
Easter Bunny Myths Explored 

@2018 Rabbit Education Society 

The headline screams: Easter Bunny Adoptions: 80 Percent Of Bunnies Purchased On Easter Are 
Abandoned (What You Can Do) 4/5/12 

The article states: Almost 80 percent of bunnies that are up for adoption at shelters were once 
purchased as Easter gifts, MyFoxPhilly.com reports. 
(https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/04/05/easter-bunny-adopt_n_1391613.html) 

You see memes like this one: 

 

Articles also state: Rabbits are the third most popular pet in America, after cats and dogs, according 
to the Humane Society of the United States—and the third most abandoned. (Here's Why Easter Is 
Bad for Bunnies https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2017/04/rabbits-easter-animal-welfare-pets-
rescue-bunnies/  Natasha Daly PUBLISHED April 12, 2017) 

But did you know these “statistics” are made up? 

Sadly reporters aren’t doing their job and the Easter myth that the vast majority of rabbits purchased 
at Easter end up abandoned or dead continues. I started researching these supposed “statistics” 
many years ago. What I found out is: 

-The shelter industry has no accurate statistics regarding how many Easter 
rabbits end up abandoned or dead.  

-Nobody knows how many rabbits are sold each year let alone the number 
sold at Easter 

If you do not know the number sold and the number in shelters you cannot 
calculate the percentage sold that end up abandoned or dead. 

-The shelter industry has no centralized reporting agency that tracks the 
number of rabbits coming into shelters therefore we do not know how many 

http://www.myfoxphilly.com/dpp/good_day_philadelphia/fox_fursday/fox-fursday%3A-adopt-a-bunny-rabbit
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rabbits end up in US shelters each year. The Humane Society of the US 
does not track shelter population data. They are not a central reporting 
agency nor is there any other shelter or rescue organization serving that 
role. 

-Shelter data that can be found does not support the idea that most rabbits 
end up in shelters after Easter. Data actually suggests the increase in 
shelter intake post Easter may only be 18%. Published research studies 
also dispute the so called Easter dump season. 

-Analyzing data from shelters that post rabbit intake suggests there aren’t 
that many rabbits in US shelters. We have data from 115 shelters in 2016 
that took in a total of 4,874 rabbits that year. 77% of those shelters had a 
total yearly intake of between 1-29 rabbits. 

-We would be more accurate to say only 2-7% of rabbits sold year round 
end up in shelters. What information we have does not support a claim of 
80% of rabbits sold die or end up in shelters, nor the higher 95% that has 
been used, nor the 4 out of 5 statements. The shelter industry is also unable 
to back those statements up or reveal the original source. 

-The shelter and rescue population of rabbits includes non-domesticated 
wild rabbits, returns that originally were obtained from a shelter or rescue, 
rabbits transferred in from other shelters and rescues, and even rabbits 
purchased from meat and show breeders (never were destined to be pets), 
purchased by shelters/rescues from classified ads such as craigslist, and 
even lab rabbits. 

-Rabbits are not the 3rd most popular pet in the US. This is the easiest myth 

to disprove, and if the animal shelter industry cannot be accurate regarding 

this, one has to ask what else put forth by the shelter industry is inaccurate? 

  



 

According to the American Veterinary Medical Association there are 3.2 million pet rabbits in 

the US in 2012 making them at best the 6th popular US pet. This number represents a dramatic 

drop from the AVMA estimate of 6.2 million in 2007. Rabbits are not the 3rd most popular pet in the 

US.1 

Species 2001 NUMBER 2007 NUMBER 2012 Number 
DOG 61,572,000 72,114,000 69,926,000 

CAT 70,796,000 81,721,000 74,059,000 

BIRD 10,105,000 11,199,000   8,300,000 

HORSE   5,107,000   7,295,000   4,856,000 

FISH        49,251,000        75,898,000 57,750,000 

RABBIT          4,813,000          6,171,000   3,210,000 

LIVESTOCK          2,936,000        10,995,000     5,045,000 

OTHER BIRDS          2,894,000          4,966,000 12,591,000 (now 
poultry 

ALL OTHERS          2,013,000          3,664,000      898,000 

TURTLE          1,070,000          1,991,000   2,297,000 

FERRET             991,000           1,060,000      748,000 

HAMSTER             881,000          1,239,000  1,146,000 

OTHER RODENT             786,000             949,000     868,000 

SNAKES             661,000             586,000  1,150,000 

Guinea Pigs           1,004,000  1,362,000 

While the 80% number is said to originate from the Humane Society of the US they state they did not 

create this number. They often say check with the rabbit rescue organizations, who say check with 

HSUS… obviously reporters don’t do any fact checking otherwise they would realize nobody knows 

who said it first and cannot prove it’s factual. HSUS does admit they do not tabulate or track shelter 

population data. 

