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MOTION FOR A EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT RESOLUTION 

on minimum standards for the protection of farm rabbits 

(2016/2077(INI)) 

The European Parliament, 

– having regard to Articles 13 and 43 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 

Union (TFEU), 

– having regard to Council Directive 2008/120/EC laying down minimum standards for 

the protection of pigs, 

– having regard to Council Directive 2008/119/EEC of 18 December 2008 laying down 

minimum standards for the protection of calves, 

– having regard to Council Directive 1999/74/EC of 19 July 1999 laying down minimum 

standards for the protection of laying hens, 

– having regard to Council Directive 2007/43/EC of 28 June 2007 laying down minimum 

rules for the protection of chickens kept for meat production, 

– having regard to Council Directive 98/58/EC of 20 July 1998 concerning the protection 

of animals kept for farming purposes, 

– having regard to the Special Eurobarometer 442, entitled ‘Attitudes of Europeans 

towards Animal Welfare’, published in March 2016, 

– having regard to Rule 52 of its Rules of Procedure, 

– having regard to the report of the Committee on Agriculture and Rural Development 

(A8-0000/2016), 

A. whereas rabbits are the fourth most farmed animal in the world and the second most 

farmed species in the EU in terms of numbers; 

B. whereas the majority of rabbits are farmed for meat production, with over 340 million 

rabbits slaughtered for meat ever year; whereas more than three quarters of all rabbit 

farming in the EU takes place in Italy, Spain and France; 

C. whereas the housing of rabbits kept for farming purposes is one of the central questions 

discussed among stakeholders involved in their breeding, especially with regard to 

animal welfare; 

D. whereas the majority of rabbits in the EU are kept in barren environments, often in 

battery cages; whereas rabbits are often housed in sheds containing 500 to 1 000 

breeding females and 10 000 to 20 000 growing rabbits;  

E. whereas the domesticated rabbit has kept most of the wild rabbit’s natural behaviour, 

and intensive farming systems have severe negative implications for its welfare; 
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F. whereas in organic production systems rabbits are kept in group pens with access to a 

small area of pasture at the base of the pen, which allows the rabbits more space, 

increased social interaction and more opportunities for natural behaviour such as 

gnawing on wooden blocks, eating hay, hiding in tubes and under platforms, standing 

on their hind legs, lying stretched out, hopping and jumping; 

G. whereas there are minimum EU standards for the protection of pigs1, calves2, laying 

hens3 and broiler chickens4, as well as the general Council Directive for the protection 

of animals kept for farming purposes5, but there is not as yet any specific EU legislation 

on minimum standards for the protection of rabbits; 

H. whereas only a few Member States have legal requirements for rabbit farming;  

General remarks 

1. Expresses its concerns that rabbits in the EU are usually reared in unenriched cages, a 

barren environment that only has a drinker and feeder; also notes with concern that 

rabbits are fed on pellets and the close confines of the battery cages do not allow rabbits 

to express their natural behaviour; 

2. Acknowledges that in some Member States alternatives to barren-cage farming of 

rabbits exist which reduce the incidence of disease and mortality rates and improve the 

welfare of farmed rabbits; 

3. Encourages the use of pen systems for groups, which are the most suitable system for 

rabbits because of their highly social behaviour; points out that the use of pen systems 

improves the welfare of farm rabbits and reduces the incidence of abnormal behaviour 

amongst them;  

Rabbit breeding 

4. Emphasises that, owing to the absence of species-specific animal husbandry legislation 

for rabbits in the EU, the breeding of rabbits is highly intensified and its architecture 

resembles a high-output industrial production system;  

5. Points out that, to cut costs and save space, a typical barren wire cage for an adult doe in 

the EU is 60 to 65 cm long, 40 to 48 cm wide and 30 to 35 cm high; concludes that this 

means that rabbits cannot move normally or adopt normal postures such as stretching 

out, sitting and standing with their ears erect ( a ‘look out’ posture typical of the 

species), rearing up, turning around comfortably and hopping; underlines that this lack 

of exercise can also lead to weakened or broken bones; 

6. Notes with concern that there is a high rate of disease and mortality amongst caged farm 

                                                 
1 Council Directive 2008/120/EC laying down minimum standards for the protection of pigs, Official Journal L 47, 18.02.2009 p. 5-13.  
2 Council Directive 2008/119/EEC of 18 December 2008 laying down minimum standards for the protection of calves. Official Journal L 10, 

