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Abstract: The study focused on the production marketing of rabbits and the challenges faced by the 

smallholder rabbit farmers in the four wardsof Mt Darwin District. The wards were purposively selected. A 

descriptive survey method was employed to 85 smallholder rabbit farmers identified through snowballing 

method. Results confirm that rabbits are kept mainly for consumption purposes, as66% of the rabbits produced 

were consumed and only 34% were sold. The major challenges faced by farmers in producing and marketing 

rabbits were inadequate extension services, inadequate feeds, lack of markets and some religious beliefs. 

Farmers do not normallymarket their rabbits and anysurplus rabbits are sold to neighbours and local markets 

onwilly-nilly basis, no marketing strategies are employed. There is the need for widespread awareness of the 

importance of rabbits by government, stakeholders and NGOs through the various media. Extension service 

needs to be intensified in the rabbit enterprisein the rural communities.The government and NGOs should aid 

the development of rabbit industry and marketing to the outside markets since the income received could help 

reduce poverty among smallholder farmers.  
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I. Introduction 
Crop production in Zimbabwe is the most common way of producing human food. A large population 

in Zimbabwe resides in the communal areas where they are engaged in crop production with very limited 

resources due to abject poverty. The diet comprises mainly of carbohydrates and plant protein. Raising of 

livestock is a challenge due to lack of financial resources. This resultant makes the poor resource farmer depend 

on plant protein,which however does not supply all the amino acids required by the body in the right proportions 

(Kitalyiet al, 2005). Animal protein, which has the right quantities of amino acids is thus needed. Livestock 

mainly kept by a few households includes cattle, sheep and goats as well as indigenous chickens. Cattle  are 

seldom slaughtered for home consumption as they have better uses in providing draught power  and selling to 

meet pressing financial issues such as tuition for their children and to purchase some farming inputs 

(Delgado,Rosegrant, Steinfeld,  Ehui, and Courbois, 1999). Indigenous chickens, which most people can afford 

in the district,are occasionally wiped away by diseases, especially by the New Castle disease which hits the 

district very often. 

Small livestock production such as rabbits would be ideal in these areas, in particular to curb the 

protein needs of the smallholder farmers.These can also be sold and the cash used for buying food (Mapiye et al 

2008). In other countries, rabbit meat production and consumption is increasing as found out by FAOSTAT 

(2012). China is ranked the highest in consumption and raising of rabbits (EuropeanFood Safety Authority 

(EFSA, 2005). Other significant producers and consumers of rabbit meat in the world include Italy, France, 

Spain and Egypt (EFSA 2005). In Egypt, for examplerabbit production, which directly involved the youth, was 

reported to have decreased the rate of youth migration from rural to urban areas, making it a panacea to rural 

livelihoods (Lukefahr, 2008). However in most developing countries such as Zimbabwe, production of rabbits is 

mainly for home consumption (FAO, 2001) with the exception of a few who produce for commercial purposes. 

According to Ndyomugyenyi and Otiengino (2013)rabbitproduction can be among the potential 

enterprises fit for smallholder farmers, both in the rural and peri-urban areas.  Therefore, production of rabbits 

can be one of the major enterprises for food, nutrition and income security in a developing country like 

Zimbabwe, especially for the vulnerable poorZimbabwean communal farmers, produce rabbits 

subsistentlycompared to other livestock. Yet rabbits are able to utilize herbage biomassmore efficiently than 

cattle, sheep and goats (Lukefahr and Cheeke 1997). Rabbits are fed on low cost feeds using locally available 

forages or weeds (Mailafia, Onakapa and Owole2010). This alone could have seen rabbit production done by 

almost every household, but few households are engaged in rabbit production. Studies have shown that rabbit 
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meat is very beneficial. Dalle -Zotte, (2004) noted that rabbit meat is a lean meat rich in proteins of a high 

biological value and it is characterized by high levels of essential amino-acids. It is low in fat, cholesterol, 

sodium and calories, (Ajala and Balogun 2004, Mailafia et al, 2010, Shaeffer, Kime and Harper 2008). Rabbit 

meat has become a favourite among health-conscious consumersin other parts of the world (Dalle-Zotte, 2002). 

Some meat consumers still shun rabbit meat due to ill information and other cultural and traditional beliefs. 