 Unfortunately exact statistics for animals in shelters are difficult to obtain due to the fact that there is 

no national requirement for shelters to report their intake statistics. What little information exists 

focuses almost exclusively on cats and dogs. 

 Best, 

Catherine C. Lynch 

Shelter Outreach Coordinator 

clynch@humanesociety.org 

The Humane Society of the United States2 

“It’s unclear how many rabbits are abandoned in the U.S.—and how many are Easter bunnies. There 
isn’t a central organization collecting data, DeMello (past president House Rabbit Society) says. Most 
individual shelters track how many dogs and cats are found, adopted, or euthanized, but they typically 
lump rabbits in with birds, reptiles, and small mammals in the “other” category.” (Here's Why Easter Is 
Bad for Bunnies https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2017/04/rabbits-easter-animal-welfare-pets-
rescue-bunnies/  Natasha Daly  PUBLISHED April 12, 2017) 

Think Twice Before Getting a Bunny at Easter 
http://www.greenpaw.com/plugins/p2_news/printarticle.php?p2_articleid=94 Just how many rabbits 

                                                           
1 American Veterinary Medical Assoc website 
 
2 E-mail response to inquiry about proof rabbits are 3rd most abandoned March 2013 
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end up abandoned, injured, or worse after Easter is hard to say. The HRS estimates the number of 
abandoned rabbits each year to be in the thousands. HRS “estimates” a number yet they admit they 
do not track rabbit shelter numbers so how exactly are they “estimating” these numbers? 

“Statistics on rabbits are very hard to find,” says Terri Cook of the “Make Mine Chocolate” (MMC) 
campaign, an ambitious drive begun by the Columbus, Ohio chapter of House Rabbit Society to 
educate the public on the realities of living with a rabbit, and to discourage giving live rabbits as 
Easter gifts. “Since very few shelters keep stats on rabbits (if they take them in at all), it's really hard 
to come up with any kind of reliable number.”  

So in their own words the animal shelter industry does not know how many rabbits there are 
in shelters and do not have any reliable numbers….yet they want us to believe 80% or more of 
rabbits sold at Easter end up in shelters….. If they do not know the number of rabbits in shelters 
they cannot with a shred of accuracy or honesty state the various “statistics” they do. 

How Many Rabbits Are Sold Yearly in the US? 

Regarding rabbit sales again there isn’t an organization that tracks or can estimate the number of 
rabbits sold each year in the US. In the past I have checked with pet industry organizations and have 
been told nobody has sales figures. While researching the impact of pet store bans I did find 
information from NYC regarding sales.  

I was contacted by a pet dealer who told me they had a contract with a NYC pet store chain with 50 
stores. The chain wanted 160 rabbits per month. According to a news article3 a NYC rabbit rescuer 
claims she knows of a second pet store chain that has 100 stores. She claims her rescue sells about 
50 rabbits per year. She is one of at least 4 rabbit rescue organizations in NYC. We do not have 
information from NYC Animal Care and Control regarding the number of rabbits they sell per year. 
We do have intake totals for NYCACC and using the years 2013, 2014, and 2016 (most recent) we 
know they take in an average of 430 rabbits per year (per e-mail listing several years of rabbit intake 
totals). 

Using the above information let’s estimate the number of rabbits sold in NYC: 

Pet store chain A with 50 locations selling 1,920 per year (160 rabbits x 12 months) 

2nd pet store chain (B) with 100 locations selling we will estimate their numbers using data from pet 
store chain A totaling  3,840 rabbits per year (Double the number of chains of pet store A so we 
double the number of rabbits per month)  

4 rabbit rescues estimating 50 rabbits sold per year = 200 total (This amount may be low) 

1920+3840+200= 5,960 minimum number of rabbits sold per year in NYC by rabbit rescues and pet 
stores 

NYCACC average intake = 430 rabbits per year  

Using the above numbers our estimate is 7.2% of rabbits sold in NYC from pet stores and 
rabbit rescue organizations end up in shelters.  

