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For convenience of presentation of this scientific analysis, in the text below this report
managed by Stefan Eck would be designed as "Eck report”.

Initial and general remarks :

Point 1. In the Eck report all the attention is turnedtbe rabbit itself, but breeders and
consumers are quite or completely absent. In asg eay legislative proposal must be the
best possible compromise between 3 parts : animalfare, breeder's own welfare and
financial situation, and consumer's health and ael®4if based on a correct analysis of the
situation). Thus a rule should not be adopted withtaking in account the 2 other parts.
Unfortunately the Eck report try to make a completbiased demonstration with
recommendations taking in account exclusively swpposed) advantages for only one part
out of three.

Point 2 . Any rule adopted to protect farm animals, rabhit the present case, must be
effectively efficient for all animals of the spesi@¢abbits). More important, any rule should
not induce a deterioration of one of the 12 geheealcepted criteria of welfare (gathered into
four groups: feeding, housing, health and optimisenbtional stated to maximise an other.
It will be seen in the present analysis that in Bek report different proposals made to
maximise a criteria clearly deteriorate some others

These points 1 and 2 are already reasons for whistabsolutely necessary to postpone any
legislative decision until new proposed minimumomeendations would by able to take in
account all parts involved in the production pracasd propose the best possible compromise
between all animal welfare criteria and not onlgngcof them.

Scientific comments

From a scientific point of view the Eck report is@lection of attested points, of unwarranted
assertions (that may be true or not, but up to notvdemonstrated), of points still under
discussion between scientists and of affirmatidrag are clearly erroneous. For example the
author of the Eck report &engly believes that a transition from cage farming to pen systems
would reduce the need to use antibiotics and thereby reduce public health risks». All beliefs

are respectable, but in the present case, houabimts in large pens increases, significantly

! Botreau, R., Veissier, |., Butterworth, A., Bracke, M.B.M., Keeling, L.J., 2007. Definition of criteria for overall assessment of
animal welfare. Animal welfare 16, 225-228.
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or not significantly according to the study, butveedecreases the probability of infection
(diseases, mortality) of growing rabBits As consequence housing rabbits in large pens
increases the potential use of antibiotics by keeedo control the sanitary situation of
rabbits. A belief is not a proof and may be comgleerroneous from a scientific point of
view.

Critical analysis of each point, true, false or @ndiscussion is not the object of the present
group of comments, but such scientific analysis lbardone on request of the Committee on
Agriculture and Rural Development of the Europearligment. Only 2 main points would be
focused :rabbit feeding conditions (use of complete pelleted feed or of complementary
feeds + forage) andabbit housing (cages, pens, individually, in groups,...) .

Rabbit feeding

The only known way to provide all nutrients necegda a rabbit (energy, proteins, fibre,
minerals, vitamins,...) is to gather different renaterials, to grind and mix the resulting meals
and finally to agglomerate this mixing into pellggsure mechanical compression). The
agglomeration is necessary: indeed rabbits ddet thhe rations finely ground because this
more or less dusty powder presentation provokesiregery diseases (rabbit's nose is very
close to the mouth). If grinding is coarse, rablgdect only some raw materials out of the
total, the most palatable ones, a situation intdyianducing digestive troubles, mortal for
some of them. Thus the use of pelleted feeds fabiras the condition to have animals in
good health and to produce rabbit meat with theimuim of nutriment expenditures.ge.
without waste of feed resources used for this prodo. Naturally, the proportion of the
different raw materials varies according with theritional needs of each type of rabbit (age,
physiological status). With this technique, alllvéib housed individually or in group receive a
balanced ration, one of the first points of thevaaliwelfare.

In presence of a choice between different raw naseofferedad libitum, rabbits are not able
to make a wise choice, and a majority selects tmdymost concentrated material and has
digestive disorders, an often life-threateningagitun.

Similarly, distribution of forage (hay or straw) aadition to a balanced pelleted diet is not an
acceptable nutritional situation. Some rabbitsaeadticeable quantity of the forage, basically
with a low nutritive value, and not enough of thaldmced diet. As an immediate
consequence, a deficiency appears for some nudyiemtsituation which impairs the
performances of these rabbits but above all detdde also their health status and their
resistance to opportunistic diseases. This isqaatily true for the breeding does during the
period of lactation.

As conclusion only the use of complete pelletediaieeds should be encouraged. Any other
solution induces a deterioration of the nutritiowalfare of rabbits.

