Misisipp Sate Fxtension Service

Slaughtering and Dressing Rabbits

Thefollowing topics ar e discussed in this presentation:

M eeting L egal Responsibilities
Dressing Procedure

Dressing Per centage

Rabbit Skins and Pelts
Tanning Skins

Meeting Legal Responsibilities

If rabbits are slaughtered for salein commercial establishments (food stores, restaur ants,
etc), they must be processed in a manner that meetslocal or state health codes. These codes
are usually established and enfor ced by state agencies, although community agencies may
also haveregulatory control. In most instances, meeting state requirements and
daughtering with a " state license" is sufficient for sale of rabbit car casses. Check with your
local County Agent or state meat inspection agency for the policiesthat govern the
processing and sale of rabbitsin your community.

Dressing Procedure

Rabbitsarekilled by one of two methods. The preferred method is dislocation of the neck.
Therabbit isheld firmly by therear legs and head; it isstretched full length. Then with a
hard, sharp pull, the head is bent backward to dislocate the neck. The rabbit can also be
struck a hard, quick blow to the skull behind the ears. A blunt stick or side of thehand is
commonly used to incapacitate the rabbit. Both methods quickly render the rabbit
UNCONSCIOUS.

After dislocation or stunning, therabbit ishung by one of the hind legs above the hock
joint. The head isimmediately removed to allow complete bleeding. The for efeet arethen
removed. The next step isto cut the skin around the hock joints of the legs and then to cut
between these points acr ossthe lower part of the body. Removethetail and pull the skin
down and forward over the body. The skins of young or fryer agerabbitsare easily
removed in thisway; it ismore difficult to removethe skins of older rabbits. If skinsare



saved for marketing, they should be handled asindicated in the Rabbit Skins and Pelts
section.

After the head, forefeet and skin are removed, the car cass, while still hanging, is opened to
remove the viscera. Make a cut from the lower part of the abdomen near the anusto the
mid-point of the lowest rib. Theintestinal tract and lungs are normally removed. Liver,
kidneys, and heart remain with the car cass. Removethe car cass from the hanger and cut
off therear feet at the hock joint.

Wash the car cass with clean, cold water to remove hair and any other soil or debris, and
storeit at a cold temperature, preferably at 35°F. and not over 40°F. Do not hold dressed
carcasses for any length of timein water asthey absorb excess moisture which becomes
consider ed as a contaminant. When large number s of rabbits areto be slaughtered, the
operation on an assembly line basisis much morerapid and efficient.

Dressed rabbits may be sold whole or can be cut into parts. Varioustypes of marketing
devices (plastic cartons and trays) are available for packaging one or mor e car casses.

Dressing Percentage

Dressing percentage istherelationship of the weight of a dressed car cass to the weight of
thelive animal, expressed as a per centage. The dressing per centage varies depending upon
the quality of the animal at slaughter, breed, age, amount of fat and the number of internal
organs left with the car cass. Animals with good meat characteristics have a higher dressing
per centages than thin animals. Normally the liver, heart and kidneysremain with the
carcass and areincluded in the car cass weight.

Dressing Per centage of New Zealand and Dutch Rabbits at

Different Ages
New
Dutch
Age Zealand
8 weeks 55.9% 60.3%
13 weeks 59.2% 63.3%
Mature 58.2% 62.8%

Animalsthat arein average condition or sightly better than aver age have dressing

per centages of about 55 percent while good quality animalsreach a dressing per centage of
60 percent or higher. The data shown above wer e obtained with New Zealand and Dutch
rabbits of different agesthat werefed a commercial rabbit feed.



The dressing per centages of the Dutch were greater than those of the New Zealand,
indicating breed variations. The per centage also increased between 8 and 13 weeks of age,
but declined dlightly in the mature rabbits. Maturerabbitsin this study were limit-fed
which may account in part for the lower dressing per centages. Nor mally, dressing

per centage increases with age until rabbits approach maturity.

Rabbit Skins and Pelts

Rabbit skinsand pelts have been used for many yearsasfur, in the manufacture of felt,
and for a variety of miscellaneoustoys and other items. With the development of many
synthetic fibersand imitation furs, the demand for pelts by furriershas decreased. Today
there arefew marketsfor fursin the United States.

Whether the peltsfrom meat slaughtering should be saved and prepared for marketing will
depend upon the market demand and value, the type and number of rabbits being
slaughtered and thetime and facilities available for preparing the skins. It isunlikely that
the small producer slaughtering hisown animalswill find it economically worthwhile to
process the skins.

Rabbit skinsand peltsvary widely in quality and value. The different types of fur
characteristics vary depending on the breed type. Skinsfrom young of any breed are
normally of poor quality and of less value than those from adult animals. Those with dense
fur, that isnot easily removed from the skin, are most desirable.

