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Some time ago, the local newspaper carried a story about the Bunny Task Force, formed to deal 

with the 200 or so once-domesticated rabbits that are now living in the wilds around Juneau, 

Alaska. The bunnies have gone feral, meaning they escaped or were released from captivity and 

are now breeding in the wild. 

 

Pets and other domesticated animals that go feral typically become problems. In the case of 

bunnies, they can literally eat up the landscape.  

 

Perhaps the best example is the initial escape of captive rabbits in Australia in 1788, and then a 

well-meaning deliberate introduction in 1859, which set the stage for rabbits to compete with 

kangaroos as the primary herbivore Down Under. I read one account that 2 million rabbits were 

being killed annually with no appreciable dent in their population.  

 

Here in the U.S., as many as 60 million feral cats may roam the Lower 48. One published study 

in 2013 estimated free-ranging domestic cats may kill up to 4 billion birds, 22 billion mammals, 

822 million reptiles and 300 million amphibians EACH YEAR in the U.S.   

 

Cats’ destruction is only compounded by the fact that feral cats have high infection rates of feline 

leukemia virus, feline immunodeficiency virus, rabies and ectoparasites like ticks and fleas, 

many of which can be transmitted to wildlife (and sometimes people). 

 

Norway rats escaped onto Rat Island, a 7,000-acre island in the Aleutian chain, in the aftermath 

of a Japanese shipwreck in the 1780s. Although rats from a ship aren’t domesticated, they are 

considered “commensal” in that they have a living arrangement (like it or not) with humans. As 

rats became feral on the island, they eliminated burrowing seabirds like tufted puffins, and 

severely reduced populations of black oystercatchers, glaucous-winged gulls, pigeon guillemots, 

rock sandpipers, common eiders, red faced cormorants and gray-crowned rosy finches. A 

successful aerial application of rodenticide in 2008 has begun the restoration of the island’s 

ecology even as the island’s name was restored to Hawadax, the original Aleut name. 

 

At the end of the day, love your rabbit but keep it penned.  
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