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Introduction 
 

When animals are raised for meat, farmers are often faced with the task of growing large 
numbers of animals in a short period of time. Feeding and raising rabbits intended for meat is 
no exception. Recently, consumers have expressed their dissatisfaction with utilization of 
antibiotics in animal rations to promote weight gain, as they push for more “naturally” raised 
animal meat products. It is now thought that the addition of prebiotic and probiotic 
supplements, which are sometimes included in human diets, in animal rations can increase 
feed efficiency, promote weight gain, and provide various other health benefits (Oso et al., 
2013).  
 

Probiotics, such as yeast, are essentially live microorganisms that are “direct fed” to the 
animal via the daily ration (Oso et al., 2013; Sanders, 2008). These bacteria promote a 
healthy digestive system, working with the microbes already residing in the digestive tract, as 
well as allowing for more microbial growth. With the improved microbial environment, animals 
fed rations supplemented with probiotics have the ability to utilized feed more efficiently, thus, 
increasing weight gain (Oso et al., 2013) as well as boost the immune system, and therefore, 
overall health of the animal (Samanta et al., 2011). 
 

Prebiotics are described as a “non-digestible food ingredient(s) that beneficially affects host 
health by selectively stimulating the growth and/or activity of one or a limited number of 
bacteria in the colon” (Oso et al., 2013). Prebiotics have the ability to increase the amount of 
a specific type of microflora already existing within the body, promoting positive changes in 
the digestive environment (Blatchford et al., 2013).  
 

With the advantages of high protein and healthy levels of Omega-3 and -6 fatty acids, low 
levels of calories and cholesterol, as well as easy digestibility (Chandra, et al., 2014; Ezema 
& Eze, 2012) rabbit has the potential to become a healthy, desirable source of nourishment 
for consumers. Studies have proven that rabbits, as well as other monogastric species, fed 
additives such as prebiotics and probiotics can increase feed efficiency, weight gain, carcass 
traits, and improved overall health (Oso et al., 2013). The use of probiotics and prebiotics can 
also allow farmers to wean bunnies early, jumpstarting the growing period (Volek et al., 
2007).  
 

The goal of this study was to determine whether the addition of prebiotics and probiotics in 
New Zealand and New Zealand crossbred meat rabbit diets would promote increased weight 
gain and carcass quality when compared to rabbits fed only the pelleted “complete” feed. 

Materials & Methods 
 

A total of 55 New Zealand and New Zealand crossbred rabbits were studied in two separate 
trials.  
 

Each trial was randomly separated into supplemental and control groups. Supplemental 
groups were fed MannaPro Opti-Zyme probiotic and prebiotic supplement at a rate of one 
gram per rabbit. All groups were fed a standard 16% crude protein rabbit pellet which 
contained a very small amount of yeast. Each day, all feed was mixed by hand with molasses 
at the rate of one tablespoon per three pounds of feed to help the supplement stick to the 
pellets. Molasses was fed to control groups to remain consistent. Each week, rabbits were 
weighed and the weights were recorded. Once the rabbits reached market weight (5-6 
pounds), they were slaughtered, carcass weights (frozen and wrapped) were recorded, and 
the carcass weights were compared to live weights. 
 

For both trials, each group was housed in approximately ¾ inch wire mesh cages of 
approximately one and a half feet by two and a half feet suspended about two and a half feet 
from the floor. A slatted plastic mats of approximately eight inches by ten inches was 
available in each cage to serve as a wire-free floor surface. The cages held either heated or 
traditional water bottles. The feeders in each cage held approximately three pounds of feed 
with metal with screening/mesh on the bottom half to filter out fines. All cages were kept in a 
well-ventilated livestock barn area on the SUNY Cobleskill campus that also housed sheep 
and goats. The rabbits were kept in a fenced off area in the far corner out of reach of the 
other livestock. 

Results & Discussions 
 

Trial One: Groups A and B consisted of 15 older, ten-week-old rabbits and Groups C and D consisted of 12 younger, seven-week-old rabbits. When total cage weights were compared, 
supplemental Group B began about 5.7 pounds heavier than control group A, but overall, Group B failed to gain more weight than the control. Groups C and D began at the same weight of 
13.65 pounds, and supplemental Group D weighed 1.4 pounds heavier than the control Group C by the end of the experiment.  
 