                                                           
3 Detailed references and information backing this section up can be found in the Rabbit Education Society Oppose Pet Store Bans 
document 



Again due to a lack of information and a lack of transparency from animal shelters as well as rabbit 
rescue organizations we can only guess at their true sales figures.  

Add to this discussion that the rabbit rescue claims that 100 of the rabbits in NYCACC originally 
came from a pet store (testimony from Vivian Barnes regarding a ban on rabbit sales to NYC council 
members). So let’s do the math on 100 rabbits sold from pet stores ending up in the shelter. We will 
use only pet store sales, 1,920 and 3,840 for a total pet store sale figure of 5,760 

The math gives us 1.73% of rabbits sold from NYC pet stores end up in the shelter. 

Let’s just look at the single chain with 50 locations that I can verify that is an accurate sales figure. 
That gives us at most only 5.2% of rabbits sold from 1 pet store chain might end up in the shelter. 

Animals obtained at shelters end up back in shelters 

One must also factor in that scientific studies have proven animals obtained from shelters and rescue 
organizations do get returned to shelters and rescue. The shelter and rabbit rescues are adding to the 
numbers in their shelters with returns. Rabbit rescue organizations refuse to publicly state the number 
of returned rabbits they receive. We do have statements from them about it being a larger problem 
than it is with dogs. Studies have shown 42% of pets obtained at a shelter were returned to a 
shelter within six months.4 So with rabbits what are we talking about? Do rabbit rescue 
organizations and the shelters contribute 45%, 50%, 75% of the shelter total intake? 

No doubt the rescue industry will be quick to say what about the rabbits abandoned in the woods. 
Well, what about them? Do you have any credible estimates on those numbers? We do know from 
shelter data that stray rabbits are included in the numbers so at least a portion of the stray population 
are counted. Analyzing shelter data that lists rabbit intake as stray and owner surrendered and finding 
an average we calculated 58% of the rabbit intake came in as stray. The data we have collected 
shows a wide variation in location regarding % of rabbits that are stray coming into shelters.  The 
Cook & McCobb 2012 study found 77.26% of rabbits were owner surrendered and 15.61% were 
stray. 

At this time we don’t have studies to show what pet rabbit owners do when they no longer want their 
rabbits. For cat or dog owners a small minority will set them free outside based on a research study: 
People re-homed cats or dogs as follows: gave the pet to a friend or family member, 37 percent; took the pet to 

a shelter or rescue organization, 36 percent; gave the pet to a veterinarian or other pet care professional, 14 

percent; gave the pet to someone they didn’t previously know, 11 percent; or set the pet free to be found by 

someone else, 1 percent. https://www.avma.org/News/JAVMANews/Pages/130701s.aspx  

Other factors include we don’t have any idea of how many rabbits are sold by pet owners, direct from 
breeders, or any other source. We do know that shelters often count non-domestic wild rabbits in the 
rabbit total if they even keep a rabbit total. By the way with computer programs for shelters there 
wouldn’t be a problem having accurate intake totals for every animal species as well as counting non 
domesticated rabbits separate from domestic rabbits.  

Rabbit rescue organizations as well as shelters should be regulated and make public their intake, 
returns, and sales numbers. I often run into trouble trying to get any information from the shelter 

                                                           

4 https://www.avma.org/News/JAVMANews/Pages/130701s.aspx JAVMA News Study examines pet retention following adoption Posted June 19, 

2013 
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industry and rabbit rescue will not even answer my questions. All I can gleam from that is they know 
the real data does not support their exaggerated statements about rabbits so better to keep quiet than 
be transparent.  

And lastly regarding shelter returns, apparently the standard in the industry is to only count an animal 
as returned if it occurs within 30 days however animals purchased at a shelter or rescue and returned 
may actually be a significant percentage of the shelter population.5 “The new survey revealed that, of 

pets no longer in adoptive homes six months later, about 42 percent were returned to the shelters of 

acquisition. Thirty percent were given to another person. Other outcomes included the pet being lost or 

dying.” https://www.avma.org/News/JAVMANews/Pages/130701s.aspx 

Where Do People Obtain Rabbits? 