Despite the benefits ofkeeping rabbits, production of rabbits is still low in Zimbabwe. The study seeks to 

identifythe production of rabbits in the area and marketing challenges farmers are facing. 

 

II. Methodology 
The study was carried out in Mt Darwin District, located in Mashonaland Central Province, in the 

Northern part of Zimbabwe. It has 34 wards,   but only 4 wards which are Ward 8, 9, 17 and 36 were   

considered for the study. It is found in agro-ecological region IV which  receives an annual rainfall between 450 

and 600mm. Temperature ranges from +25
0
 Celsius to  as high as 36 degrees Celsius in some parts of the 

District in summer. Agricultural production in the area under study is mostly subsistence being rainfall 

dependent except for a few selected farmers incorporated in the irrigation scheme that was established 8 years 

ago. The total population of the district as of the current census is 211,919 people (Central Statistics Office 

2012). The study adopted a quantitative approach. Questionnaires were used to elicit information from 85 

rabbits farmers who were selected using snowballing technique. Data was also analyzed using descriptive 

statistics and multiple regressions and results were presented in the form of tables and  graphs. 

 

III. Results 
Findings on the number of rabbits, consumed and sold are shown in the table below. 

Table 1: Rabbits produced sold and consumed per year. 
Ward Number Produced Number sold Number consumed 

8 2561 736 1825 

9 659 250 409 

17 687 211 476 

36 1858 753 1123 

Total 5765 1932 3833 

 

Results in Table1 above show a general trend that most of the rabbits produced is consumed. Ward 8 produced 

more rabbits compared to all the other Wards. From a total of 5765 of rabbits produced in all the four wards, a 

total of 3815 (66%) were consumed with only 1958 (34%) sold. 

 

Challenges in rabbit Production 

Farmers cited a number of challenges they face in the production of rabbits and these are in shown in the figure 

below: 

 

 
Figure 1: Challenges in rabbit production 
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Poor extension services were cited to be the main problem.A large percentage of the  respondents (48%) 

notedlack of extension service in rabbit production  as the main reason why rabbit production and demand is 

poor in the area.The extension officers do not focus on rabbits as much as they dowith other livestock. This was 

followed by inadequate feeds (24%), unavailability of markets (18%) and religious beliefs (11%) respectively. 

 

Table 2: Extension visits to rabbit farmers 

 

Number of visits per year                 Frequency                      Percentage                   

 

Once                                                        55                                   65 

 

Twice                                                       20                                   23 

 

Thrice                         6                                    7 

 

None                            4                                    5 

 

 

Rabbit Marketing 

Promotions 

Marketing of any produce poses problems in communal setup. A number of factors were found by the study   

that determine when and how to sell rabbits. Farmers in the study area were requested to shed light on what 

methods they use to promote their rabbit enterprises and their responses are given in the table below: 

 
Table 3: Different methods used to promote rabbits 

 

Type of promotion   Frequency     Percentage 

Offering discounts                          3                                                                     4 

Offering a free product                   5                                                                     6 

None                                             77                                                                    90 

 

Findings from the study revealed that4% of the farmers offered discounts and 6% free product as methods to 

promote their rabbitswhile 90% did not use any promotion.  

Marketing strategies 

Marketing strategies are a vital component in any business to be a success. Farmers were asked about the 

marketing strategies they employ in their rabbit enterprise and their responses are shown in the figure below. 

 

 
Figure 1: Strategies used in marketing rabbits 
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The  marketing  strategies  used by these farmers (Figure 1)are generally  not  conducive  to  business  

practices  as an average of   68%  of  respondents  in the four wards indicated  that  they  just  wait  for  

customers  to  come  and   buy  rabbits  at  their  homesteads.  An average of  54%  farmers in all wards  

indicated   that  the market   is not  available,  while 46%  indicated  that  the  market  is  there but they have no 

means of reaching it due to lack of transport and information.  

 

Table 4: Determinants for selling rabbits 

Determinant                            Frequency                          Percentage 

 

When rabbits are many45                                      53 

 

When rabbits are big30                                      35 

 

When one needs money10                             12 

 

Farmers with rabbits in   the area  in general  mainly  sell rabbits when  the rabbits   are  many  (45%), 

when  the farmers   need  money (10%),  while  30%  sell the rabbits when  they are  big that is when the rabbits 

appeared big despite the fact the rabbit they might be over the required weight to make a profit. 