11.1.2009 p. 7-13. 
3 Council Directive 1999/74/EC of 19 July 1999 laying down minimum standards for the protection of laying hens. Official Journal L203, 

3.8.1999 p. 53-57. 
4 Council Directive 2007/43/EC of 28 June 2007 laying down minimum rules for the protection of chickens kept for meat production, 

Official Journal L 182, 12.7.2007, p. 19-28. 
5 Council Directive 98/58/EC of 20 July 1998 concerning the protection of animals kept for farming purposes. Official Journal L221, 

8.8.1998 p. 23-27. 
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rabbits, compared with other farmed species; 

Rabbit rearing 

7. Expresses its concern that rabbits reared and fattened for meat production in the EU are 

typically caged in groups, and are provided with a space per rabbit that is less than the 

area of two ordinary A4 sheets of paper;  

8. Points out that rabbits can suffer from a wide range of welfare problems and diseases, 

including fatal viruses, snuffles and sore hocks from sitting on wire-mesh cage floors; is 

aware that investigations1 have shown that on some farms sick and injured rabbits are 

not treated and many fall victim to eye and fungal infections and respiratory conditions; 

notes with concern that the vast majority of these animals end up in the food chain, 

either as pet food or as meat sold to consumers in supermarkets; 

9. Recognises the importance of providing training courses for people involved in all 

aspects of animal handling in rabbit farming in order to improve their performance and 

understanding of the relevant animal welfare requirements in order to avoid unnecessary 

suffering for animals; 

10. Underlines that growing rabbits and does kept in pen systems, typically 750 cm²/rabbit 

for growers and 800 cm²/rabbit for does, benefit from more space for movement, social 

interaction and play, and that platforms in pen systems allow rabbits to avoid aggressors 

by getting out of the way, with separate housing for does when they are nursing a litter; 

11. Advises that male rabbits over 12 weeks of age which are kept for breeding should 

always be housed separately in any system, owing to problems of aggression; 

Transport and slaughtering 

12. Points out that transport is an extremely stressful experience for rabbits; underlines that 

rabbits should be fed before transport and be provided with adequate food, water and 

space in transit, and that transport times should be as limited as possible, owing to the 

sensitivity of the species; emphasises that there are a huge variety of stress factors that 

affect animal welfare and that these differ between regions or even farms; 

13. Stresses that rabbits should be fully stunned before slaughter, ensuring that they 

undergo no suffering, pain or stress; recalls that slaughter should be carried out without 

risk of the stunned animal regaining consciousness; 

Antimicrobial resistance 

 

14. Stresses that the widespread use of antibiotics in rabbit farming, especially in the 

intensive type of farming that uses cage systems, can lead to an increase in 

antimicrobial resistance; 

15.  Emphasises that abolishing the use of battery cages across the EU would have a positive 

impact on the protection of public health and would reduce the use of antibiotics in 

                                                 
1 http://www.ciwf.org.uk/our-campaigns/investigations/rabbit-investigations/2014-the-biggest-secret-of-the-

cage-age/ 
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rabbit farming; 

Conclusions 

 

16. Calls on the Commission, in the light of the high number of rabbits being farmed and 

slaughtered in the EU and the severe animal welfare implications of the systems 

currently used for keeping rabbits, to put forward soon legislative proposals on setting 

minimum standards for the protection of farm rabbits;  

17. Invites the Commission to consider pen systems as the guiding principle when 

proposing measures for housing requirements for breeding does and for rabbits reared 

for meat production; 

18. Points out that a balance must be kept between the various aspects to be taken into 

consideration, as regards welfare and health, economic and social considerations and 

environmental impact; 

19. Stresses that all measures should be harmonised at EU level by introducing specific EU 

legislation for the minimum protection of farm rabbits, including a clear system of 

production labelling allowing consumers in the EU to make an informed choice about 

the rabbit meat they buy; 

° 

° ° 

20. Instructs its President to forward this resolution to the Council and the Commission. 
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EXPLANATORY STATEMENT 

 

Background 

Rabbits are, in numbers, the second most farmed livestock species in the European Union 

with over 340 million rabbits slaughtered each year. However, rabbit farming in the EU 

accounts only for roughly 1.1% of the total EU meat production. At present, there is EU 

legislation in force that lays down minimum standards for the protection of pigs, calves, 

laying hens, broiler chickens, as well as the general Council Directive for the protection of 

animals kept for farming purposes, but there is not yet any specific EU legislation on 

minimum standards for the protection of farm rabbits.  