Rabbit housing

Point 1 : Rabbit is not a social animal, only a gip + tolerant animal

A great part of the Eck report devoted to rablntsising is based on the so-called "highly
social behaviour" of this species. Unfortunately foe European honourable deputy, this
assertion, even if very commonly accepted, is ansific error in interpretation of correct

2 Szendré Zs. 2012. New perspectives of housing reproducing and growing rabbits. Proceedings 10th World Rabbit Congress,
September 3 - 6, 2012— Sharm EI- Sheikh —Egypt, 979- 996.
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observations. In fact in the wild, it's well knowmat rabbits effectively live in groups with a
social organisation. This observation is correcit Bis comportment is only the best answer
of this prey-species, adopted to minimize the riaksresence of predators; and for the Rabbit
the list of potential predators is long.

The demonstration of the non-intrinsic social betawvof Rabbit was made at the occasion of
recent works? in which wild rabbits comportmentgevebserved during more that one year in
very large enclosures in absence of predatorshdset studies, all predators were effectively
suppressed, terrestrial predators as bird of @egne of the adults rabbit does leave the group
and live alone with their young (no other adultcept sometimes a male) . The litter size of
these "individualist" rabbit does was greater dralrtlife expectancy was longer than that of
does remained in the group. The same for their gahanks to the absence of aggressions by
other adults and to a reduction of contaminationdiseases. These experiments clearly
demonstrate that for the Rabbit, to live in groigpan expensive option, but absolutely not a
necessity. The cost-benefit is positive in thesitzd wild conditions with predators pressure,
but negative as soon as the predators are absent.

For domestic rabbits raised in a building theraasrisk or fear associated with the presence
of predators. Thus the social organisation of defers without object and becomes a
constraint. The social acceptance of the "othee£olmes unnecessary. In addition, in the
wild, individuals that don't accept the social doaisits leave + voluntarily the group and
were no more observed, generally thanks to theapoesl action. In housing conditions of
domestic rabbits, whatever the dimension or thecsire of the cage, pen or enclosure, no
animal has the possibility to leave the groupt@asion source of unmissable conflicts.

An indirect demonstration of the circumstantiakssaof the social behaviour of rabbits is the
increase of the aggressiveness of rabbits witlagfge As long as the young rabbits are in the
nest (from birth until 18-20 days of age) they neéede grouped to reduce heat loss. The
cost-benefit is in favour of the group gatheredhie nest box. From about 3 weeks of age, up
to beginning of puberty (10-12 weeks of age depapddf the breed and of feeding
conditions) rabbits readily accept to live in grolipe cost-benefit balance is about neutral. In
practice the balance leans to one side or the atbpending on the circumstances. From
puberty and during all adult life, rabbits are Basiggressive against some sexually active
congeners while in the same time they can searclkdmpany of other adult congeners. The
average cost-benefit balance is clearly negaticegxn presence of predators.

The domestication has reduced the basic aggressisari the rabbits but not completely and
large differences are observed between breedsnes.liln addition, almost all studies
conducted on the social comportment of breedingitalwere made with the New Zealand
White breed, or with strains largely related withstbreed known for its calm. Too few is
known about the other breeds or strains, so thatnbt possible to provide the adoption by
the law, for all Europeans rabbits (about hundnebtls and strains) of techniques for which
the main problem is the wounding of numerous rabdsta direct consequence of fighting and
aggressions between rabbits.

Point 2 : Housing of rabbits from weaning to slauggr time

Type of housing : cages, pens, parks, ...

The Eck report stigmatize the housing of growinigbits in "cages"” and propose to replace
them by "pens". But unfortunately he failed to defwhat is a cage and what is a pen. The
commonly accepted idea is that pens are larger tages, but in some experiments the
dimension of the largest cages studied is biggan that of the smallest pens studied in some
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other experiments. The distinction between caged pans is more semantic (and
commercial) than scientific.

In fact the problem is not to promote a name ofday or to prohibit an other, but to know
the acceptable number of rabbits obliged to livgetber and the surface available for each
rabbit in a fixed environment. This number and $sheace available depend of the final type
of rabbit ready to slaughter : age and weight. [Hber parameters depend of the consumer's
demand which is not homogenous in the differenbgean countries : rabbits of about 2.0 kg
alive in Spain or in the south of Italy, rabbits24-2.5 kg alive in the main part of France or
rabbit of 2.7-2.8 kg alive in the north of Italychone part of Germany or east part of France.
With the most common commercial strains or breemtius produce meat rabbits in Europe,
the puberty, and the associated strong increaaggressiveness appears when rabbits weight
about 2.5 kg.