The American Pet Products Association conducts a yearly survey on pet population and according to 

their 2017-2018 National Pet Owners Survey small animals were obtained from the following 

sources: 

Animal shelter/humane society: 11% 

Adopted at a pet store or chain: 45% 

Purchased at a pet store or pet chain: 26% 

Purchased from a breeder/animal farm: 5% 

Friend or relative: 17% 

Feed store/Garden/Home Improvement store: 3% 

So 56% of small animals are purchased from the shelter industry, clearly a majority. Add to that the 

high percentage of pets obtained from the shelter industry and returned (42%). Yet the shelter 

industry places blame on pet stores. APPA estimates 14 million small animals in their 2017-2018 

survey. In 2013-2014 the small animal total was 18 million and in 2011-2012 it was 16 million. They 

do not publicly list rabbit numbers, you would have to purchase their source book which is very cost 

prohibitive. 

Rabbit specific data from APPA that was published in articles shows were people obtained a pet 

rabbit: 

2001-2001   2014 

Pet store  33%   14% 

Rescue/shelter  6%   25% 

A study from 2015 A preliminary Internet Survey of Pet Rabbit Owners Characteristics Oxley, Previti, 

Alibrandi, Briefer, & Passantino World Rabbit Science 2015, 23: 289-293  found rabbits were 

obtained from the following sources:  29.1% from a rescue, 13% from a pet store, and 7% from a 

breeder 
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It is also worth noting that the shelter/rescue industry may now be a majority pet rabbit supplier 

because the rabbits they offer for sale aka “adoption” are not always rabbits that were bought from a 

pet store or breeder and relinquished at a shelter or rescue. Reports are coming in that rabbit rescue 

workers are showing up at rabbit shows in order to purchase show/breeding stock from show 

breeders to resell as “unwanted pets”.  

We also have examples of rescues buying rabbits off craigslist and other sale pages to again resell 

and market as “unwanted pets”. We also have documentation that the rescue industry is also 

attending livestock auctions and spending large sums of money to purchase rabbits destined for meat 

to resell as “unwanted pets”. There is a large amount of importing/exporting between states of dogs, it 

appears the same trend is happening with rabbits. So when you hear about the “sheer numbers” of 

rabbits in shelters or rescue we have to wonder if a significant portion were non-pets that were 

purchased by the rescue industry in order to sell. The shelter industry is not regulated or required to 

show where they have obtained pets that they are offering for sale. 

Just before Easter 2018 a rabbit rescue organization posted on Facebook about spending $700 

buying rabbits from a livestock auction. They were asking for donations and stated that if they had 

more money they would have purchased more rabbits from the auction. These organizations rarely 

face any type of regulation or oversight from any governing body and not from the USDA. Rabbit 

breeders selling to pet stores are required to have a USDA license if they gross over $500 per year 

selling to a pet store or a pet dealer.  

Number of Rabbits in Shelters 

The big picture is the American Veterinary Medical Assoc estimates there were 3.2 million pet rabbits 
in 2012 https://www.avma.org/KB/Resources/Statistics/Pages/Market-research-statistics-US-pet-
ownership.aspx it is also worth noting that this credible source also contradicts the rabbit rescue 
industry’s statements that rabbits are the third most popular pet in the US. But when looking at shelter 
data and keeping in mind there are 3.2 million pet rabbits it is clear the vast majority of pet rabbits do 
have a home and are not unwanted. 

The Rabbit Education Society collects shelter data on rabbits when we are able to find it. Please refer 
to the document on Rabbit Population for specific numbers and references. We do have some state 
wide totals, so between NC, MI, and CO the total rabbit intake number for 2016 was 2,335.  
Remember 3.2 million pet rabbits in the US. 

State Reports: 

North Carolina  

The 2016 report includes 93 shelters, 43 (46%) of which reported rabbit intake.  

In 2010 there were 130 total shelters 40 (32%) reported rabbit intake. 

