Desert Cottontail Rabbit

In Arizona

The desert cottontail is common to most valleys and flatlands in southeastern Montana, Wyoming, western South Dakota, Colorado, Arizona, Utah and New Mexico.  It has been excluded from its former range only on areas covered by cities.

Life History

Order:


Lagomorpha

Family:

Leporidae

Genus:


Sylvilagus
Species:

audabonii
Subspecies:

arizonae
There are twelve recognized subspecies.  The desert cottontail is a small rabbit weighing from 1.4 to 2.75 pounds.  Body length is 12 to 15 inches and has ears 3 to 4 inches long.  The rabbit is grey in color with light yellow overtone.  There are no reliable figures on population densities.  The nationwide harvest of cottontails in 1969 was 30-50 million.  Breeding season is January to August.  Females breed within a few days after giving birth to a litter.  There are no pair bonds.  Gestation period is about 28 days.  Arizona species average 3 young per litter.  There are 2, and possibly 3, litters per year.

Nests are located in brush, under houses, under trees, in old burrows, or on open grassland.  Nest is a depression 1 inch deep, lined with fur from the under sides of the female and covered with grass or litter.  Nest is built by the female.  Birth takes place most anywhere.  Young are carried to the nest.  The young are altricial (helpless).  The mother leaves the nest unattended returning only to nurse the young.  She does not enter the nest, but squats over it to feed the litter.  The young are weaned at 4 weeks.  The young reach sexual maturity in about 105 days.  Eyesight in desert cottontail is good for movements to 100 years, poor for still objects.  They are color blind.  Sense of smell is poor.  Hearing is well developed.  The rabbits can swim well, run at speeds to 18 mph with bounds to 15 feet.  Females purr while nursing, males growl during breeding season, and both sexes scream when caught or injured.  Longevity in the wild averages 1.5 years.  Population densities average one rabbit per acre but can exceed this when food and cover is abundant (irrigated pasture near open rangeland).  The rabbit has a foraging diameter of about 1,300 feet.  They are most active between sunset and 9:00-10:00 pm, although they are alert at all time.

Habitat Needs

Food – Choice foods are mesquite beans, prickly pear, all grasses, most forbs, twigs and stems of most shrubs or almost any plant growth available when rabbits want to feed.

Cover – The cottontail is very dependent on cover for protection and nesting.  Thick cover is the animal’s greatest need for survival.  The maintenance and planting of hedgerows, windbreaks, and screening plantings greatly increase rabbit populations.   Brush piles and stacks of old logs, lumber, and other trash are readily used by cottontails.  Water is readily used when available and the lack of water is probably a factor in keeping desert populations low.  The nearly year round breeding makes overhunting problems remote except for populations in marginal habitat areas.

Predation:  Percent of cottontail, by weight, in predators’ diets are:




Coyote


- 45%




Grey fox

- 35%




Red tailed hawk
- 24%




Horned owl

- 61%




Rattle snakes

- 15%




Gopher snakes

- 37%

Predators show little control when considered by each predator species, however, total take by all predators must be a major factor in population control of cottontails.  Out of 228 cottontails marked in 1938, only two lived for more than 2 years (2.5 years).

Management

Establish cover and food (See Arizona Recreation Area Improvement standards and specifications, hedgerow plantings, critical area stabilization, and trees for windbreaks for adapted species of plants).  Establish watering sites where possible.  Probably about one every 1,300-1,400 feet in good habitat.  Brush piles along edges of cleared fields and in waste areas are beneficial.
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