For this reason, if it is really necessary, rulesyrhe set only locally in a country or a region,
but in no way at European level for all types dfbiés, because of the multiplicity of these
types.

With groups up to 8-10 kits corresponding to thietdisize at weaning, there is no variation of
the stress indicators (glucocorticoids) with ther@ase of the size of the group. The most
favourable group is that corresponding to rabbitthe same litter who know each other since
birth.

With greater numbers of rabbits housed togethes itecessary to mix different litter.
different sanitary status, a situation which neagsscreases the health risk. More important
the short term and long term stress indicatorsesme systematically with the size of the
group. On the other hand with the increase of sizbe group, for a similar density, the total
surface available for a rabbit increases too (gabbit can use the totality of the surface)
allowing a greater variety of behaviours.

For behaviourists, a frequent reference of thergpkrt, any increase of the number of "natural”
behaviours is considered positively, without coesation of the origin of this behaviour. Rabbits
as all other animals, don't develop a specific elia without reason. Standing on hind legs or
running are classified as "normal” behaviours | Btk report, since they are observed in the
wild rabbits. But the reason of these behaviourgss a tentative of visual identification of a
potential risk (predator,...) after rabbit had kear suspicious noise or seen a suspicious
movement. The running is quite always the solutised by a rabbit to escape a real or supposed
dangerous situation, in order to reach as rapidlypassible a more safety area . These 2
behaviours that, according to the Eck report, shbel encouraged or at minimum permitted by
the type of housing, are in fact only the conseqeef fears in an environment considered as
aggressive by the rabbits. The suppression of dheces of fears from the environment is a
common objective of all breeders. If rabbit havethe possibility to stand up or to run they are
not particularly stressed in a rabbitry withoutréeaources. But the possibilities of aggressive
situations inside of the group increase rapidiywhie size of the group.

The cost-benefit balance for rabbits of group hogisvas summarized in a table published 4
years ago by Szendr¢?

Benefits and costs of group-housing of growing rabbit.
Benefits Cost
- larger place for movement - higher rate of aggressiveness (injuries)
- wider behavioural repertoire - lower productivity
- social contact - higher probability of infection (diseases, mortality)

The partial conclusion of this part is that mor@kifedge is necessary to well understand the
comportment of the rabbits raised in group durimg fattening period before any legislative
decision. As demonstrated by the great number dligations on this subject presented
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during the last World Rabbit Congress (June 2016harous research staffs are working
worldwide on the subject. The time has not yet cdoredefinitive conclusions and to
translate them into laws or recommendations.

Enrichment

The enrichment of the simple (barren said the Egort) environment of classical cages or
pens (only feeder and watering system) induces smm@en improvement of the well-being
indicators (reduction of circulating or faecal ghgorticoids) but in some others the well-
being is clearly reduced and associated with aftthedteration. It depends of the type of
enrichment studied and of the experiment, somdtgekaing contradictory for the same type
of enrichment from one experiment to the otherg&eatly, but not always, the enrichments
studied alter the hygienic situation of rabbits for example the case of the platforms use :
rabbits on the above level urinate on the backhefdther rabbits taking refuge under the
platform. In many experiments "efficient” enrichngnsuch as the presence of gnawing
sticks for example, reduce the aggressive behawbtabbits housed in pens; but for rabbits
housed in cages (smaller number of rabbits housgether) the same enrichments have no
influence on aggressive behaviours because théswioers are very scarce or absent.

Once again, if search on the possibilities offdsgcan enrichment of rabbits environment to
improve their welfare should be encouraged, itsdarly to have conclusions, because of the
too many contradictory observations made in difiestudies. In addition all possibilities of
enrichment were certainly not explored.

Point 3: Housing of breeding adults

Because adult rabbit males are too aggressive tiswather males and some times toward
some females, they must be housed individuallyrdleea good international agreement for
this housing technique, even in the Eck reportva®ion of social contacts does not seems a
problem for males, why it becomes an important |gnobfor the females ? This contradiction
is completely skipped in the Eck report.

Since the 1970's, for different reasons, producerseders and researchers try to house
domestic breeding rabbit does in groups or coloniéss long search is explained by the
erroneous belief that rabbits are social animae ébove in this paper of comments).

Different improvements of the method were obtaingth more and more complicated pens,
with more and more sophisticated enrichments ofspéfhe most recent consist in a
individual housing of does with suckled young (6086% of the time) followed by housing
of the same does in groups of 4 females duringakeof the time before preparation of the
following parturition (15 to 30% of the time).