Currently, rabbits in the EU are kept under cruel conditions in breeding and fattening farms, 

despite the existence of European legal safeguards such as the Council Directive concerning 

the Protection of Animals kept for Farming Purposes (1998/58/EC) and Article 13 of the 

Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), which states that “the Union and 

the Member States shall, since animals are sentient beings, pay full regard to the welfare 

requirements of animals”.  

Most Member States lack specific legislation for the keeping, breeding and fattening of 

rabbits. However, some exceptions exist: Austria (2012, prohibition of battery cages); 

Belgium (2014, phasing out of cages and introduction of park systems in 2025); Germany 

(2014, improving animal welfare legislation specifically for rabbit farming) and the United 

Kingdom (2007, Welfare of Farmed Animals Regulations, which has species-specific 

requirements for rabbit farming).  

Furthermore, according to the Special Eurobarometer 442, “Attitudes of Europeans towards 

Animal Welfare”, published in March 2016, consumers demand higher animal welfare 

standards. The vast majority of consumers responding to the Eurobarometer survey indicated 

that they do not mind paying extra for food that is produced with a high respect for animal 

welfare. Moreover, in the new legislative proposal for organic production currently under 

discussion, rabbits are to be kept in group pens, with at least 0.4 m2 of space per rabbit, and 

are provided with access to an outside area of pasture at the base of the pen.  

The Rapporteur’s Position 

Through this initiative report, your rapporteur aims to start a broad discussion about rabbit 

farming in the EU and the methods for the keeping of farmed rabbits, as well as to encourage 

the European Commission to present an ambitious draft legislative proposal. The proposal 

should aim at closing the existing loopholes that lead to serious animal welfare abuses in the 

keeping, breeding, husbandry, transportation and slaughtering of farm rabbits. 

In the EU, rabbit species-specific needs and welfare are mostly not taken into consideration. 

In the majority of Member States, there is no specific legislation containing mandatory 

minimum requirements for the protection of rabbits in agriculture. The application, 

implementation and enforcement of European and national general animal welfare laws are 

generally insufficient and facilities commonly used in the EU for breeding and fattening of 

rabbits for meat production are not up to even the most basic animal welfare standards. There 
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is a pressing need for improving the situation of farm rabbits in the EU and in the opinion of 

your rapporteur, the most appropriate way forward would be EU legislation on minimum 

standards for the protection of farm rabbits.  

In this report and in the working document leading up to the report, your rapporteur has made 

several recommendations. In short, it is imperative to phase out battery and barren wire cages 

in rabbit farming, and make the conversion to alternative methods of rabbit farming such as 

park systems that provide for sufficient space per rabbit and where rabbits can be kept in 

groups. Farmers making this conversion should be supported under the rural development 

programs of the CAP. Housing systems for rabbits should have platforms or similar elevated 

terrain and sufficient enrichment materials. Furthermore, transport times should be as limited 

as possible, due to the sensitivity of the species, and rabbits should be fed before transport as 

well as given access to adequate food and water during transport. Transport crates and cages 

should allow for normal posturing. Finally, rabbits should be fully stunned before slaughter, 

ensuring they undergo no suffering, pain or stress. Slaughter should be carried out without 

risk of the stunned animal regaining consciousness. 

Moreover, your rapporteur believes that EU legislation would ensure uniform interpretation, 

create a level playing field and would meet the increasing demand from consumers for better 

animal welfare in farming. In recent years, major European animal welfare organisations and 

NGOs have increasingly highlighted the subject of rabbit farming and launched campaigns for 

the abolition of battery cages. One can expect public pressure on this issue to increase in the 

near future. 

Finally, due to species-specific diseases and the high mortality rate inherent to rabbit farming, 

widespread routine administration of antibiotics has become a necessity. This has exacerbated 

the problems of increasing antimicrobial resistance. Rabbit farming in its current form is thus 

also creating a public health problem, even more so because very strong, last resort, reserve 

antibiotics are being used in rabbit farming. Your rapporteur strongly believes that a transition 

from cage farming to pen systems would reduce the need to use antibiotics and thereby reduce 

public health risks. 

Your rapporteur is of the opinion that if these recommendations are taken on board in a future 

legislative proposal on minimum standards for the protection of farm rabbits, and that in order 

to ensure a level playing field, the same standards apply to imported rabbit products, we can 

finally start improving the health and welfare situation of millions and millions of farm 

rabbits kept in the European Union and meet the demands of consumers who call for higher 

animal welfare standards in agriculture. 

 


