
 

Veterinarians urge pet owners to prepare for
the arrival of rabbit hemorrhagic disease

July 14 2020, by Genevieve Rajewski

  
 

  

Rabbit hemorrhagic disease threatens both pet rabbits and wild rabbits
alike—including sensitive native populations such as the endangered New
England cottontail rabbit. Credit: Roger Williams Park Zoo

An emerging virus threatens both wild and pet rabbits in the United
States. The fatal virus—which causes an Ebola-like disease called rabbit
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hemorrhagic disease—already has been reported in the western and
southwestern United States.

The virus was first diagnosed in domestic rabbits in China in 1984, but it
is believed to have originated in wild European rabbits. It soon spread
around the world via human travel. (Australia and New Zealand
purposefully introduced the virus to try to control their numbers of feral
rabbits.)

"We've tried to keep this virus out of the country, but there have been
sporadic outbreaks in domestic rabbits," said Jennifer Graham, a
veterinarian at the Henry and Lois Foster Hospital for Small Animals.
"For example, there was one situation where a woman working in a
restaurant that served rabbit brought the virus home to her own rabbits."

At first, the illness did not appear to affect wild species in the U.S.
However, this spring the virus killed black-tailed jackrabbits and
cottontails in New Mexico and Arizona. It also has been detected in wild,
pet, and feral rabbits in California, Colorado, Texas, Nevada, and
Washington.

"Once the virus gets into the wild-rabbit population, there's no way to
stop it from rapidly spreading and becoming endemic," said Graham,
head of Cummings School's zoological companion animal medicine
(ZCAM) service. "Veterinary epidemiologists feel this disease is going
to be pretty established throughout the country by next year."

The good news is that the virus cannot be transmitted by rabbits to
humans or other animal species.

The bad news is that it's a highly contagious and insidious virus. It can
survive extreme temperatures and for long periods of time in the
environment, and people can transmit it via their clothing and shoes.
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"That makes it incredibly easy to spread," said Graham. "If the disease is
in the wild rabbits you see all the time, it's almost inevitable that you will
track it into your rabbits if appropriate precautions are not taken."

Infected rabbits typically bleed to death. Animals often die suddenly,
their noses bloodied from internal bleeding.

"This disease is a little bit like COVID-19 in that the virus can be spread
by carriers with no symptoms," added Graham. Although some strains
can be up to 100 percent fatal, animals infected by the strain currently
circulating in the U.S. can shed the virus for a long time—despite
appearing fully recovered from a brief illness. These rabbits may have a
fever, lose their appetite, and appear limp for just a couple of days.

There is no treatment for rabbit hemorrhagic disease. A vaccine
effective against the virus has been used in other countries, but it's not
available here.

"We want to be proactive and vaccinate pet rabbits before the virus
arrives," said Graham, "but this is complicated by the fact that rabbit
hemorrhagic disease is still classified as a foreign animal disease."

This makes it both expensive and legally difficult for U.S. veterinarians
to import the vaccine. The vaccine, which has a short shelf life, must be
ordered in large quantities. And it can take months to get once the
disease is reported in an area because vaccine shipment requires
coordinating efforts between the manufacturer, the USDA, and state and
local veterinarians.

The Association of Exotic Mammal Veterinarians is working with state
veterinarians, laboratory veterinarians, wildlife veterinarians, and others
to expedite getting the illness reclassified, so the vaccine can be more
easily obtained for widespread use in the U.S.
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Local animal shelters meanwhile are considering options for minimizing
risks to rescued rabbits as the disease approaches, said Graham. A likely
scenario is that rabbits will be placed in individual foster homes without
other rabbits to avoid the risk of housing groups of rabbits in a single
location.