2011 126 shelters 42 (33%) reported rabbit intake 

2012 109 shelters 47 (43%) reported rabbit intake 

Total shelter rabbit intake by year 2001-2016: 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

265 446 398 347 456 200 92 386 256 637 582 740 821 791 875 589 
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Michigan  

2016 164 shelters with 31 (19%) reporting rabbit intake 

2014 148 shelters total with 27 (18%) reporting rabbit intake 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

563 717 496 531 421  

 

Colorado 

2016 257 shelters with 32 (12.45%) reporting rabbit intake 

2015 255 total shelters with 32 (13%) reporting rabbit intake 

2014 2015 2016 2017 

No separate rabbit 
category 

1,181 1,325  

Let’s do some math again, using the 3 state totals that means an average of 778 rabbit intake per 
state multiply 50 states we get 38,900 rabbits in US shelters. So with 3.2 million pet rabbits the 
shelter population represents only 1.2% of the total pet rabbit population. I would really want to look at 
many other state totals before I could be satisfied with this as an estimate. However it’s more credible 
than what the shelter industry and rabbit rescue is putting out. 

We can also look at our shelter sample from 2016 and calculating the percentage of shelters that take 
rabbits, the average number of rabbits and percentage of each category, we can estimate around 
59,000 rabbits in shelters. Again this data does not separate out non-domestic wild rabbits or 
shelter/rescue returns, nor the non-pet rabbits purchased by the shelter industry and added to the pet 
population.  

A 2002 USDA report on the rabbit industry used data from the American Pet Products Association. 
APPA estimated there were 5.28 million pet rabbits in the US. The APPA data looks at total rabbit 
population not one year’s worth. They also through their national pet owner survey found 33% were 
obtained from a pet store and 6% from a humane society. So that means out of 5.28 million pet 
rabbits 1.74 million were obtained from a pet store and only 316,800 from shelters. When we look at 
credible sources of information the data does not support what the shelter industry tells us happens 
with rabbits at Easter or any other time of year. 

Back to those “sheer numbers” of shelter rabbits, the data doesn’t suggest the shelters are full, there 
aren’t even that many shelters that take rabbits (again basing it on data we do have). Yet another 
shelter industry myth debunked. 

The shelter industry also perpetuates a myth that rabbits are the third most abandoned animal behind 
cats and dogs. Well, if nobody has the shelter data you cannot prove this to be accurate for starters. 
Shelter data obtained by the Rabbit Education Society often shows rabbits are not the third most 
abandoned animal behind cats and dogs. In the Cook McCobb 2012 study they also found rabbits 
weren’t always the third most, “Although rabbits are commonly believed to be the third most common 
animal in shelters, this was not always the case at the four sites under study. During some years, bird 
intake rates were slightly higher than rabbit intake rates, suggesting that birds may also be an 
understudied shelter population.” 



An examination of North Carolina shelters reporting intake found only 23% of shelter rabbit intake in 
2012 and 12% in 2011 were rabbits the third most abandoned animal behind dogs and cats. 

Looking at a couple state reports on shelter intake we can see the number of rabbits abandoned in 
shelters is a tiny fraction of dog and cat intake as well as not third: 

Colorado state report 2015:    

Dog Intake:     103,009 

Cat Intake:          61,615 

Small mammal excluding rabbits:     3,505 

Birds:         1,392    

Rabbits:        1,344 

Other:         1,038 

Reptiles:            562 

VA state report summary 2017 they do not break other companion animal down so we don’t have a 
rabbit total however it does demonstrate how far behind dog and cat intake is “other”. 

Dogs 121,336 

Cats  104,606 

Other     6,199 

Shelter industry statements that rabbits are third most behind dogs and cats are meant to exaggerate 
the true situation and mislead the public and lawmakers. Additional laws regulating rabbits are ill 
advised before accurate data can be obtained from the shelter industry and research done to figure 
out if a problem even exists and what could be done about it. 

From: https://www.raising-rabbits.com/easter-rabbit.html Easter Rabbit: 
Chocolate, or Furry? 

Yes, some Easter rabbits will end up in a shelter. But instead of the absurdly huge percentages cited by animal rights 
organizations (and quoted in the news), analysis of the available numbers shows that the figure is much closer to under 
2% of rabbits in the USA. This includes all rabbits surrendered over a year’s time. 

Yet stories about abandoned Easter bunnies continue to quote 80%, 90% or 95% as representing the percentage of 
bunnies that will be abandoned just as soon as they outgrow the cute ‘bunny’ stage. 

That would be an astronomical number of rabbits!  

