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Rabbit Haemorrhagic Disease 

Fall 2022 

Updated from RHD fact sheet Spring 2021 and Fall 
2021. See Spring 2021 version for expanded

background info on RHD and RHDV

Emerging Disease 

Rabbit haemorrhagic disease virus (RHDV) is deadly for 
European rabbits, Oryctolagus cuniculus, and is widespread 
throughout their range, as well as throughout the domestic 
pet rabbit trade. The virus is linked to an extremely infectious 
viral disease in wild, captive, feral, and pet European rabbits. 

Since 2010, rabbit haemorrhagic disease virus 2 (RHDV2) 
has been associated with large-scale mortality in European 
rabbits and hares across Europe and Australia. 

Since summer 2020, RHDV2 outbreaks occurred in various 
western states and northern Mexico. The virus escaped from 
captive and pet rabbits into adjacent feral populations of 
domestic rabbits as well as native wild rabbits and hares. 

The social nature and natural high density in populations of 
rabbits and hares facilitates viral transmission. All forms of 
rabbit haemorrhagic disease are highly contagious, with high 
mortality rates in susceptible species and populations.  

North American lagomorphs have no natural protection 
against this new invasive foreign disease and initial mortality 
could happen as the virus spills over from pet or feral 
rabbits.  

To date, mortality has occurred in wild species, including 
black-tailed jackrabbits, antelope jackrabbits, desert 
cottontails, Nuttall’s/mountain cottontails, and Eastern 
cottontails in various western states. See: 
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/maps/animal-health/rhd 

Alberta has wild populations of mountain cottontails, and 
abundant populations of white-tailed jackrabbits and 
snowshoe hares. And pikas (also members of the hare 
family). While not specifically known to be susceptible, these 
species could be at risk of infection and mortality from 
RHDV2. 

Wild lagomorphs are key herbivores and essential prey 
species in various ecosystems. They significantly modify 
natural vegetation by altering patterns in plant community 
biodiversity and growth. They also are a food item in the diet 
of various wild species. Loss of lagomorphs would send 
ripples through these systems from the bottom-up and the 
top-down.  

RHD has no implications for human or livestock health, 
although commercial rabbitries and pet rabbits are at 
considerable risk.  

Alberta: 

In March 2021 and May 2022, RHDV2 was identified in 
captive pet rabbits in Taber and Calgary in two separate 
situations. Also, in fall 2021, an outbreak of RHD eliminated 
a group of feral domestic rabbits in Edmonton.  

To date, we have no evidence of general spillover into wild 
hares, jackrabbits, or cottontails (though we have evidence 
that at least one mountain cottontail died of RHDV in 
September 2022).  M
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https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/c990a9c2-cc7a-4471-aa4b-ce73dd1f8f7f/resource/5d53735a-e3b7-4701-aa7e-e2242ec50caf/download/aep-rabbit-haemorrhagic-disease-2021-05.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/c990a9c2-cc7a-4471-aa4b-ce73dd1f8f7f/resource/139a7509-f141-476c-aef6-2afff92d3db7/download/aep-rabbit-haemorrhagic-disease-2021-10.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/c990a9c2-cc7a-4471-aa4b-ce73dd1f8f7f/resource/139a7509-f141-476c-aef6-2afff92d3db7/download/aep-rabbit-haemorrhagic-disease-2021-10.pdf
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/maps/animal-health/rhd
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UPDATE September 2022 
 
In late August 2022, a public report of dead feral rabbits was 
received by various government departments, as well as the 
City of Calgary. The dead rabbits were part of a feral 
population in a light industrial area of south central Calgary.  
Within a few days more reports of dead rabbits involved 
three local populations of feral rabbits.  

Six feral rabbit carcasses were provided to the University of 
Calgary Veterinary Medicine diagnostic program for post 
mortem. Gross and histologic lesions were consistent with 
highly suspect RHD. Tissues from these rabbits were 
confirmed positive for RHDV2 by the federal virology lab of 
the Canadian Food Inspection Agency.  

The outbreak was quick and deadly. Within 2 weeks, most of 
the feral rabbits were gone in all three local areas.   

One dead mountain cottontail was found among the dead 
feral rabbits.  The cottontail tested positive for RHDV. This is 
the first documented case of the virus infecting a native wild 
species in Alberta. No further cottontail mortality detected to 
date (Sep 21). 

 

What is Alberta Doing?  
 

Local Alberta Environment and Parks (AEP) wildlife staff 
continue to monitor wild hares, jackrabbits, and cottontail 
rabbits for unexpected mortality.  

Alberta Agriculture and Forestry distributes appropriate 
information to the AVMA (veterinarians) and registered 
commercial rabbit operators in the province.  

AEP shares appropriate information with the public and with 
government staff in various provincial departments. We ask 
staff to be alert to potential local mortality events in hares, 
jackrabbits, cottontails, and pikas. 

Rabbits/hares hit by vehicles are NOT a concern in regards 
to RHDV2.  

Groups of dead rabbits or hares (an unusual mortality event) 
are a concern.  If mortality events are observed by staff or 
the public, please notify the Wildlife Disease Unit.   

Margo Pybus  margo.pybus@gov.ab.ca 

Mark Ball   mark.ball@gov.ab.ca  

Owners of pet rabbits should contact their veterinarian 

directly if they have questions or concerns.  

 

 
 
Additional Information 

Canadian Wildlife Health Cooperative: RHD in British 
Columbia 

http://www.cwhc-
rcsf.ca/docs/fact_sheets/Rabbit%20Hemorrhagic%20Diseas
e%20in%20British%20Columbia.pdf  

 

US Department of Agriculture 
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/publications/animal_health/fs-
rhdv2.pdf  
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