Irritants of the respiratory airways in a rabbit:
gaseous ammonia and ozone
Pierre-Paul Crestini, Esther van Praag

Air pollutants such as ammonium fumes and ozone irritate the respiratory airways of
rabbits. They can lead to breathing difficulties, eye irritation, and a long recovery
after exercise.
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Pollution alert !!! Yara, a female rabbit aged 7 years, coughs and produces a nasal
discharge as soon as air concentrations of ozone are elevated.
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Brachycephalous animals are particularly sensitive to air pollutants. Here, Iden, a female
French bulldog aged 1.5 years old.
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Gaseous ammonia (NH3) is a toxic and
dangerous - even deadly, gas. As it is
heavy, it spreads at ground level. Ammonia
is produced by bacteria present in the hay
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Ammonia intoxications are more frequent
during the summer than in winter.
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destruction of the respiratory
mucociliary barrier, which
protects the lungs against
pathogen invasions, helps
colonization by bacteria such
as Pasteurella multocida or
Bordetella bronchiseptica. At
this
stage,
rabbits
may
develop an acute form of the
disease,
with
breathing
difficulties and occasional
coughing.
They
become
anorexic,
depressed
and
present shortness of breath,
dyspnea or mouth breathing,
and cyanosis (discoloration of
the tongue, gums due to lack
of oxygen in the blood), fever
Figure 3: Short nosed cats, here Larousse, a cat of Persian breed,
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If the problem is not treated, the mucous
membranes of the pharynx, trachea and
bronchi will become irritated and severe
diseases of the lower respiratory tract
(rhinitis, pneumonia) may develop. Indeed,
NH3 is quickly absorbed by the mucosa and
the cells lining the respiratory system, after
which they are transformed into molecules
with harmful alkaline properties. The

production of gaseous ammonia.
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- Wet and dirty manure must be regularly
removed from hutches and litter boxes
of

pet

rabbits

should
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cleaned.
- Sources of humidity should be eliminated,
e.g. leaking drinking bottles, or pits filled
with liquids.

info@medirabbit.com

3

MediRabbit.com

September 2015

Urine stains on

wood

or

rugs can

be

mucosa

and

lungs,

a

decrease

in

gas

eliminated by absorbing the excess urine

exchanges as well as the destruction of the

with paper towels. Vinegar is then poured on

mucociliary barrier, which protects against

the stained spot. After 10 minutes, the

pathogens,

excess liquid is absorbed with paper towels

allergens. Excessive secretion of fluids will

and the stain is sprinkled with baking soda.

protect tissues damaged by ozone in the

After another 15 minutes, the powder is

respiratory

removed with a vacuum cleaner. The odor

respiratory muscles that control the passage

should have gone after this treatment.

of air through the airways and respiration.
They

Ozone (O3) is a form of gaseous oxygen
highly

oxidizing

properties.

Its

production in the highest atmosphere layers
is the result of sunlight. Here, ozone plays a
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Clinical manifestations observed after a
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conditions. Therefore, ozone in the air is
stagnant and its concentration increases in
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A prolonged exposure to ozone leads to
the irreversible loss of lung function and
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Details of the nose with unilateral serous and mucous nasal discharge that appears as soon as
the atmospheric levels of ozone are high.

or Bordetella bronchiseptica is increased and

transient

diseases such as pneumonia or bronchitis

serous and/or mucous nasal discharge as

are common

long as the pollution level remains high.

The perverse effect of ozone is that
damages of the respiratory system may
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