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Rabbit rearing is an emerging 
industry in India. Heavy loss due to 
high mortality is a constraint to rabbit 
farming. Digestive disorders and 
diseases associated with diarrhoea are 
the common causes of illness and death 
in broiler rabbits. Mack (1962) and 
Prescott (1978) have reviewed the work 
on the disorders of digestive system 
in rabbits. Mortality due to digestive 
disorders was reported to be 15-30% 
(Mack 1962). Despite high mortality, 
very little research has been done on 
rabbits in India. A systematic disease 
surveillance is required to make rabbit 
farming a profitable proposition. The 
gastrointestinal disorders encountered 
in rabbits at the College of Veterinary 
Science, Tirupati are reported. 

Materials and Methods 

Detailed postmortem examination 
was carried out on a total of 150 rabbits. 
Tissue pieces were collected in 10% 
formal saline for histopathological 
examination. Tissue sections were 
stained by Haematoxylin and Eosin 
method. In suitable cases heart blood 
swabs were collected for bacteriolo-
gical investigation. Scrappings from 
intestine in cases of coccidiosis were 
subjected to parasitological examina-
tion. 

Results and Discussion 
In the present study rabbit morta-

lity due to digestive disorders was 
found to be 13.3% (20). Young rabbits 

were significantly affected due to 
gastroenteritis which was in accordance 
with Prescott (1978) and Sanyal and 
Gopikrishna (1988). 

Overgrown incisors 
Two per cent rabbits were found 

to have overgrown incisors. One had 
mandibular prognathism, considered 
to be an inherited defect (Fox and 
Crary, 1971). The upper incisors 
pierced the buccal mucosa leading to 
ulcerative stomatitis. The animals were 
highly emaciated possibly due to 
difficulty in prehension and pain due 
to buccal damage leading to starvation, 
emaciation and death. Such .defects 
are often genetic in origion. Zeman and 
Fielder (1969) suggested that such 
defects must be identified at an early 
stage and corrective measures follo-
wed so as to minimize the economic 
loss. 

Ulcers 
Well defined ulcers measuring 

3-5 mm in diameter with congested 
borders were found in the pyloric 
region of two per cent rabbits. The 
ulcers were covered by cell debris 
consisting of necrotic and denuded 
epithelium, fibrin and inflammatory 
cells—predominantly lymphocytes. The 
incidence of gastric ulcers was repor-
ted by Hagen (1956). Usually, ulcers 
result from trauma infections or toxic 
inflammations, circulatory disturban-
ces, uremia and neoplasms. Involve-
ment of aflatoxicosis could not be 
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ruled out in the present investigation 
as the feed was found to contain traces 
of aflatoxin. 

Hair balls 

Hair balls were found in the sto-
mach of 2 per cent rabbits. These 
rabbits were emaciated and had 
atrophied internal organs. All the 
rabbits were from loose housing sys-
tem where they had opportunities for 
licking or pulling its own fur or that of 
a penmate resulting in the formation 
of hair balls commonly known as tri-
chobezoars. Hair balls may occasion-
ally cause partial or complete obstru-
ction of the digestive tract (Blount 
1957) resulting in emaciation and loss 
of weight. 

Haemorrhagi c enteri ti s 
Haemorrhagic enteritis was noticed 

in 1.3 per cent rabbits. It was chara-
cterised by congested and engorged 
blood vessels, thickened intestinal 
wall, blood tinged luminal contents, 
oedema and catarrh. Necrosis of villi 
and infiltration of mononuclear cells 
were observed histopathologically. 
E. coli was isolated from the luminal 
contents. Similar lesions were reported 
by Hagen (1956). 

Mucoid enteritis : 

Mucoid enteritis was observed in 
3.3 per cent rabbits, involving whole 
length of the intestines and it was cha-
racterised by distended intestines with 

Fig. 1 
INTESTINE ; Note epithelial desquamation and hyperplastic 

intestinal glands with v~ricus stages of coccidia and 
infiltration of inflammatory cells. H & E x 60 
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mucoid material. Increased number 
and size of the goblet cells, villus 
atrophy and inflammatory cell reactions 
were noticed microscopically. E. coli 
and Salmonellas were isolated from 
the intestinal contents. The observa-
tions recorded in this study were 
similar to those of Ingham (19'12). Van 
Kruiningen and Williams (1972) did not 
observe the inflammatory reaction. 
The conflicting reports about the 
nature of the histological changes asso-
ciated with the syndrome probably 
reflect different causative factors with 
a common expression. The descri-
ption mucoid enteritis should be 
reserved for those conditions in which 
the large intestine is filled with a cha-
racteristic thick gel (Prescott 1978). It 
was attributed that mucoid enteritis 
was a specific disease but accumulation 

of mucus in the large intestine might 
be the result of intestinal stasis (Van 
Kruiningen, and Williams 1972) and be 
a non-specific reaction (Meshorer 
1976). 

Coccidiosis : 

Coccidiosis was encountered in 
2.Z per cent rabbits. Intestines were 
enlarged and balooned with thickened 
wall, petechial haemorrhages on the 
mucous membrane of small intestine 
and blood mixed luminal contents. The 
liver was studded with large white 
nodules. In intestines, congestion, 
haemorrhage, epithelial desquamation 
and hyperplastic intestinal glands were 
observed microscopically (Fig. 1). 
Various stages of coccidia and infiltra-
tion of neutrophils, eosinophils and 
few lymphocytes were also found. In 

Fig. 2 
LIVER : Note papillary growths dae fo epithelial proliferation 

with various stages of coccidia. H & Ex 60 
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liver the bile ducts were dilated. There 
was overgrowth of connective tissue. 
Papillary .growths due to epithelial 
proliferation with various stages of 
coccidia were also noticed (Fig. 2)• 
The incidence recorded was in accor-
dance with Rai et al. (1985). All the 
animals died due to coccidiosis were 
penned in loose housing system. None 
was registered from a rabbitary farm 
where they were maintained in indivi-
dual cages. This significant observa-
tion was in accordance with Ostler 
(1961). 

Summary 
Twenty (13.3%) out of 150 rabbit 

carcasses on autopsyrevealed digestive 
disorders.- Conditions like overgrown 
Yncisors (2%), hair balls (2%), ulcers 
(2%), haemorrhagic enteritis (1.3%) 
mucoid enteritis (3.3%) and coccidiosis 
(2.7%) were encountered. 
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