
What is Rabbit Hemorrhagic Disease?
Rabbit Hemorrhagic Disease Virus (RHDV) is a serious viral 
disease that may cause a high rate of infection and death in 
rabbits. It does not cause disease in humans or animals 
other than rabbits. It is caused by a Calicivirus, which can 
survive for weeks in the environment, and can be spread 
over short distances on objects such as articles of clothing, 
and therefore can be spread easily and rapidly. 

Why is it Significant that RHDV2 has  
Been Found in New Jersey?
As of 03/19/2020, USDA has identified an isolated event of 
13 confirmed cases of RHDV2 that can be linked to a veteri-
nary hospital in New York City. All cases were from New York 
and there are no confirmed cases at this time in New Jersey. 

There are several types of RHDV viruses. RHDV outbreaks, 
with original strains of the virus (not RHDV2), have been re-
ported in pet rabbits in the US in 2000 (Iowa), 2001 (Utah, 
Illinois, New York), 2005 (Indiana), 2008 (Maryland) and 2010 
(Minnesota). In these cases, only a single household or facil-
ity was involved, with no further spread. These short-lived, 
small outbreaks were controlled by isolation and cleaning. 
There was a single, isolated reported case of RHDV2 in Ohio 
back in September 2018 and there were no other cases seen 
in that area. That case was the only report until the reported 
cases recently in New York, which has also believed to be an 
isolated event. 

The virus reported recently in NYC is the newer strain, 
RHDV2. This new strain is able to infect a wider variety of 
rabbit species, to include wild rabbits such as cottontails and 
jackrabbits. The NY and NJ Department of Agriculture is 
working with state and federal agencies to conduct careful 
surveillance of wild rabbits in the area surrounding the con-
firmed case of RHDV2. 
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What Are the Symptoms of RHDV2?
Affected rabbits may die suddenly without symptoms or may 
have a fever or show neurologic signs such as incoordina-
tion, excessive excitement, convulsions, paddling, or paraly-
sis prior to death. Most will appear to have difficulty breathing 
just before death and may have a bloody discharge from the 
nose. There also may be observable hemorrhages in the eye, 
blood in feces, and icteric skin coloration. Death usually oc-
curs within 1 to 3 days. A few may have milder signs and sur-
vive, developing antibodies, but this is rare. There is a chronic 
form where jaundice, weight loss and lethargy give way to 
death after a few weeks. Rabbits can become infected with 
RHDV at any age, but young rabbit (less than 40 to 50 days 
old) experience only subclinical disease. However, the death 
rate is very high - between 40-100%. In recent Canadian out-
breaks of RHDV2, the death rate was close to 90%. 

Infection with RHDV also causes lesions throughout internal 
organs and tissues, particularly on the liver, lungs and heart, 
resulting in the characteristic hemorrhaging and fatally rap-
id progression of the disease. Signs of RHD may be similar 
to septicemic pasteurellosis, severe septicemia from other 
causes presenting with secondary disseminated intravascu-
lar coagulation, poisoning, and heat exhaustion.

How Long Does it Take for a Rabbit Exposed 
to the Virus to Become Ill?
The time from virus exposure to symptoms (incubation period) 
is very short, within 16 to 48 hours. Fatalities are usually occur-
ring within 2-9 days after infection. The infectious period may 
last up to one month.
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How is the Virus Spread?
Infected rabbits pass on the virus through anybody fluid, includ-
ing urine, feces, or fluid from the eyes nose or mouth. The virus 
survives outside of the body, so can be found on rabbit fur, bed-
ding or anything the infected rabbit touches. The virus can live 
for weeks in wet organic material such as dirty bedding. It can 
be passed over short distances on clothing, shoes or hands. 
It can also be spread by flies and mosquitos. It is resistant to 
freezing and heat. 
Surviving rabbits are immune but can continue to pass virus for 
42 days or more. 

How is the Virus Treated?
There is no cure for RHDV. Rabbits that are not severely infected 
may be more likely to survive with supportive care such as fluids 
and assisted feeding.

Can my Rabbit be Vaccinated to Prevent This 
Disease? 
Vaccines are available in countries where the disease is wide-
spread, such as Europe. After several outbreaks of RHDV2 
occurred in British Columbia on the west coast of Canada from 
February to April 2018, the Canadian government issued emer-
gency, provisional license to use this vaccine in specified affect-
ed areas only. There is no vaccine approved for use in the U.S.

How Can I Protect My Rabbit?
At this time, the virus has not been reported outside of the origi-
nal isolated events.
Since the virus can be carried on shoes, clothing, or hands, it is 
important to pay particular attention when coming home to your 
rabbit after you have visited locations where other rabbits have 
been. This would include pet stores, feed stores, shows, shel-
ters, etc. 
To Protect Your Rabbit:
•	 Change your clothes after handling or coming in contact with 

rabbits. Wash these clothes twice in hot water before you wear 
them around your rabbit.

•	 If you volunteer at a shelter in an area with an outbreak, wear 
protective clothing or a set of clothing and shoes that you wear 
only at the shelter. You may want to wear shoe covers or plas-
tic bags over your shoes, secured with a rubber band. When 
you leave the shelter, remove and dispose of the covers be-
fore entering your car, making sure not to touch the outside 
of the bag. Launder these clothes separately from your other 
clothes in hot water twice.

•	 Take your shoes off and ask your guests to remove their shoes 
before entering your home.

•	 To disinfect shoes that may have been contaminated, place 
the shoes in a foot bath that contains one of the below disin-
fectants. 

•	 Other items to be disinfected must be in contact with the disin-
fectant for at least ten minutes, during which time the disinfec-
tant must remain wet. Merely spraying shoes with disinfectant 
and leaving them to dry is not effective.

•	 Use an effective disinfectant for this virus: bleach (1:10 dilu-
tion), potassium peroxymonosulfate (Virkon), accelerated 
hydrogen peroxide (Prevail, Accel, Rescue wipes or solution, 

and Peroxigard), parvoviricide disinfectant (Parvosol), or 
substituted phenolics (2% One-stroke Environ®). You may 
wish to speak with your veterinarian about how to obtain 
these.

•	 Know your sources of hay and feed and if they are near 
areas of any outbreaks.

•	 Minimize insects in your home by installing window and door 
screens. Eliminate mosquitoes and flies from your home.

•	 If your rabbit(s) are housed outdoors implement an insect 
control system, including additional screening/netting, in-
sect catchers, professional insect control services, etc. 

•	 Quarantine any new rabbit for at least 10-14 days or longer. 
Always handle quarantined rabbits last and keep all sup-
plies for them separate from your other rabbits’ supplies.

How Can I Protect Other Rabbits?
•	 Following the procedures listed above to protect your own 

rabbit will also protect other rabbits by preventing spread of 
the virus.

•	 If you have a rabbit die suddenly, or die after demonstrat-
ing symptoms such as seizures, incoordination, difficulty 
breathing or a bloody discharge from the nose, it is essential 
that not bury the remains. Virus can live in the remains 
for months and become a source of infection to wild 
rabbits. Please take the remains to your rabbit’s veteri-
narian for a diagnosis, or contact the NJ Animal Health 
Diagnostic Lab at: jerseyvetlab.nj.gov  
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