But one problem has never be solved : in all casddhit does raised in groups are aggressive
towards other females, and the consequences arerousnmoderate to severe wounds. In
this type of housing a significant increased ofbrabloes activity is effectively observed as
wished by behaviourists. However, it needs to Imear&ed that such increased activity does
not necessarily imply improved welfare, as obséowngt of behaviour showed that much
activity was due to agonistic interactions (figlgtichasing, fleeing, withdrawing).

According to current knowledge, up to now, groupiging of rabbit breeding does could not
be reasonably proposed as a method able to impeb@t's welfare. Some research staffs
continue to try to improve the group housing oftialloes, particularly the consequences of
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their aggressiveness, we only can expect than shegeed. But currently it is scientifically
unthinkable to propose group housing of rabbit dmekng as the problem of aggressiveness
has not be solved.

If in a region or a European country group housihgabbit breeding does is promoted as
mentioned in the Eck report, the corresponding gean citizens must be simultaneously
informed that this technique clearly deteriorate tmealth and welfare of the does. As
scientists we don't have to qualify consumers wipcdfer the meat of rabbit produced by
rabbit females raised in groups, but they mustnberined, that this system impairs widely
health and welfare of these females.

General conclusion

Contrary to the conclusions of the Eck report basedhsufficient or erroneous information,
it is necessary to largely postpone any legisladieeision or rule adoption trying to improye
rabbit welfare. Current scientific knowledge onstlubject is insufficient to propose general
methods or techniques particularly in the fieldalfbit housing. A positive action in direction
of an improvement of welfare of rabbits produce&urope might be to encourage public and
private research in this area of rabbit science,itouno case it could be obtained through a
freezing by the law of an unsatisfactory situathatever it is.

Corronsac (France) August 20th, 2016
Sgned

Francois LEBAS

Scientist in the field of rabbit husbandry sinceyg@rs (mainly feeding & nutrition, reproductiordan
rabbit management)

Honorary Director of Research, INRArance

Head to the INRA rabbit research laboratory du@lBgyears

These comments wer e approved by the following European rabbit scientists

Pr Dr Steffan HOY

Professor for Animal Housing and Biology, Justuslig University Giel3erGermany

Chairman of the German WRSA branch

Coordinator of the Anihwa (animal health and wedjgsroject Development and assessment of
alternative animal-friendly housing systems forhialdoes with kits and growing rabbits as a trans-
national research network with partners from It&8lgain, Hungary and Germany

Dr Hervé GARRREAU

Director of Research, INRA . Rabbit geneticist -ad®f the "rabbit species" transversal axis at
GenPhySE (INRA-UMR 1388) INRA Toulousé&rance.

Former vice-chair of the European Cost Action Rai@nome Biology (TD1101)

Associate Editor of the World Rabbit Science Journa

Mr. Lubomir ONDRUSKA

PhD - Main research Topics: genetics, reprodudiwh nutrition of rabbits

Head of Institute of Small Farm Animals

National Agricultural and Food Centre — Researdtitimte for Animal Production, Nitr&lovakia
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Pr Angela TROCINO

Scientist in the fields of rabbit nutrition, repraion, welfare and management.

Professor at the University of Padova, Departméftamparative Biomedicine and Food Science,
Italy

Pr Cesare CASTELLINI

Scientist in the fields of rabbit nutrition, repraxdion, welfare, management and meat quality
Professor, Department of Agricultural, Food andiEmmental Sciences, the University of Perugia,
Italy

Pr Szolt SZENDRO

Scientist in the field of rabbit husbandry (housamgl welfare, reproduction, selection, management,
meat quality)

Professor at the University of Kaposvatuyngary

Member of Hungarian Academy of Sciences

Pr Marina LOPEZ

Associate Professor - University of Zaragoza - Rgaf Veterinary -Spain

Scientist in the field of rabbit husbandry (housargl welfare, management, pre-slaughter conditions
and meat quality)

Associate Editor of the World Rabbit Science jolrkigelfare section- for 7 years

Pr Antonella DALLE ZOTTE
Full Professor, Department of Animal Medicine, Rrciibn and Health, University of Padoviialy
Scientist in the field of rabbit farming (housingdawelfare, management, feeding and nutrition, meat

quality)

Dr Thierry GIDENNE

Director of Research, INRA Research Centre of dasg France

Scientist in the field of rabbit nutrition, digesti physiology and management.
Chairman of the INRA committee on Rabbit production

General secretary of the World Rabbit Science Aasoa



