

1   Probability associated with Fisher’s exact statistic.
2   Probability associated with the χ² test with Yates’ correction.
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another one of the nest’s components that is made by the 
does (Ross et al 1956, Lloyd and McCowan 1968, Gibb 
1993). Given that the does voluntarily introduced straw 
into the nest boxes just before parturition, its absence in 
the nest boxes also revealed an inadequate development 
of nest-making behaviour. In part, the adequate addition 
of straw could reduce the rabbits’ stress and the stress-
induced alterations in maternal behaviour, among which 
cannibalism is found, thus correcting them (Emeash and 
Karousa 1994). Also in sows it has been found that the 
difficulty of carrying out the nesting behavior may cause 
stress and alterations in the maternal behaviour (Jarvis et al 
2001), and that the clearest instance of adverse maternal 
behaviour is infanticide or savaging of newborn piglets 
(Edwards 2002).

The occurrence of cannibalism was significantly as-
sociated with the parturition of some or all of the litter 
outside the nest box (table 1). This same association has 
been found in domestic rabbits (Sawin and Crary 1954, 
Denenberg et al 1960, Cruz and Beyer 1972). Both be-
haviours are also a secondary manifestation of abnormal 
maternal behaviour generalized and probably influenced 
more by environmental factors prevalent at the time than 
by causes inherent to the doe (Sawin and Crary 1954). 
The design of the nest box has a great importance on the 
survival of the kits, given that it is necessary for the doe to 
build a nest to give birth in and adequately nurse her litter 
(Lebas et al 1996). The design of the nest box that we used 
turned out to be effective because it faithfully imitates the 
structure of a breeding burrow, consisting of a chamber of 
reduced volume, which is accessed from a narrow entry 
tunnel (González-Redondo 2006). However, it is possible 
that the incidence of cannibalism would have decreased 
if the entry tunnel of the nest box had been designed with 
a door flap that left the entrance closed, similar to how 
rabbits make a breeding burrow (Lloyd and McCowan 
1968). In fact, we observed how some rabbits plugged 
the access tunnel of the nest box using the straw they had 
at their disposal. In effect, Baumann et al (2005) found 
that domestic rabbits suffer more stress when they cannot 
cover the entrance of the nest box and that the placement 
of a door flap in the entrance of the nest box reduces the 
mortality of nursing kits by eliminating the behavioural 
conflict shown in the does that are provided with open 
nest boxes, whose entrance they try to close.

Neonatal cannibalism by wild rabbit does housed in 
cages is probably an indicator of the stressful environ-
ment or housing, as is suggested by Emeash and Karousa 
(1994) in domestic female rabbits, and by Smith (1974) 
in cottontail rabbits kept in captivity. An excessive con-
centration of animals has also been described as a cause 
of cannibalism in both domestic rabbits (Easson 2001) 
and group-housed wild cottontail rabbits (Smith 1974). 
This propensity towards cannibalism comes not as much 
from the lack of available space for the doe as from the 
change in social relationships (Smith 1974) among the 
individuals of colonies when the number of rabbits exceeds 
a certain limit. In our case, given that the does were housed 
individually, this type of stress was not a cause of cannibal-
ism. However, it is possible that the reduced surface area 
of the cages that were used, between 25 and 50 percent 
smaller than those normally used in industrial cuniculture 
(Lebas et al 1996), had caused considerable stress to the 
does of the experiment which, being wild and therefore 
more reactive than domestic rabbits (Assheton 1910, 
González-Redondo 2003), usually suffer more intensely 
when they are kept in strict confinement. In fact, the does 
sought permanent shelter in the nest boxes, behaviour also 
described by Assheton (1910) who never saw wild rabbits 
housed in cages come outside of their shelters. It has been 
stated that housing conditions influence the incidence 
of cannibalism in domestic rabbits, making it greater in 
rabbits housed in lower-level cages compared with those 
housed in upper levels, an effect that Emeash and Karousa 
(1994) attribute to long-term stressful conditions, which 
present with high levels of corticosterone. In our case, it is 
likely that the environmental differences between the cage 
housing conditions and the natural environment produced 
high levels of stress in the wild rabbits, and consequently, 
the high rate of cannibalism that we observed.