  
 

  

Veterinarian Kimberlee Wojick, A01, V06, cares for a New England cottontail
rabbit that’s part of a captive breeding program at Roger Williams Park Zoo.
Credit: Roger Williams Park Zoo

"I feel like we're lucky in New England in that we have had more
warning the West Coast and the Southwest," she said. "People also
haven't been traveling as much lately because of pandemic restrictions,
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which has bought us some time. So hopefully by the time we see the
virus, we'll be able to offer vaccinations."

A Problem in the Wild

Unfortunately, it's not possible to protect most wild rabbits.

"We are very aware of this disease and looking out for suspicious cases,"
said Maureen Murray, V03, director of Tufts Wildlife Clinic. "It would
definitely be worrisome if it appeared in this region."

A sudden die-off in the common eastern cottontail population would be
concerning because these ubiquitous rabbits are prey for so many other 
wild species, from hawks and owls to bobcats, lynx, coyotes, foxes, and
weasels. All predators that depend on this link in the food chain would
suffer.

Murray noted there have not been any suspicious cases at Tufts Wildlife
Clinic so far.

Throughout the U.S., sensitive populations of rabbits—such as pygmy
rabbits and the Riparian brush hare—could be decimated by an outbreak
of this virus.

Kimberlee Wojick, A01, V06, a veterinarian at Roger Williams Park
Zoo, said her team is anxious to get hold of the vaccine so they can try to
protect New England cottontail rabbits.

Although these little brown rabbits at first glance look just like the
abundant eastern cottontails in suburban neighborhoods, the New
England cottontail is an endangered species—and the region's only native
rabbit. These shy creatures require a habitat of thick underbrush that's
increasingly hard to find.
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"They don't do well in areas that have been cleared, such as fields or
lawns," Wojick explained.

Roger Williams Park Zoo participates in a captive breeding program
with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and a consortium of state
wildlife services in Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Maine, New
Hampshire, Connecticut, and New York. For the conservation project,
wildlife biologists periodically capture New England cottontails from the
wild to breed them at the zoo—releasing their offspring back to
protected habitats.

"We have a lot of concerns about the rabbit hemorrhagic disease
potentially impacting the wild populations, but also our captive breeding
populations," said Wojick.

"Clearly, we can't vaccinate all the wild populations of this rabbit," she
said. "They're pretty elusive. But we would love to be able to protect the
rabbits we have in captivity, and then also vaccinate the offspring that
are released into the wild."

Tips to stop the spread

Once the disease reaches New England, Jennifer Graham urges rabbit
owners to take all precautions to protect their pets, even once a vaccine
is available in the U.S.

Try to keep a "closed rabbit" environment. Avoid adding new
rabbits to your home and house your pet rabbits indoors to
prevent any contact between them and wild rabbits.
Do not bring pet rabbits outdoors to play or graze.
Wash your hands thoroughly both before and after handling your
pet rabbit—or other people's pet rabbits.
Do not wear your outdoor shoes in the house or spaces where
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your rabbit is allowed to roam.
If you must introduce a new rabbit, house it a different room
from your existing rabbits for thirty days. Use separate
equipment for newly acquired rabbits and change your clothes
and wash your hands well after handling them.
Keep door and window screens secure and free of holes, as
mosquitos, flies, and other biting insects can spread the disease.
Ask your veterinarian to recommend a monthly flea prevention
that's safe for rabbits. (Many products safe for other types of
pets can be deadly for bunnies.)
Do not feed your rabbit native grass, branches, plants, or hay
from an outbreak area.
If you live in an outbreak area, ask your veterinarian about
emergency access to the vaccine.
If you are traveling to an outbreak area, be careful not to bring
the virus back home—especially if you're hiking or spending
time outdoors. Disinfect the soles of your hiking boots or shoes
using a mixture of one-part bleach to nine-parts water.
"Unfortunately, finding dead wild rabbits is probably going to
how we will know the virus has arrived," said Graham. If you see
multiple dead wild rabbits or a dead wild rabbit with a bloody
nose, report it to state wildlife officials. (Do not touch the dead
wild rabbits.) If your own rabbit dies suddenly, tell your
veterinarian.
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