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1. Forced Relocation

A rabbit client approaches you because they must relocate and have no alternative.
Driving is not possible due to distance or geography (e.g., crossing an ocean, coast-to-
coast, or Texas to Alaska). Flying is the only viable option.

o What would you recommend to this client?

If air travel is unavoidable, in-cabin air transport is highly recommended for rabbits from a
veterinary welfare standpoint.

¢ Rabbits are highly stress-sensitive prey species with limited physiological capacity to
cope with:

o Noise and vibration
o Temperature and pressure fluctuations
o Prolonged food and water restriction
e Stress in rabbits is strongly associated with:
o Gastrointestinal hypomotility / ileus
o Acute catecholamine-mediated shock
o Hyperthermia
o Cardiorespiratory decompensation

These risks are dramatically increased in cargo holds, even in pressurised or climate-
controlled sections.

° How should they approach planning air travel for their rabbit?

The rabbit should undergo a full pre-transport clinical evaluation, ideally 2—4 weeks before
travel, to assess suitability.

This includes:



e Full physical exam (cardiac, respiratory, hydration status)
e Body condition assessment

e Oral exam (dental disease increases ileus risk)

e Review of Gl history (previous stasis = higher risk)

e Assessment of brachycephalic or giant breeds, elderly rabbits, or rabbits with chronic
disease (higher risk category)

Sedation is NOT recommended

o Sedatives impair thermoregulation, Gl motility, and respiratory drive in rabbits

Clients should:
e Choose airlines that explicitly allow rabbits in cabin (written confirmation required)
e Confirm:
o Maximum carrier dimensions
o Rabbit + carrier weight limits
o Cabin placement (under-seat only)
e Book direct flights only
o Each transfer exponentially increases stress and mortality risk
Timing recommendations:
e Shortest total travel time possible
e Avoid peak heat seasons when possible

e Early flights often have more stable cabin conditions

Carrier must:
e Berigid or semi-rigid, well-ventilated on multiple sides
e Allow the rabbit to:
o Lie fully stretched
o Sit upright without ear compression

e Be darkened or partially covered to reduce visual stress



Inside the carrier:
e Familiar bedding from home (scent buffering reduces stress)
e Absorbent base layer
e Unlimited hay (critical for GI motility)

e No water bowls that can spill; hydration addressed pre- and post-flight

Do NOT fast rabbits
o Continuous fiber intake is essential
¢ Encourage hydration before travel
o Fresh leafy greens can be offered shortly before boarding
¢ Avoid new foods during travel
Post-arrival:
¢ Immediate access to hay, water, and familiar food
e Close monitoring for 48—72 hours for:
o Reduced fecal output
o Anorexia
o Lethargy

o Bruxism or pain postures

Clients should travel with:
e Written veterinary summary
e Contact details for an exotics veterinarian at destination
e Critical care herbivore diet

¢ Syringes for assisted feeding if advised pre-emptively

2. Cargo as the Only Option



If an owner cannot find an airline that allows rabbits to travel in the cabin and cargo is
presented as the only option:

o From a veterinary perspective, what would you advise?

If in-cabin transport is not possible and cargo is the only option, my professional
recommendation is:

Do not transport the rabbit by air at that time.

From a veterinary standpoint, commercial airline cargo transport is not an acceptable
welfare option for rabbits except under highly controlled institutional conditions (e.g.,
research or zoological transport with veterinary oversight), which commercial airlines do not
provide.

. What risks should owners understand when considering cargo transport?

From a veterinary welfare perspective, airline cargo transport poses significant risks for
rabbits:

e Severe stress and shock
Rabbits are prey species with a strong catecholamine response. Prolonged fear and
restraint can lead to acute collapse or sudden death.

e Gastrointestinal stasis
Stress and interrupted feeding commonly trigger Gl hypomotility, a potentially fatal
condition in rabbits.

¢ Thermal instability
Rabbits tolerate heat poorly and cannot effectively dissipate heat. Temperature
fluctuations during loading, delays, or ventilation changes can cause hyperthermia.

¢ Noise and vibration exposure
Cargo environments expose rabbits to intense, unpredictable sensory stress that
exceeds their coping capacity.

e No monitoring or intervention
In cargo, early signs of distress cannot be detected or treated, increasing morbidity
and mortality risk.

e Sedation increases risk
Sedation impairs thermoregulation, respiration, and gut motility and is not protective
during air transport.



3. Airline Policies

Many airlines effectively leave rabbit owners with no option other than cargo—or deny
transport entirely.

. What are your thoughts on this approach?

From a veterinary perspective, this approach is administratively understandable but
biologically mismatched.

Airline policies are largely species-agnostic (designed around dogs and cats), whereas rabbits
are high-risk prey species with markedly different stress physiology and welfare needs.
When rabbits are excluded from cabin travel yet offered cargo as the alternative, the policy
conflicts with veterinary welfare principles, because cargo transport is the higher-risk option
for this species.

In practice, these policies often shift risk onto the animal rather than mitigating it.

o Why do you think these policies have emerged or tightened over the past 10-15
years?

Several non-veterinary drivers may explain this trend:

e Liability and risk management
Airlines have faced increasing legal exposure related to in-flight animal incidents and
have responded by restricting categories rather than refining species-specific rules.

e Standardisation over nuance
Cabin policies are easier to enforce when animals are grouped broadly (“pets”)
rather than by biological risk profiles.

e Operational constraints
Cabin space limitations, allergy concerns, and crew training challenges have led
airlines to reduce discretionary allowances.

o High-profile animal welfare incidents
Many airlines responded by reducing access altogether, particularly for non-
traditional pets.