Just consider the numbers for a moment: 

• There are 324,118,787 million people in the USA as of 2016 

• 23.5% of these are under 18 years of age, therefore, 74,290,277 kids in the USA 

https://www.raising-rabbits.com/easter-rabbit.html


• If just one out of 10 of them begs for, or receives a rabbit for Easter, then 7.4 million Easter bunnies will enter 
homes in the USA during springtime just before Easter 

• Want me to drop the estimate to one out of 25 kids? Okay, one out of 25. We’ll drop our estimate to 2.97 million 
bunnies acquired at Eastertime 

• If a bunny is sold at age 8 weeks in mid-April, then it will be an adult at age 6 months in August 

• If 95% of these bunnies get dumped on shelters by August, we would expect to find a sudden influx of roughly 
2,823,031 rabbits flooding into shelters by mid-August.  

If 2.8 million Easter rabbits flooded animal shelters every single August, you can bet your cockadoodle donut that every 
August, animal rights organizations would contact every media outlet and file press releases lambasting all the evil rabbit 
breeders for selling their bunnies to irresponsible individuals who will abandon them. 

 

The Impulse Buy Myth 

“The survey found no difference in pet retention between those owners who had done “much 

research” on a pet before adoption and got what they wanted and those owners who made a spur-of-

the-moment decision.“ https://www.avma.org/News/JAVMANews/Pages/130701s.aspx 

A survey given to pet rabbit buyers at a pet store revealed 81% had done research before 

buying the rabbit.6 18% decided to buy the rabbit that day while 37% made the decision between 1 

week and 1 month ago, and 29% more than 1 month before buying. For 29% it was their first rabbit, 

19% currently owned one, and 56% had owned a rabbit in the past. While we are told by the shelter 

industry that every pet store buy is an “impulse” buy, actual research contradicts them.  

There is also the 2017 PAW report referenced earlier showing only 8% of pet rabbit owners had done 
no research prior to purchase, so 92% had done research prior to a pet rabbit purchase. 
 

Is There a Seasonal Spike in Shelter Intake? 

If you’ve read this far I’m betting you already know what the answer will be… that’s right, the data 

does not support the idea that after Easter people are abandoning most of the rabbits they 

purchased. Let’s look at some real data. 

“A majority of the rabbits at the 4 shelters were surrendered by their caregivers, were between 1 and 

6 years old, and were unaltered at the time of intake. The most common reasons for surrender were 

the caregivers’ inability to care for the rabbits or a lack of interest in doing so. Over half of the total 

rabbit population was subsequently adopted and the overall live release rate (percentage of rabbits 

leaving the shelter alive) was 75.54%” (Cook & McCobb 2012) 

We have the Cook and McCobb study that suggests most rabbits in shelters, 71.11% of intakes were 

between 1-6 years of age. This disputes the shelter industry claim that most people get rid of their pet 

rabbit a few months after Easter. But it gets better. 

“Within the sheltering community there is a widely held belief that rabbit intakes increase considerably 

in the months following Easter (Antoniades, 2005). Overall our findings did not definitively support this 

belief. There was a slight increase in intake in May at all four study sites, but it was not found to be 

                                                           
6 Edgar, J. L., & Mullan, S. M. (2011). Knowledge and attitudes of 52 UK pet rabbit owners at the point of sale. Veterinary Record-

English Edition, 168, 353. 
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statistically significant. Whether this slight increase was due to unwanted Easter rabbits being 

surrendered is unclear.” (Cook, McCobb 2012). 

A different study: “The months with the highest intake at each center were April (Site 1) and January 
(Site 2), with high numbers taken in at both sites during November also.” 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10888705.2017.1303381 Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science Volume 
20, 2017 - Issue 3  Analysis of Factors Relating to Companion Rabbits Relinquished to Two United Kingdom Rehoming 
Centers Clare F. Ellis, Wanda McCormick & Ambrose Tinarwo Pages 230-239 | Published online: 21 Apr 2017 

http://www.ottawahumane.ca/what-our-statistics-tell-us-about-the-easter-bunny/ April 13, 2017 

What Our Statistics Tell Us About the Easter Bunny 

With Easter approaching, some of our colleagues in the humane movement are reminding their communities that adopting 

a rabbit at Easter is a terrible idea. Some imply that thousands of bunnies die every year because children tire of the 

rabbit quickly and they end up in shelters, euthanized for lack of homes. This may happen in some communities, and 

reminding people to be responsible when it comes to bringing any pet into their homes is always a good thing. But as is 

so often the case in animal welfare, myth sometimes beats out fact, rigid thinking can be counterproductive, and 

reality is not the same from community to community. 