The high incidence of cannibalism as a consequence 
of stressful handling situations is confirmed by the ob-
servation that frequent abdominal palpations increase the 
rate of cannibalism (Araki et al 2000). In rabbits used as 
recipients of oocytes for the production of transgenic rab-
bits, there is a frequent emergence of neonatal cannibalism 
as a consequence of the stressful handling to which they 
are subjected (Marian et al 1999, Araki et al 2000). Other 
situations that involve changes to the physiological state of 
the rabbit, like lesions in the septum, increase the occur-

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the quantitative variables related to wild rabbit parturitions (n = 98) in cages (Mean ± SD).
	 Estadísticos descriptivos de las variables cuantitativas relacionadas con los partos (n = 98) de las conejas silvestres (Media ± DT).

Variable No kits cannibalised Some or all kits cannibalised Total

Age of female, years (P > 0.05) 2.24 ± 1.22 2.00 ± 0.82 2.20 ± 1.18

Total litter size at parturition (P < 0.05) 3.36 ± 1.20 2.62 ± 1.19 3.27 ± 1.22

Kits born alive (P < 0.01) 2.79 ± 1.61 0.85 ± 1.35 2.53 ± 1.71
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rence of cannibalism to as much as one third of primiparous 
rabbits in domestic breeds (Cruz and Beyer 1972).

In 77% of the cases in which cannibalism occurred 
it affected all kits of the litter. This coincides with the 
observations of Delaveau (1979), which found that the 
causes of mortality in domestic rabbits are identical for all 
kits of the same parturition. This suggests that this type of 
neonatal mortality is dependent upon the behaviour of the 
doe, which is uniformly practiced upon the whole litter in 
most occasions, and is relatively independent of the state 
of each kit. If the does only practiced cannibalism on the 
kits that presented some characteristic or defect that led the 
female to aggress them, the proportion of litters in which 
only some kits are cannibalised would be greater. In fact, 
although in our case no necropsies were performed on the 
dead kits, upon visual inspection they did not appear to 
suffer from any diseases or defects, nor did they appear 
to be debilitated.

In our study, all episodes of cannibalism occurred in the 
peripartum period, observing no cases in the days following 
parturition, suggesting that it was a result of an alteration 
in behaviour strictly confined to the perinatal period and, 
therefore, associated with the failure of maternal behav-
ioural development. This coincides with observations in 
domestic rabbits, in which the does eat only those kits that 
are dead but still warm (Rashwan and Marai 2000); that 
is, that the females cannibalise primarily in the peripartum 
period. This also coincides with the observations of Cruz 
and Beyer (1972), which state that most cases of cannibal-
ism occur during the first 48 hours post parturition. Smith 
(1974) also observes that cannibalism in cottontail rabbits 
kept in captivity occurs soon after parturition. In fact, there 
are few cases in which does cannibalise older nursing kits 
(Hafez et al 1966, Cruz and Beyer 1972) and, in general, 
three-fourths of kit mortality prior to weaning occurs in 
the first seven days post parturition (Partridge et al 1981). 
Furthermore, perinatal cannibalism is dependent upon the 
alteration in the doe’s behaviour, as is confirmed by the 
observation of Hafez et al (1966), who in their experiment 
kill the kits in the first hour post parturition and verify that 
the mothers do not cannibalise them, suggesting that if the 
doe does not undergo alterations in maternal behaviour 
she does not practice cannibalism regardless of the state of 
the kits. In fact, De Franceschi (1983) indicates that does 
can cannibalise perfectly normal kits. The association of 
cannibalism with the failure of the maternal behaviour 
complex in the doe would be supported by the observation 
of Leone-Singer and Hoop (2003), who attribute this type 
of mortality to insufficient nursing by the mother.

Cannibalism turned out to be negatively associated 
with total litter size at parturition (table 2). Our observa-
tion contradicted that described in domestic breeds, in 
which the incidence of cannibalism and other types of 
mortality of nursing kits increase with the size of the litter 
(Delaveau 1979, Rashwan and Marai 2000). This difference 
in behaviour between wild and domestic rabbits could be 

due to the great difference in the total litter size at partu-
rition between both genetic types, which in captive wild 
rabbits is on average 3.3 kits born total, with a maximum 
of 6 (González-Redondo 2003), while in meat breeds it 
is on average 8 kits born total, with a maximum that can 
exceed 12 kits (Lebas et al 1996). In the wild rabbits of 
our experiment a large number of kits could stimulate a 
better development of maternal behaviour, whereas the 
genetic selection used in meat breeds in order to increase 
the litter size (Lebas et al 1996) can lead to excessive litter 
sizes, reducing the individual weight and viability of the 
kits (Estany et al 1986). In fact, unlike domestic rabbits, 
wild rabbits show no significant reduction in birth weight 
with increased litter size (Boyd 1985).