 

Exchange of rabbits for other goods  

Farmers agreed that they exchange their rabbits with other goods (barter trade) due to lack of markets or their 

inaccessibility. The table below shows their responses. 

 

Table 5: Barter trade 

Involvement in barter trade                   Yes (%)             No (%) 

 

Ward 8                                                      74                      26 

 

Ward 9                                                       56                      44 

 

Ward 17                                                     83                       17 

 

Ward 36                                                    80                        20 

 

 

Findings revealed that rabbit farmers engaged an archaic method of doing business that is, farmers 

exchangedrabbits for other commodities ranging from indigenous chickens, to maize, cooking oil, kitchen ware, 

second hand clothing and many others. In ward 8 (Nohwedza),74% of the respondents are involved in barter 

trade only, while in wards 9, 17 and 36 barter exchange stood at 56%, 83% and 80% respectively. Farmers not 

involved in barter trade in the wards were at 25%, 44%, 17% and 20% in wards 8, 9, 17 and 36 respectively.  

 

IV. Discussion 
Rabbits, produced, sold and consumed  

Production of rabbits in the District is on subsistent level, mainly for household consumption. The poor 

resource farmers cannot afford to produce more probably because of the financial constraints, limiting them to 

produce small numbers to meet their family protein needs. The market environment is not conducive to motivate 

producers to produce more rabbits. Selling is done whenextra rabbits are produced or when the need for cash 

arises.  

 

Challenges in rabbit production 

Challenges in rabbit production noted in the study are lack of extension service, inadequate feeds, 

unavailability of markets and beliefs that prohibit consumption of rabbit meat. Extension service is vital in the 

promotion of smallholder projects like rabbit production. Information exchange between extension staff and 

farmers is vital for sustaining projects. Information exchange in this case is mainly among the farmers. Such 

exchange ofinformationmay not be beneficial because farmers will continue to supply each other with 

information that may not improve production and consumption of rabbits, Frimpong (2009). According to 

Odoenenem and Obine (2010), agricultural extension workers are the almost important source of information for 

smallholder farmers. Information exchange from extension workers to farmers helps build confidence and the 

courage to venture into something. Inadequate feedingwas also another challenge noted in the production of 
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rabbits. These confines farmers to keeping small numbers of rabbits mainly for consumption only.Generally 

smallholder farmers are resource constrained and to find extra money to purchase supplementary feeds for 

rabbits is an uphill task let alone feed their families. This concurs very well with Echo,(1997), who pointed out 

that inadequate nutrition is a major hindrance in the production of rabbits. 

Unavailability of markets also puts on hold the prosperity of a business. The target market for rabbits 

and their products is not well defined compared to other livestock meats and products. This was also noted by 

(Gono,Dube, Sichewo and Muzondiwa2013) as they described the market for rabbit meat and products as not 

well formalized. Most rabbits that are produced are sold to the local villagers and friends. In their 

studyKpodékon,Gnimadi, Djago,Koutinhouin, Farougou (2000) noted that the sale of rabbitsas perceived by the 

breeders showed clearly that the furtheraway the breeders are from urban centers, the more difficult it is to find 

clients. The maindemand for rabbits comes from urban areas,while in rural areas the focus is mainly production 

for own consumption by producers.Only a few butchers sell rabbit meat in this study area. This is a major 

problem in the production and marketing of rabbits as this result in farmers and consumers failing to realize the 

potential of rabbits. Beliefs among consumers are also problem with the rabbit enterprise. Some consumers do 

not like eating rabbits because of cultural beliefs whileothers likened a rabbit to a cat especially when it has been 

skinned. This is in agreement with findings by Hoffman, Nkhabutlane,SchttleandVosloo(2004), whose findings 

showed that some view rabbits as resembling cats causing a dislike to consume rabbits. Some may not be 

consuming rabbits because theybelieve in the Old Testament scriptures in the Bible, which saysthat animals 

without hooves should not be consumed. Rabbits do not havehooves so they might be shunned by non 

consumers for that.Some consumers may not like a certain food because they may have not been introduced to 

that particular food. This concurs with Asp (1999)whonotedthat people, who have never been exposedto certain 

foods, will register a dislike for that particular food, which explains why the market is a challenge. Findings by 

Lukerfahr (1998) showed that some women in TororoDistrict (Uganda) believed that eating a rabbit meat would 

make them produce children with long ears like rabbits.Closely related to this is also findings by Hoffman et al 

(2005) that somepeople belief rabbits are unclean, a deep- Christian belief found in the Old Testament in 

Leviticus 11:2-6: in which people were instructed to eat anyland animal that has divided hoofs and that also 

chews the cud, but should not eat camels, badgers or rabbits as they do not have divided hoofs although they 

chew the cud. Thus these and other beliefs impede the production and marketing of rabbits. 
 