So, what is the story in our community? 

Last year, the OHS cared for 208 domestic rabbits. Of these, close to 40 per cent were surrendered by their families. 

Another 36 per cent were stray and 23 per cent were transferred to the OHS from other humane societies and groups. 

The busiest months for surrender of bunnies are August and September. In contrast, for dogs and cats, the months for 

highest owner surrenders are May and June. 

So what does this tell us about the problem of rabbits given at Easter? The fact that the highest surrender 

months — at about double the average month — are about six months after Easter means there likely is an issue. 

But the number surrendered in those two months totals only 26. So it’s a problem, but likely not a big problem. 

These numbers of rabbits coming into our care are relatively manageable and we have discovered that there are good 

homes for bunnies if we sterilize them before adoption. 

Like adopting cats and dogs at Christmas, we have changed our thinking about adopting rabbits at Easter. No, 

we don’t think giving children at pet rabbit just because it is Easter is a good idea. But, if someone has done their 

research, concluded that a rabbit would be a good pet for their family, and is willing to meet all of the rabbit’s 

needs, then why not adopt at Easter? All of the normal adoption procedures apply, no matter what time of year. Easter 

may be an impetus for a family to start their research on bunnies as pets. For a lot of lucky people, it is a three — or even 

four-day weekend. That’s free time for families to integrate a pet into their home. In fact, it may be the best time for many 

to adopt a rabbit — or a cat or dog for that matter. 

So, bunnies at Easter in our community? It’s a good opportunity to remind ourselves to adopt only if we are prepared to 

make a commitment to any animal’s needs for its lifetime. But it’s also a time to find forever homes for pets, including the 

bunnies. 

For more information about rabbits and their care, please visit our website. 

Bruce Roney 

Executive Director 

So we have an animal shelter that takes in a total of 208 rabbits per year, average monthly intake 

would be 17, they say their busiest months for rabbit intake is Aug and Sept where the total is 26. 

Note they say the number “doubles” over their monthly average but that’s not accurate, double would 

be 34, they say their intake for the two busiest months is 26. The shelter is also saying they don’t 

have a problem with “adopting” at Easter, remember adoption is a marketing term what they are 

doing is selling pet rabbits, they are a second hand pet dealer.  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10888705.2017.1303381
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/haaw20/current
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/haaw20/20/3
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Ellis%2C+Clare+F
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/McCormick%2C+Wanda
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Tinarwo%2C+Ambrose
http://www.ottawahumane.ca/what-our-statistics-tell-us-about-the-easter-bunny/


They do not see a huge increase in rabbit intake after Easter leading them to conclude that 

there isn’t a problem with selling pet rabbits for Easter. The lesson is we must stop accepting 

statements and “statistics” from the animal shelter industry because they rarely deal in facts or 

credible research. 

What the Rabbit Education Society Has Found Regarding Post Easter Rabbit Abandonment 

 Examining intake data from Los Angeles Animal Services from 2001-2017, County of Sacramento 

Animal Care 2012 & 2013, Ventura County Animal Control 2007-2009, Palm Beach County Animal 

Control 2014, the city of Albuquerque NM 2010-2015, all of which listed rabbit intake totals by month, 

we find an average of 40% of their rabbit intake occurred between May and August. While it does 

appear intake post Easter through August increases it doesn’t increase that much. An average of 

19%. It appears that it is a myth that following Easter a vast number of rabbits are abandoned. 

Very few shelters list rabbit intake totals per month so we are limited in what data we can examine. 

We are also looking at raw shelter data, we do not know how many of total intake are not domestic 

rabbits but wild rabbits, we do not know if intake includes seizures, we also do not know how many 

are returns-rabbits originally obtained from a shelter or rescue and ending up returned, or transfer aka 

imports/exports between shelter industry organizations. If the shelter industry wishes to lobby for laws 

that restrict and ban pet stores and breeders they should be forced to supply accurate audited data 

that separates out seizures, returns, and non-domesticated rabbits. 