These changes were not driven by advances in rabbit medicine, but by operational and legal
pressures.



. Do you believe these policies are appropriate given current veterinary knowledge?

From a veterinary standpoint: partially, but incompletely, and sometimes
counterproductively.

e Itis appropriate to avoid casual or poorly planned transport of rabbits.

e Itis not appropriate to default rabbits to cargo when veterinary studies on rabbit
physiology indicate cargo poses greater welfare and mortality risk than cabin travel.

4, “Rabbits Are Rodents” Argument
Airlines sometimes justify restrictions by classifying rabbits as rodents that could escape.

° Is this classification scientifically accurate?

No. This classification is scientifically incorrect.
Rabbits belong to the order Lagomorpha, not Rodentia.
Key anatomical and physiological distinctions:

Ill

e Rabbits have four upper incisors (two large incisors plus two small “peg teeth”)

Rodents have two.

¢ Lagomorph dentition, skull morphology, digestive physiology, and jaw mechanics are
distinct from rodents.

e Rabbits are obligate hindgut fermenters with a highly specialised cecal system and
stress physiology unlike that of rodents.

This distinction directly affects:
e Stress tolerance
¢ Handling risk
e Transport welfare considerations

Classifying rabbits as rodents does not reflect biological reality.

° Are concerns about rabbits escaping in the cabin valid?



From a veterinary and behavioural standpoint: no, not when proper carriers are used.
e Rabbits are freeze-prone prey animals.
¢ Under stress, rabbits exhibit:
o Immobility
o Crouching

o Reduced locomotion
not active roaming or gnawing behaviour.

e Airline-approved soft or rigid carriers:
o Fully enclose the animal
o Are designed to prevent opening or chewing

o Are already successfully used for cats (which are far more mobile and
dexterous than rabbits)

There is no veterinary literature documenting rabbits escaping airline carriers in cabin
settings when standard containment is used.

Concerns about escape are therefore theoretical, not evidence-based, and do not reflect
known rabbit behaviour under stress.

5. Rabies and Import Restrictions

Rabbits are often barred from flying to destinations such as Hawaii or the EU due to the
lack of a rabies vaccine.

J Is rabies a legitimate concern for rabbits?

From a scientific and veterinary standpoint: rabies is not a meaningful risk in rabbits.
Key points supported by veterinary literature:
o Rabbits are spillover hosts, not reservoir species.
o Naturally occurring rabies in rabbits is exceedingly rare and almost always linked to:
o Severe bite exposure from a rabid predator
o Rapid fatality before onward transmission

e There is no evidence that rabbits maintain or transmit rabies within populations.



o How could this issue be addressed or mitigated?

From a veterinary-policy perspective, several evidence-based alternatives exist:
e Species-specific risk classification

o Recognising rabbits as negligible rabies risk species (as already acknowledged

in veterinary epidemiology)
e Health certification models
o Pre-export clinical exams
o Quarantine periods instead of vaccination
e Pathogen-relevant screening

o Focusing on diseases rabbits actually carry and transmit

° Are there other diseases rabbit owners should be more concerned about when

traveling?

Yes. Rabies is not the primary health concern for traveling rabbits.
Veterinary-relevant risks include:
A. Rabbit Hemorrhagic Disease Virus (RHDV-1 & RHDV-2)
e Highly contagious
e Environmentally resistant
e Major driver of rabbit import/export restrictions globally
e Region-specific emergence and strain variation
B. Pasteurella multocida
e Common in domestic rabbits
e Stress-associated recrudescence
e Transport increases risk of clinical disease expression
C. Stress-related gastrointestinal disease

e Transport stress is a leading trigger for:



o Gl hypomotility
o Cecal dysbiosis
o Secondary hepatic lipidosis

e This represents the most immediate travel-associated risk, not infectious disease
transmission

6. RHDV2 and Preventative Care
o Are most of the rabbits you currently see in your practice vaccinated against
RHDV2?

In clinical practice: no. But uptake is increasing.

Across most regions, the majority of pet rabbits historically have not been vaccinated against
Rabbit Hemorrhagic Disease Virus type 2 (RHDV-2). This is changing due to:

¢ Global spread and endemic establishment of RHDV-2
e Increased awareness among veterinarians and owners
o Wider availability of licensed vaccines in multiple regions
That said, vaccination coverage remains variable and incomplete, influenced by:
e Regional vaccine availability and licensing
¢ Owner awareness and access to exotic-experienced veterinarians

From a veterinary standpoint, RHDV-2 vaccination is now considered standard preventive
care for pet rabbits in endemic or at-risk regions, as recognised by authorities such as the
World Organisation for Animal Health and reflected in contemporary rabbit medicine texts.

o Do you believe that rabbits who are micro chipped, vaccinated, and traveling in
secure carriers should be allowed to fly in the cabin?

From a veterinary welfare and disease-control perspective: yes.
When rabbits meet the following criteria:
e Clinically healthy

e Vaccinated against RHDV-2



e Microchipped for traceability
e Transported in secure, airline-approved carriers
e Traveling in the cabin under owner supervision
There is no veterinary evidence that they pose:
e A meaningful public health risk
e Asignificant disease transmission risk
e A greater safety or escape risk than species already permitted in cabin
On the contrary:
¢ In-cabin travel is the lowest-risk air travel option for rabbits
e Owner presence allows monitoring and early intervention
e Secure containment mitigates escape concerns

e Preventive health measures reduce infectious disease risk far more effectively than
exclusion policies