Preparation of skinsor peltsfor market beginswith theremoval at slaughter. Exercised
careto avoid cutsor tears, and remove body fat that often remains attached to the skin. As
the peltsareremoved, turn them inside out while still warm and moist. Place them on wire
stretchersor shaperswith the front leg casings on one side. Shapers can be made from No.
9 gauge galvanized wire. The shapers extend or expand the peltsto their full length, but do
not stretch them out of shape. Fasten therear legsto the ends of the wire shaperswith a
clothespinsor some other fastener.

Hang the peltsin a well-ventilated drying area, but not in direct sunlight. After the skins
aredry thewire shaper isremoved. Do not use salt or other chemicals on skins, but asthey
are being packed for storage or shipment, naphthalene (moth crystals) or paradichloro-
benzene may be placed in the packaging container as an insect repellent.

Tanning SKkins

Regardless of the method used for tanning, proper preparation of the skin isan important
step. Thisinvolves softening, removal of the adhering fat and flesh, and removal of oil in
the skin. Open the skin with a midline cut along the ventral or belly side so that it can be



stretched on aflat surface. Scrape adhering flesh and fat from the skin using a blunt knife
or similar object. Removing all oil isessential for proper tanning. Working the skin in
gasoline or other fat solvent isdesirableto removethe last traces of fat.

Dried skins are softened by soaking in several changes of water for about 1-3 hours. Time
required for softening will vary; soaking timeiskept to a minimum since excessive soaking
tendsto loosen the hair. Addition of borax or bicarbonate of soda (about 1 ounce per
gallon) aidsin softening, and a little soap or detergent aidsin removal of the fat.

Salt-Alum Tanning

Preparethe solutions asfollows:

1. Dissolve 1 pound of ammonium aluminum sulfate or potassium aluminum sulfate
(alum) in 1 gallon of water.

2. Dissolve 4 ounces of sodium carbonate and 8 ounces of sodium chloride (salt) in 1/2
gallon of water.

3. Slowly add the soda-salt solution to the alum solution with vigorous stirring.

4. Mix flour with the combined solutionsto make a thin paste, first mixing the flour
with alittle water to aid in preventing lumps.

Preparethe skinsas previously described and stretched or tack to aflat surface. Coat the
skin with a layer of the paste about “/g" thick and cover lightly with paper or cloth. Allow
skinsto stand for about 24 hours, remove the paste, and apply a second coating. A third
treatment may berequired for thick skins. Thelast coating should remain for 3-4 days.

Removethe paste and wash skinsin a solution of borax or soda (1 ounce per gallon of
water). Squeeze out (do not wring) excess solution; rinsein plain water and squeeze out
excess. Stretch, and when nearly dry, work the skin by rubbing and pulling over the edge
of atable, asin polishing shoeswith a cloth. Stretching and working the skin is necessary
for softening the finished skin. If the skin isrough, it can be sanded with a coar se
sandpaper block. A thin coating of neat'sfoot ail, glycerin, or other leather conditioner
improves pliability.

This processisconsidered sightly better than the salt-acid method that follows, but the
finished product isusually harder and more working may berequired to makeit pliable. It
may be necessary to resoak the skin, partially dry it, and repeat the rubbingin order to
makeit more pliable.

Tanning is also accomplished by soaking skinsfor 2-4 daysin the solution before addition
of flour. Thisamount of solution isadequate for 3 or 4 rabbit skins.

Salt-Acid Tanning

Prepare the solution asfollows:



1. Dissolve 1 pound of sodium chloride (salt) in 1 gallon of water.

2. Carefully add 1/2 ounce of concentrated sulfuric acid to the salt solution (Caution:
Sulfuric acid isvery corrosive and must be handled with care. Avoid contact with
skin or clothing. Store acid and the finished solution in glass or earthen containers--
never metal.) When adding acid to the salt solution, pour in slowly with constant
stirring. If the acid or mixture contactsthe skin, rinseimmediately with a solution of
bicarbonate of soda.

3. Addition of the acid generates heat; the solution isready for use after it has cooled.

Skinstanned by thismethod are prepared in the manner as previousy described. Place the
skin in the salt-acid solution so that it isfully covered and allow it to remain for 1-3 days
with periodic stirring. When tanned, remove from tanning bath, rinsein plain water, rinse
a second timein a solution of borax or soda (1 ounce per gallon of water), and finish with
another water rinse. Squeeze out excess water, stretch, allow to partially dry, then finish
the skin asdescribed in the salt-alum method.

Other Tanning M ethods

Skins can be tanned with vegetable tannins, certain chromium salts and other synthetic
materials. The procedure using vegetable tannin normally requiresalong period for
satisfactory results. Tanning with chromium salts (chrometan) iswidely used in the
commer cial manufactur e of leather.

Materialsfor tanning may be obtained from certain biological supply companies or
handcr aft shops. Proceduresfor different tanning methodswill vary and instructions
should accompany materials marketed for tanning.

Thismaterial was adapted by Dr. Tom W. Smith, Emeritus Professor of Poultry Science, Mississippi State
University from the publications Domestic Rabbit Biology and Production by L. R. Arrington and K. C. Kelley
and Raising Rabbits, USDA Farmers Bulletin No. 2131.



