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ABSTRACT 

Thi s  s tudy involves work carried out a t  the abat to i r  i n  

Mas terton and in the l aboratory o f  the Vet erinary Faculty  o f  

Mas s e y  Un i vers i ty ,  on aspects o f  rabb i t  meat hyg i ene and factors 

wh i ch may a f fect the qual i ty of rabbit  mea t . 

The European rabb i t  ( Oryctolagus cuniculus ) ,  i s  the ances tor 

of a l l  breeds of dome s t i c  rabb i t s , among whi ch the New Z e a l and 

Wh i te i s  one of  the bes t  meat producers , the Angora the bes t  fur 

producer and the Rex i s  a breed commonly used for exh ibi t ion 

purpo s e s  only . 

The feed convers ion ratio , whi ch for an e f f i c i ent commerc i a l  

un i t  should b e  l e s s  than 3.5:1 ( Anon , 1987), comb ined w i th the 

abi l i ty of the rabbi t  to consume fibrous food unsu i table for 

human consumpt i on and the high reproductive per formance , 

contr ibute to the rabb i t  being an exce l l ent meat produc i ng 

animal . The product ion of rabbit  meat , i s  s t i l l insu f f i c i en t  for 

the demands of the world markets and e f fort s  should be made to 

increase rabb i t  meat produc tion . 

D i s locat ion of the neck during slaughter of rabb i t s  resul t s  

in  i mmobi l i z a t i on ,  but n o  evidence was obtained t o  show that t h i s 

techn i que induced immediate insensibi l i t y . Penetra t i ve and 

nonpene trative percuss iv e  s tunning , probably induced immedi ate 

insens i b i l i ty but  caused vi gorous body movements .  It  was  found 

in  t h i s  study that pupi l lary d i l atation in rabb i t s , general l y  

does not occur unt i l  8-1 0 minutes after s laughter , s o  pup i l l ary 

d i l a t a t ion is  of  no value as a cri terion for the a s s e s sment o f  

the ac tual t ime of ons e t  of insens ibil i ty .  
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Investigat i on of carcass  y i elds of rabb i t s  showed that 

s l augh tering rabbits at ages greater than e i ght weeks , resul ted 

in onl y  marginal increases in carcass y i elds . 

I mmers ion of carcas s e s  in water for periods longer than 30 

minu t e s  can result in a 10.70% increase in the i r  we i gh t , but the 

commerc i al technique i nve s t igated , resu l t ed i n  approx . 7% 

incre a s e . Wash i ng carcasses  did not reduce bac terial leve ls , but 

instead tended to increase carcass surface counts from 4.20 x 

1 02/ cm2 to 1. 3 3  X 1 03/ cm2• 

The mean u l t imate pH o f  rabb i t  meat was i n  the reg ion of 

5. 40-6.25. Factors affect ing the ultimate pH i ncluded concurrent 

d i s eas e s  and intensive mus cular ac t i v i ty . The rate of pH decline 

was a f fec ted by the degree of s truggl i ng a t  the t i me of 

slaugh t e r . 

The ma j or gros s les ions observed in the carcass and v i s cera 

of the rabbits s tudi ed , were those of hepa t i c  cocc idios i s  and to 

a l es s er degree , absce s s e s . The s tudy o f  the accuracy of 

det e c t i on of hepatic coc c i d i o s i s  in the abattoir was des igned as  

a model for the  study of s imi lar meat inspect ion procedures i n  

other animals . I t  was found that , based o n  h i s tolog i cal 

exami nat ion of the l iver , the sens i t iv i ty was 41% and the 

speci f i c i  ty 100%. A s tudy of the epidemiology of hepa t i c  

coc c i d i o s i s  in rabb i t s , revealed that under New Zealand 

cond i t i ons , i t  i s  unl ike l y  that any farm i s  free of in fect ion 

w i th E imer i a  stiedae . However ,  if infect ions are of low 

intens i ty ,  rabb i t s  may not develop macroscopi c  hepa t i c  l e s i ons . 

I t  a l s o  appears that h i s tological lesions of the l i ver ( bi l i ary 

prol i feration ,  fibros i s , c e l lular i n f i l tration o f  the b i l e  duc t s  

w i t h  i nf l ammatory cell s , including eos inoph i l s  and l ymphocytes ) 

are pathognomon i c  for detect ing past or present infect i on by � 

s t i eda e . 
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