
What is Rabbit Hemorrhagic Disease Virus? 
Rabbit Hemorrhagic Disease Virus (RHDV) is a highly contagious disease caused by a calicivirus that 

affects rabbits. This includes wild and domesticated European rabbits from which our own domesticated 

rabbits are descended. Until 2020, it had not been known to affect North American native rabbits or 

hares, such as cottontails, snowshoe hares, and jackrabbits. However, in the 2020-2021 United States, 

Mexico, and Canada outbreak, RHDV is causing death in wildlife species of rabbits as well. 

 

RHDV was first seen in China in 1984 but was thought to have originated in Europe. There have been 

confirmed cases in 40 countries, including Europe, the Mediterranean, Africa, Asia, North America 

(Mexico, United States, Canada), Australia, and New Zealand. 

 

RHDV2, a new virus, emerged in France in 2010, and quickly spread in Europe and the Mediterranean, 

and has replaced the original strain in many countries. In 2015, RHDV2 was first detected in Australia – 

it spread coast-to-coast in the rabbit population in 18 months (~3 million square miles, compared to 

United States’ ~3.8 million square miles) and became the dominant strain replacing RHDV1. 

 

Rabbit symptoms may include: 

● Loss of appetite 

● Lethargy 

● High fever 

● Seizures 

● Jaundice 

● Bleeding from nose, mouth, or rectum 

● Difficulty breathing 

● Sudden death 

 

RHDV2 is often a very swift and sudden killer, giving little warning. Rabbits may die without showing any 

symptoms at all. Any sudden rabbit death is suspicious and should be reported to your 

veterinarian as a possible case of RHDV2. 

 

 

How RHDV2 is Spread: 

RHDV2 is highly contagious. It can be spread by: 

● Direct contact: A rabbit comes into contact with an infected rabbit or the urine or feces of an infected rabbit. 

● Indirect contact 

● Human contact: People can spread the virus to their rabbits if they have been in contact with infected rabbits 
or in contact with objects contaminated by the virus, including feces from an infected rabbit. 

● Inanimate objects: Contact of a rabbit with objects contaminated by the virus (i.e. fomites), including 
clothing, shoes, and car and truck tires. 

● Rabbit products: Contact with fur, meat or wool from infected rabbits. 

● Mechanical Vectors and Predators: Insects (including flies, fleas, and mosquitoes), birds, rodents, 
predators, and other pets (cats and dogs) are known to spread the virus by acting as indirect hosts or 
mechanical vectors, transporting the virus from an infected rabbit to a healthy rabbit. In Australia, flies who 
have been in contact with sick or dead rabbits are believed to be a primary source of long-distance viral 
transmission. RHDV2 can be excreted in the feces of predators who have consumed sick rabbits. 

● Food/Water: Ingesting virus-contaminated water or food. 

https://rabbit.org/rhdv/#southwest
https://rabbit.org/rhdv/#southwest
http://www.cfsph.iastate.edu/Factsheets/pdfs/rabbit_hemorrhagic_disease.pdf
https://veterinaryresearch.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1297-9716-44-81
https://jvi.asm.org/content/92/2/e01374-17
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/emergency_management/downloads/disinfection-options-for-rabbit-hemorrhagic-disease.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3omoOJ2wzdpYgs_nK8ySP5CcTLMW9xBl3L4PBrN3Y5-MYz8k6tUcRwQYk
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4595043/
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/emergency_management/downloads/disinfection-options-for-rabbit-hemorrhagic-disease.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3omoOJ2wzdpYgs_nK8ySP5CcTLMW9xBl3L4PBrN3Y5-MYz8k6tUcRwQYk


  



  



 

 

Vaccine Information: 
 
The vaccine is now available in the state of Wisconsin and we have it 
at OAHS!  
 
Rabbit Hemorrhagic Disease has quickly spread across the United States. 
Working with the USDA, Medgene Labs responds with a vaccine 
developed on its prescription platform technology.    
    
Medgene Labs’ RHDV2 vaccine is an inactivated or killed recombinant 
subunit protein vaccine that builds immunity to RHDV2-specific antigenic 
proteins in the rabbit. The immune system sees the RHDV2 protein and 
learns to protect the rabbit from the virus. Production of the vaccine does 
not require the use of animals or live viruses in the production facility. 
Because the vaccine only uses protein sequences from the RHDV2 virus to 
build immunity, it is impossible for a rabbit that receives the vaccine to shed 
any virus or infect other rabbits. The vaccine is administered through an 
injection and consists of a 2-dose regimen with the second dose 
being delivered 21 days following the initial dose. 
(You can learn more by visiting www.medgenelabs.com/rhdv2 or by calling 
the company’s customer service line (605) 697-2600.) 

Since the vaccine is very costly, we cannot cover the vaccine cost 
through adoption donations only at OAHS. We are able to charge a 
discounted rate of $40 per rabbit for the whole series, which is far 
more inexpensive versus going to an outside clinic. The vaccine fee is 

due at the time of the adoption. 

**If the bunny you are adopting has only received the first dose of the 
series by adoption time, we highly recommend scheduling an 
appointment to bring your bunny back to OAHS to receive the second 
dose so that your bunny is fully vaccinated. If you are unable to make 
the appointment, we cannot reschedule, since the vaccine will not be 
effective if it is not given 3 weeks after the first dose.  
Please ask small mammal adoption staff if you have any questions 
about this! 

http://www.medgenelabs.com/rhdv2
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