Promotions 

There is not much promotional activity done by the rabbit farmers in the marketing of rabbits. This 

might be because their production is mainly focused on consumption; they only sell when a need for money 

arises. This lack of promotionoftheir rabbits might also be as a result of the market itself which is mainly 

dominated by locals who are also resource poor and prefer to exchange the rabbits with other products like 

second hand clothing, maize grain and other products. This is because money is difficult to come by and 

agricultural production in the area is mainly subsistent and rainfall dependent which is not adequate for them to 

make production that brings meaningfulrevenues.Promotion of products has been noted by (Bruce and Bessant, 

2002; Kotler, 2003) as being key contributors to success of business enterprise. 
 

Markets and marketing strategies 

When a product is not advertised, chances are that the product will not penetrate the market and 

customers will not know anything about it and thus the product will fail. Just waiting for customers to come and 

buy on their own is not enough to promote rabbit sale and production. This could be a problem withthe 

expansion of rabbits as customers are not informed about certain characteristics pertaining to the product or 

where to find rabbits for sale, in this case rabbits, where to find them and what they cost. Rabbits belong to the 

class of white meat and as such when people are informed about its attributes, they would eventually like the 

meat and thus buy it.  Findings by Cooper and Chifamba, (2009), showed that when a product is marketed well, 

consumers will eventually try it and finally accept it. This was in reference to the so called “soya meat” a 

product from soya beans, which became a household necessity in the economic hardships of 2007-2008 period 

for most families in Zimbabwe as it became a substitute for other foods.  Cooper et al (2009) concurs with 

Osemeke, (2012), who noted that advertising is the key to a successful enterprise. Osemeke (2012) also noted 

that the advertisement should not be limited, but must be exercised through wide spectra of media in order for 

one to exploit a larger market, a fact which is lagging behind for the farmers in the study area. 

 

Exchange of rabbits for other goods  

 Barter trading in the area could be as a result, of inability of customers to pay cash due to low incomes 

and the sources of income which is mainly from the surplus of crop produced. Crop production is low due to 

inadequate rainfall as well as lack of farming inputs. As a result, customers resort to offering goods 

suchasindigenous chickens, maize grain, cooking oil, kitchen ware, second hand clothing and other for them to 

get the rabbits. Batter trade is an archaic marketing strategy posing problems in equivalency of exchanging 
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commodities. Products for which rabbits are exchanged are mainly for consumptive purposes and as a result, 

there is no revenue that is pumped back into the project to enable it to expand. If farmers resort to current ways 

of marketing, the number of rabbits sold per year would increase.   This kind of approach does not promote  the 

increased rabbit production  as farmers are not able to actually equate the monetary value of rabbits and the 

things they exchange rabbits with, worse still  most of these farmers would not  be able reimburse the enterprise.   

 

V. Conclusion and recommendations 
Rabbit production is mainly done for consumption purposes. Producers are facing hardships in getting 

support from the extension services. There is also lack of markets in the rural areas as a result there is more of 

barter exchange taking place.Feeds are not enough to expand rabbit production as generally the economic 

situation in rural areas is prohibitive.Religious beliefs are an impediment to the production and marketing of 

rabbits.Government, NGOs and other stakeholders to educate communities on the importance of rabbits and to 

remove negative beliefs surrounding the consumption of rabbits through awareness campaigns using different 

media. Extension services should intensify information dissemination on rabbits to farmers and help in the 

identification of markets through increased meetings, trainings and workshops on rabbit production and 

marketing for local and foreign markets. Government shouldhelp in the development of industries and sourcing 

of markets outside its borders through partnerships with NGOs and other interested parties worldwide to 

improve rabbit production and marketing. 
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