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Feral Rabbits on San Juan lsland, Washington

Abslract

A survey of the rabbit disttibution on San Juan Island, Washington, using several methods, sho_wed
a gradient from plentiful at the southetn end to few ot no rabbits at the northern end. This gradient
is caused by a co,rnbination of vegetation, soils, and rainfall. A shot sample of rabbits showed their
body and organ weighs and litter size to be higher than those of labbits from othet fetal popuia-
tions around the world. There appear to be few ptedators, and land use patterns favor the continued
existeoce oI the rabbit on the Island.

The first report of feral rabbits, Otyctolagus cunicalus, on San Juan Island a,Ppears to

be that of Couch (1929) . There have been several othet articles since, but they all have

beeo in relation to the ioffoduc.ion of the 
"San 

Juan rabbit" to the U.S. mainland (e.9.,

La$am, 1.9)5; Thornpsen, 1955; Kirkparick, i959).

The purpose of this note is to present contemPorary data on the feral rabbits on

San Juan Island.

San Juan Island lies adjacent to the U.S.A./Canadian border near Vancouver; it is

approximately 22 kmlcng aod has a maximum width of 10 km near the center.

The Island has a temperate climate with cool, dry summers and mild, m.oist winters.

Rainfall varies ftc:rn 740 mm at Roche Harbor (northern end) to 48 mrn Per yea.r at

Cattle Point ( southern end). The soils on San Juao are glaciated tills, varying from

well-drained at C-actle Point to pootly drained in the middle and northero garts of the

Island ( data from Schlots et al., 1962).

There is a distinct gradient from medium to deme stands of conifers, often with

thick ground cove!, at the northern end of San Juan to oPen Pastules and grasslands

with durnps of co,nifers and deciduous uees and hedgerows a't the southetn end.

A map of the Island showing areas of tinlber and open grassland was &awn from

aelial photographs ( Figure 1a).

Ditribution ol rabbits. The distribution of rabbirs on the Island is shown in Figure

1b. The map is compiled from the tesults of a zurvey carried out in Novernber,

1968, ar'tA May-June, 1969. Evidence of rabbits is based on the presence of buro'ws

and indications of their current use (e.g., fresh digging), the presence of fresh feces

on dung hills, and the numbers of rabbits, both alive and dead, observed crn roads around

the Island.

Rabbit nunr,bers vary from plentiful at the southern end of the Islaod to none or

very few at the nolthern end, and in general are lesuicted to the well-&ained soils in

areas cleared for farming. Burrows in these soils are dry in eaJly summer and hence

lPresent addrecs: Departtnett of Anatomy, University of Queensland, St. Lucia, Brisbane, Australia'
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favor the survival of nesding rabbits which are adversely affected by dampness ( Myers
and Poole, 1963).

Hedgerows and ptches of brush in cleared areas are utilized by tabbits as shelter
from ptedators, and as resting places during winter months when burrows are &mp.

Areas that are heavily timbered or have poody drained soils suppon very few
rabbits.

Geneul bi,ology, A sample of 38 rabbits was collected at the southern end of the
Island berween June 19 and 28, 1969. Data on sex, body weight, ear length, weights
of adreqal glands and rq>roductive olgfirs were collected from e"ach individual.

The sample was divided into two age-groups by plotting body weight against eye
lens weight. Two groups were appalent, those with a heavy body weigln/eye leru
weight (adula), and a group with much lighter weights ( juveniles) ( Myers and Gil-
beft. 1968).

The mean adult body weight for bot.l.r sexes is significandy larger than body weights
of adult rabbits collected from several ateas in Ausralia, England, and New Zealand
(Table 1). The large body weight of the San Juan Island rabbit has been recorded

TABLE 1. Comparative body weights of rabbits from different localities.

Iocality
Mean Body Veight (e)

MaIe lemale

San Juan Island
Australia*
New Zealard"
Eoglandb

2162
1104

r416,r465

2414
1540
1796

r404-r453

*Myers ( 1970, and unpubl)
'!0odzicki and Darwiq ( 1962 ).
bstephe0s (1952).

previously (I-atham, 1955; Thomsen and Evars, l)64). The ears of the sample rabbits
are longer tban those in Ausualian rabbits. Iatge ears a.!e a characteristic of several
domestic breeds, including the "Belgian hare," q/hich was one of the first breeds of the

dornestic rabbit to have been released on San Juan (C/;trch,1929).
The predominant coat color in the San Juao rabbits is aganti (36/38) , suggestiog

that the ratrbits may be reverting to wild rype, but raaining the large body size and

ears of domestic breeds.
The organ weights of the adults are also heavy when compared with Australia-n

rabbits (Myers, 1970). Adult males have a Pafiicularly heavy spleen (mean 1.1 gm),

indicating the possibitity of some kind of physiological stress.
The smallest female to show reproductive activity weighed 1,5O0 gnr- This figure

contrasts with a body weight of 1,000 gm (3 months old) recorded in Australian rab-

bits by Myen and Poole (1962) and Dunsmore (197\).

