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Is habitat management an effective tool for wild rabbit
(Oryctolagus cuniculus) population reinforcement?
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Abstract Wild rabbit scarcity in Spain is a serious problem
due to its economic and ecological value; thus, manage-
ment techniques to reinforce their populations are being
implemented. Translocations are traditionally applied but
high short-term mortality by predation makes them unsuc-
cessful and increases their biological cost. An alternative to
translocation would be to strengthen local reduced pop-
ulations through habitat management (building artificial
warrens and increasing food availability). Here, we test this
method to determine its efficiency as an exportable protocol
to recover wild rabbit populations. We compare two areas
with and without artificial warrens and increased food
availability and assess relative rabbit abundance by means
of pellet counts. Results show that, during the 2 years
following habitat management, rabbit numbers increased in
the experimental plot in contrast to the not managed one,
suggesting its effectiveness to reinforce low-density rabbit
populations.
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Introduction

European rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus L.) is a native
species in the Iberian Peninsula that has undergone a
progressive decline in abundance in the past decades due to
viral diseases (myxomatosis and rabbit hemorrhagic dis-

ease) and loss of suitable habitat (Moreno and Villafuerte
1995; Angulo 2003; Virgós et al. 2003; Calvete and Estrada
2004). Wild rabbit numbers have been reduced in most of
their historical range (Villafuerte et al. 1995), even
recording local extinctions. Since then some populations
have recovered while others have not (Delibes-Mateos et al.
2007a; Williams et al. 2007). Rabbit scarcity in Spain
constitutes a serious problem due to its economical and
biological value. They are considered the primary small-
game species in sport hunting (Calvete and Estrada 2004)
and at the same time they are a keystone species in Iberian
Mediterranean ecosystems (Delibes-Mateos et al. 2007b),
being a staple prey for almost 30 predator species (Delibes
and Hiraldo 1981; Jaksic and Soriguer 1981), such as the
endangered Iberian Lynx (Lynx pardinus) or the Spanish
Imperial Eagle (Aquila adalberti). Most recovery plans of
endangered predators include therefore boosting the num-
ber of rabbits, usually by means of translocations (Moreno
et al. 2004), predator control (Villafuerte et al. 1998;
Calvete and Estrada 2004), habitat management (Moreno
and Villafuerte 1995), or disease control (Calvete et al.
2004b; Calvete 2006).

Restocking is the most frequent management tool used
to increase rabbit density in the short term mainly for
hunting purposes (Calvete et al. 2004a), with thousands of
rabbits being released every year in Spain (Delibes-Mateos
et al. 2007a). However, this procedure has proven to be
ineffective and very costly due to high mortality rates
caused by stress and increased predation (Angulo 2003).
Restocking may also involve an impact on resident rabbits
still living in the release area, due to rabbits’ complex social
structure (Lockley 1961). An additional problem is that
very little is known about the influence of translocations on
the genetic structure of rabbit populations. The distribution
of the two rabbit subspecies naturally occurring in the

Eur J Wildl Res (2008) 54:449–453
DOI 10.1007/s10344-007-0169-0

Communicated by C. Gortazar

I. Catalán : P. Rodríguez-Hidalgo : F. S. Tortosa (*)
Zoology Department, Córdoba University (Spain),
14071 Córdoba, Spain
e-mail: ba1satof@uco.es

Generated by PDFKit.NET Evaluation

Click here to unlock PDFKit.NET

http://www.tallcomponents.com/?id=activate&component=PDFKit.NET&edition=&version=2.0.9.3&server=MPWEB09&entry=not-found&calling=MetaPress.ContentManagement.DLL&company=&product=&callingCompany=&callingProduct=MetaPress.ContentManagement&url=www.springerlink.com%2f&context=Web&proofs=20&gen0=Server&att0=MPWEB09&key0=Xral-Bfgx1NS%2bv7R6N8yn%2b%2b%2b&gen1=Server&att1=MPWEB09&key1=uoHJrrhYXZBrvADsFqezTU%2b%2b&gen2=Server&att2=MPWEB09&key2=PV7atHVmJiPeBTTcTQqKdk%2b%2b&gen3=Server&att3=MPWEB09&key3=onmP-rG40O5zoFOIaMkDVU%2b%2b&gen4=Server&att4=MPWEB09&key4=OAJBUc7WjIsahZtQwKRyCk%2b%2b&gen5=Server&att5=MPWEB09&key5=d6JV2y76ZH-bFrjWkXKXME%2b%2b&gen6=Server&att6=MPWEB09&key6=X19A6zEXGWBt08jtn7pTb%2b%2b%2b&gen7=Server&att7=MPWEB09&key7=ibjqWkpqBm5h0WZVVExZ3%2b%2b%2b&gen8=Server&att8=MPWEB09&key8=FwlB2pLn7UYVURIBbgtFq%2b%2b%2b&gen9=Server&att9=MPWEB09&key9=LU1E2YOGOydM1pYw0bmQ3E%2b%2b&gen10=Server&att10=MPWEB09&key10=vd2FyM1Jaw-zAHytc7qVJE%2b%2b&gen11=Server&att11=MPWEB09&key11=fqwhu0fzbl-XiFAkh58H2%2b%2b%2b&gen12=Server&att12=MPWEB09&key12=JWL2nXmaD-yzCfmSm9WQrE%2b%2b&gen13=Server&att13=MPWEB09&key13=1Zcu1YgG%2bx-6qjlTYkPSxE%2b%2b&gen14=Server&att14=MPWEB09&key14=cEHdAKbi8ocyp-unkLLlrU%2b%2b&gen15=Server&att15=MPWEB09&key15=MtQvW-XBZ4Dy6Z8GsA0VFE%2b%2b&gen16=Server&att16=MPWEB09&key16=KU09EQAOP65yysMswLo1ck%2b%2b&gen17=Server&att17=MPWEB09&key17=%2bnAtx-g%2bYb9hczn6TUa0qU%2b%2b&gen18=Server&att18=MPWEB09&key18=%2buA0ZYMEvVuGEfodxrtDw%2b%2b%2b&gen19=Server&att19=MPWEB09&key19=qJOaeCRVUhPl%2bhMyA88Jt%2b%2b%2b&ok=yes