The first chart below compares weekly live weights by group. The chart on the top right shows the total live weight gain by group. While supplemental Group B continued to remain heavier 
than control Group A each week, the total gain seen in the supplemental Group B of 14.9 pounds was much less than control Group A of 17.7 pounds. Control Group C and supplemental 
Group D showed different results. Initially, control group C weighed more each week, but when weights were recorded on Week 5, the supplemental group weighed in just above the 
control group, and continued to increase. By the end of the trial, supplemental Group D gained the most weight compared to all other groups at a total of 20.35 pounds, despite having 
fewer rabbits in the group. Control Group C, though, was not far behind at 18.95 pounds. 
 

The chart on the bottom left displays the rate of gain seen in each group throughout the whole experiment. Supplemental Group D proved to have the largest rate of gain of .485 pounds 
per day while supplemental Group B experienced the lowest rate of gain of .355 pounds per day. The rate of gain for both control groups were close in number. Group A had a rate of gain 
of .421 pounds per day, and Group C had a rate of gain of .451 pounds per day. It is important to note that the control Group A and supplemental Group B consisted of rabbits that were 
three weeks older than the rabbits in Groups C and D. Perhaps it is possible here that probiotics and prebiotics are most effective in younger rabbits.  
 

The bottom right chart compares total live weights to total carcass weights, as well as the average live weight and average carcass weight, of supplemental (B and D) and control groups (A 
and C). When grouped together, the rabbits fed the probiotic and prebiotic supplement weighed more both while they were alive and after processing. Alive, rabbits in the supplemental 
Groups B and D weighed 77.4 pounds collectively, while rabbits in the control Groups A and C weighed a few pounds less at 73.1 pounds collectively. After processing, supplemental 
Groups B and D weighed 45.25 collectively and control Groups A and C weighed 43.3 pounds. The average weights seen in both the supplemental groups and control groups were close in 
number, the supplemental groups at 5.55 pounds live and 3.23 pounds after processing, and the control groups at 5.87 pounds live and 3.33 pounds after processing. While the average 
weights were higher in control groups, the supplemental groups still showed higher collective weights than the control groups. 
 

It is important to note that when the rabbits were sent to slaughter, researchers were unable to attend the processing. Processors were instructed to keep the rabbits in two separate 
groups, one containing the supplemental Groups B and D and the other containing the control Groups A and C. Upon the arrival of the processed rabbits, the groups were labeled 
incorrectly such that it was difficult for researchers to be certain that they were separated appropriately. The validity of the carcass values is questionable 
 
 
 

The asterisks (*) seen in all graphs indicates that the group was fed the supplement. 
 

Only the results for Trial One are shown due to ongoing experimentation in Trial Two at the time of poster creation. 
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Conclusion 
 

Based on the results seen in the data, it can be concluded that feeding a probiotic and 
prebiotic supplement to growing meat rabbits does not have a significant effect on the rate of 
gain as well as overall weight gain and carcass weight. Statistical analysis of the data of .674 
indicates the difference in the data is insignificant. 
 

The experiment may have failed because the supplement was intended for horses and other 
large animal livestock. It is also possible that rather than the supplement ending up in the 
cecum, the rabbits may have digested the supplement, leaving it unavailable to the cecum. 
 

Overall, based on the results of this particular experiment, it may not be an economical 
practice to feed excess supplemental probiotic and prebiotics to grow meat rabbits. 
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Future Direction 
 

If further research on the subject were to continue in the future, I would like to see larger 
numbers of rabbits included in the study to provide adequate sample sizes. It would also be 
helpful if the supplement could be pelletized in the future. The flaky, grainy supplement used 
in this study was extremely small in particle size and difficult to prevent loss during mixing. 
Pelletized supplement could also eliminate the need to add and mix molasses into the daily 
ration, making the addition of supplement more practical for producers and farmers. I’d also 
like to see researchers either process the rabbits themselves or attend processing so they 
could make sure rabbits are in the appropriate groups, or even collect carcass weight data on 
a per-rabbit basis. Further research regarding carcass quality traits could also be beneficial. I 
believe this research, if continued further, should be used to encourage the consumption and 
production of rabbit meat in the United States. A survey created by myself was answered by 
81 people of varying animal backgrounds. The common response among respondents 
regarding the production and consumption of rabbit meat was that rabbits are considered a 
pet rather than a source of food. I’d like to see the nutritional value of rabbits and ease of 
production included in future studies, urging consumers to change their perception of rabbit 
meat. 
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