The littet size as indicated by corpora lutea nurnbers had a meao of 7.3, which is

rnuch larger than that of any known wild rabbit po'pulation In Ausualia, the mean litter

size varies betweet 4.49 and 5.65 ( Myets, 1970); in New Zealand, liners average 6.70
(Wodzicki and Darwin, 1962); ard' in Wales, 4.36 (Stephens, 1952). Two adult fe-

males in the sample showed evidence of resorbed embryos and no new ol'ulatioos, sug-

gesting that their breeding season had ended.
The heary body weights of the juvenile females indicate a fast grmrth rate, further

evidence of their domestic ancestry.

Feral Rabbits on San Juan Island 295



Prcd,atar, The red fox, Vulpe: oulpet, was released by local inhabitants on San Juan
islaod io 1963 aod again in 1965, presumably to help control rabbits. Several fox scats
fonnd at Cattle Point co,ntained claws of the horned lark, Otocoti.t alpesrit, smzll
mammal bones, and shon fur (8 mm). On San Juan che fox does not appea! to ex-
cavate rabbit L,urrows containing nestling young, as it does in Austalia and Europe.

Both the golden eagle, Aquila cb4tvetot, and bald *gle, Haliaeerttt leucocephalus,
were o,bserved oo numelous occasions feeding on rabbit carcasses. App,arently most of
these rabbits bad been killed by auromobiles. Redalvi (1970) poitrts out rhat these
dead rabbits are an impo,rtant food source for the bald eagle on San Juan Island.

A sharpshinned hawk, Acci.piter tt'iatt6, w^s observed vrith part of a freshly
kilied rabbit kitten near Eagle Point in May, 1969.

Human activities constitu,te one of the rnain mortaliry facmrs for the rabbits on
San Juan lsland. Although. the shipping of rab,bits and their carcasses from San Juan
Island has fallen o,ff coosiderably in the last few years, there is still regutrar netting
(catching) aod shooting of rabbits on the Island. Attemps to control rabbit nurxbers
by poisoning appear to have had little effect.

C*treat ituation. The successful maintenance of nurnbers by the European rabbit on
San Juan Island is protrably atuibuoble o several fartors- ( a) the Island has a Medi-
tertaneao.rype climrate and dee q/ell-&ained soils at the southern end of $e Islard are
suited for rabbit burrows; (b) the Island lurs cleared, well-grazed a.reas which provide
favorable feeding areas for rabbits; (c) hedgerows and p.atches of brush provide pro-
tection from predators and additio'nal cover for rabbits; and (d) there is no rabbit
predator of any consequence on the Island.
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Association News
The anoual fall meeting of Officers and Trustees was held in Ellensburg, rFashington,

oo October 22, 1977, with fourteen members in attendance. Reports of the Secretary
and Treasu.rer indicate the business of the Association to be in order and the Associa-
tion to be financially sound. The iournal editor relnrted his plan to publish two double

issues in 1978 to reduce the backlog of manusctipts which now exists.

President Otis Maloy a,nnounced the resignatioo of Vice President W. l. Barrett which
was accepted with regret. Dr. Ro,nald J. Taylor was named his successot.

An important action taken by the Trustees was to Pfelzre an amendment to the Con-
siitution that establishes a medrod for rE lacement of officers when an office is vacated

duting a term. The amendment is included here fot your information and will be voted

on at rhe annual meeting in Match, 7978.

The Trustees voted to put a dues inctease before the Associatioo at the March, 1978,
meeting. The proposed schedule of dues is as follows:

Sustaining Individual Member $20.00 Institutions with 3000 and
Regular Member 10.00 more srudents remain at 30.00
Student Menr,ber 5.00 Sustainiog Corporation will
Institutioos with less than remain at 50 00
1000 students 20.00

These recomrnended incteases ate to fight inflation and cover part of the incteased

costs of rhe journal, particulady those costs involved with publishing 1978's extra issues.

These dues would start h Jan:aty, 7979-

President Maloy reported that the 1978 meetiog pla.ns for March 30, 31, and April 1

at Vashington State University in Pullman are progressing on schedule. Bob Jonas is

Local Arangements Chairma.o and Dave Baumgatmet is Program Chairman. A sym-
posium ou Science Education in Society is being planned by Glenn Crosby.
Sectioq Cbairpersons are as follows

Botany William R. Rayburn, $0SU Social Service Nancy Hul,tquist, U of I
Fotesny Donald R. Satterlund, wsu Soit & vater Donald L. Johnsrone, s0SU
Geology Joseph V. Mills. VSU Zooloey .fohn M. Larsen, Jr., \7SU
Scienci Educ., chemiiiry-Pbysi"a A. Keith Duoker,I[SU

Math Glenn A. Crosby, \FSU

Proposed amendment to the Constitution which q/ill become prt of Article IV, en-

titled "Officers," is:
"Vacancy of the office of Ptesident is filled by advancement of *re Vice-Ptesident'

Replacements for varancies in other offices sball be appointed by the President 
"

Milton M. Mosher, SecretarY
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