 

The Rabbit Education Society has been tracking data from Los Angeles Animal Services since 2001. 

LAAS does post publicly their shelter population data which is refreshing. Examining the shelter data 

from LAAS from 2001-2017 we find the intake totals for May-August is far below the total rabbit 

intake. This suggests the Easter dump season is a myth. It is also worth noting pet rabbit population 
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in comparison to shelter intake. According to the AVMA there were 6.2 million pet rabbits in 2007 and 

the number dropped to 3.2 million in 2012. The LAAS shelter intake mimics the total pet rabbit 

population peak and then decrease. It is possible that there will always be a percentage of pet rabbits 

that end up unwanted and increases and decreases in the shelter population may simply mirror the 

increases and decreases in total pet rabbit population.  

 

 

While writing this report we found data from Contra Costa Animal Services in CA. Again when 

comparing rabbit intake to intake during May-Aug we find the same trend as the other shelters that 

post monthly rabbit intake data. 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Intake Total May-Aug 248 294 438 367 468 473 500 499 288 258 337 357 369 385 228 310 245

Total Intake for the year 575 697 871 904 1127 1262 1236 1222 882 724 789 839 884 936 712 754 643
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When we examined the data and calculated the average increase for intake during May-August we 

found the overall average increase in rabbit intake during May-August was 18%. There is a variation 

in the percentage increase and some shelters during some years actually saw a decrease in rabbit 

intake from May-August. This is an area that could use further research and more shelters reporting 

intake by month. 

Shelter & Year Rabbit Intake Increase or Decrease During May-August 

LAAS  

2017 13% 

2016 23% 

2015 -3% 

2014 23% 

2013 25% 

2012 28% 

2011 28% 

2010 8% 

2009 -3% 

2008 22% 

2007 21% 

2006 13% 

2005 24% 

2004 22% 

2003 50% 

2002 27% 

2001 29% 

Albuquerque NM  

2015 27% 

2014 25% 

2013 25% 

2012 17% 

2011 18% 

2010 -17% 

Sacramento CA  

2013 33% 

2012 28% 
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Ventura County  

2009 28% 

2008 27% 

2007 15% 

Palm Beach FL  

2014 -8% 

Contra Costa CA  

2017 -25% 

2016 27% 

2015 32% 

2014 7% 

 

Conclusion 

The animal shelter and rescue industry along with the animal rights industry is seldom questioned 

about the information they provide to the public and legislators. Many shelter and rescue workers are 

pro-animal rights and are opposed to people breeding animals as a hobby or business, or pet stores 

selling animals that are not obtained from the shelter industry.  

When we research claims made by both the animal rights and animal shelter industry we find out they 

are not accurate or truthful. It makes sense because they have an agenda, but it is not fair nor will it 

lead to good legislation or good pet buying decisions. What we need to do is regulate the shelter 

industry and require public reporting and transparency. We should not accept on face value 

information or “statistics” from either shelters and rescues or the animal rights organizations.  

For years we’ve been told that a vast majority of rabbits end up in shelters after vast numbers of pet 

owners buy them as Easter gifts “churned out” by “greedy” breeders. None of this propaganda is 

truthful especially when we can obtain and analyze data from the shelter industry. With the new trend 

to ban pet store sales of stock obtained by any source other than the shelter industry we find the 

shelter/rescue industry is quick to fill that niche.  

While we’re told don’t sell or buy Easter rabbits the new cry from the shelter industry is “adopt don’t 

shop for Easter rabbits”.  After NYC passed a pet store ban the shelter industry was quick to market 

their rabbits for “adoption”. But “adoption” is just a marketing term, in order to obtain a pet from a 

shelter or rescue you are required to pay a fee, folks that’s a sale pure and simple. A NYC animal 

rights group posted a story with the headline “Just in Time for Easter: Rabbit Adoptions”. Their 

marketing cry was “Don’t Shop. Adopt a Rabbit This Spring!”. The same is happening Easter 2018 in 

CA where a statewide pet store ban was passed. So next time you hear about “rabbit 

overpopulation”, “post Easter rabbit dumping”, some of the many fake “statistics” out there, remember 

that no one is holding these organizations accountable, no one is questioning their fake news. The 

reality of the pet industry is far different from what the animal rights activists and the shelter/rescue 

industry is telling you. 

 

 

 

 