Some authors have affirmed that cannibalism can be 
associated with a diet low in energy (Harkness and Warner 
1989); whereas Hafez et al (1966) do not find that caloric 
intake affects cannibalism in domestic rabbits. In our case 
the energy contribution was adequate for domestic breeding 
rabbits (Lebas et al 1996, De Blas and Wiseman 1998), 
thus the cases of cannibalism that we recorded should not 
be due to an energy deficiency in the diet. It has also been 
described that cannibalism frequently occurs in rabbits 
subjected to a low level of nutrition (Hafez et al 1966). 
This was not the case in our rabbits as they were fed ad 
libitum, thereby making it not a causing factor. The lack 
of fibre has also been suggested as one of the causes of 
cannibalism during the peripartum period (Emeash and 
Karousa 1994). In our case it’s unlikely that the feed 
administered to the rabbits was low in fibre since it had 
been formulated in order to meet the needs of breeding 
rabbits (Lebas et al 1996, De Blas and Wiseman 1998). 
In addition, the straw supplied to line the nest might have 
satisfied a hypothetical deficit, due to its richness in crude 
fibre (Emeash and Karousa 1994, De Blas and Wiseman 
1998). Although nutritional imbalances and deficiencies 
have been described as factors causing cannibalism in 
rabbits (Hafez et al 1966, Harkness and Wagner 1989), it 
is unlikely that in our case it had a nutritional origin. The 
feed that we used, which is a classic make for domestic 
breeding rabbits (Lebas et al 1996, De Blas and Wiseman 
1998), besides being a complete and balanced food, was 
very similar in composition to the diet consumed by wild 
rabbits during the breeding period of a free population 
located in a region (Serrano 2006) very geographically 
close to that of origin of the parents of the rabbits in our 
experiment. It is unlikely that feeding wild rabbits in 
captivity with feed for domestic rabbits caused deficien-
cies in them that could be the cause of cannibalism. In 
fact, there are numerous experiments in which wild rab-
bits fed with feed for domestic rabbits have successfully 
lived and bred in captivity (Ward 1971, Parer et al 1987, 
González-Redondo 2003). The insufficient availability of 
drinking water in the peripartum period has been described 
as a common cause of neonatal cannibalism in rabbits 
(Bergaoui 1992, Rashwan and Marai 2000). However, in 
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our experiment this was not the cause of this alteration in 
maternal behaviour because the does were provided with 
water ad libitum.

In conclusion, neonatal cannibalism practiced by 
cage-bred wild rabbits seemed to originate from the stress 
caused by the housing environment and their handling in 
captivity, particularly felt due to their being wild animals, 
and manifested itself as a form of the failure of maternal 
behaviour during the postpartum period, associated with 
disorders such as not using straw or hair in nest-building 
or giving birth outside the nest box. Although other in-
terpretations are possible and more research based on the 
measure of stress indicators is needed, this could coincide 
with the link between stress, measured as stress-induced 
hyperthermia, and cannibalism described in silver foxes 
under commercial fur farming conditions (Bakken et al 
1999). The reduction of the incidence of cannibalism, as 
a way to increase the productivity of farms that produce 
rabbits for game restocking, requires the design of cages 
and nest boxes and the implementation of handling pro-
grams consistent with the ethological demands of the 
wild rabbit.

SUMMARY

The aim of this study was to analyse the occurrence of neonatal 
cannibalism by individually outdoors cage-bred wild rabbit does 
(Oryctolagus cuniculus). Ninety eight parturitions that were gathered 
from 19 female cage-born wild rabbits during five consecutive years 
were monitored for cannibalism incidence. This alteration in maternal 
behaviour, which was exclusively limited to the peripartum period, had 
a high incidence (13.3% of parturitions) and was significantly associated 
with inadequate maternal behaviour such as not using straw or hair in nest-
building or giving birth outside the nest box. In 84.6% of the parturitions 
with occurrence of cannibalism the does did not introduce hair into the 
nest boxes, and in 92.3% of the parturitions with cannibalised kits the 
does did not introduce straw into the nest boxes. Cannibalism was also 
associated with a large proportion of rabbits that gave birth outside the nest 
boxes (53.8%). It is discussed that cannibalism practiced by wild rabbit 
does in captivity is a manifestation of the failure of maternal behaviour, 
a consequence of the stress they experience in captivity.
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