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Type of rabbit
The stock rabbit selected for the colony included, (a)
Lop rabbit, (b) Multi-colour, (c) Great white, (d) New
Zealand White, (e) ‘Lab’ White and (f) Californian. Such
strains were selected animated to establish the
laboratory stock.

Housing
The rabbits were housed in stainless steel cages in
multiples of 24x15 “x 13” in a room having 65%
humidity, 70 ±2˚F and receiving 8-10 changes of air per
hour. The water supply was an automatic nipple system
and the diet was a pellet supplemented with greens.
The cages were sterilised every four weeks and the
trays every three days.

Clinical symptoms
The rabbit rabbits had forced, spasmodic respiration
and a mucopurulent nasal discharge. Sneezing,
lethargy and an ocular discharge were common. In the
terminal stages the animals failed to eat the diet and
death soon followed.

Post mortem
The abdominal organ showed no pathological
abnormalities. On examination of the thoracic cavity
however, a large volume of pleural fluid was seen.
Massive absences were present involving whole lobes
of the lungs and adhering to the pleura. Red
hepatinisation was present as serofibrinous pleurisy
with fibrin covering much of the affected lobe. Areas of
necrosis were present in which traces of the pre-
existing structure remain and which are surrounded by
a narrow inflammatory zone containing neutrophils and
much granular debris. The heart appeared normal,
although the pericardium showed ‘miliary’ infection.
The airways from the nostrils, through the trachea to
the bronchi were inflamed and filled with a
mucopurulent discharge. Haemorrhage areas will also
present.

Bacterial isolation
Swabs from the bronchi, trachea, throat and nose as
well as lung slices were incubated in cooked meat

medium at 37˚C overnight, after which the broths were
Gram stained and subcultured onto sheep blood agar
and incubated aerobically at 37˚C overnight.

Gram stain
In all cases pure growth of a gram-negative bacillus
approximately 1.5µ x 0.5 µ.

From the sheep blood agar subculture’s, abundant,
moist, spreading, large irregular colonies with a
metallic green colour resulted. The characteristic
pseudomonas odour was present.

Sugar fermentation reactions were all negative except
glucose which produced acid only, however green single
‘pellicles’ were present in all tubes. The bacilli were
motile, grew on McConkey agar and in KCN broth,
utilised citrate but were indole negative. Starch was not
hydrolysed.

From the identification procedures performed, the
organism was typed as Pseudomonas aeruginosa.

Sensitivities
Antibiotic sensitivities were tested on nutrient agar, and
neomycin as well as polymyxin B were found to be
successful. The tube sensitives for neomycin titred to
10mg/ml.

Treatment
Known carriers were inoculated with neomycin sulphate
200 mg/ml intramuscularly (i.m.). They received a five
day course of 1ml i.m.. Throat swabs were again taken
five days after the course had finished and were
cultured by the usual procedures. If the cultures were
positive, then another course of neomycin sulphate
was given. A vaccine was offered so prepared with a
slight modification,1

Method
The bacteria were grown in you nutrient broth for 24-36
hours (past the log phase and into the stationary

phase) and then killed by heating to 56˚C for one hour.
This longer incubation period permitted the bacteria to
secrete exotoxin.
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The culture was then centrifuged at 4,500 rpm for 30
minutes and the bacteria as well as the exotoxins
aggregated as gelatinous mass. A viability test was
carried out on sheep blood agar. No growth resulted so
that bacterial suspension was diluted in normal saline
to a concentration of 1000 million organisms per
millilitre (counted on a haemocytometer) and a pH to
7.6.

Inoculation
All stock, particularly newly weaned rabbits were given
3 by 1.5 ml intramuscularly over a period of three
weeks. this was boosted at 6:00 weeks by a further
2ml intramuscular.

Antibody titre
The agglutination reaction gave a positive title of
1/64 and after boosting a titre of 1/256.2

Haemagglutination also gave the same titres.3 In this
case the antigen was tagged to a group O human red
cells (37˚C for one hour). Adaptation of the Lancefield
grouping also gave a positive precipitin reaction,4

inoculated rabbit serum being tested against the
vaccine.

Conclusion
With the aid of immunisation it was possible to protect
rabbits from Pseudomonas aeruginosa.

Neomycin sulphate 200mg/ml was found to be only
bacteriostatic to the condition of bacilliary pneumonia
in older animals.

Unprotected cases were fatal.

Summary
To build a laboratory rabbit colony of good quality
experimental animals and in substantial numbers,
rabbits were obtained from 6 different suppliers
throughout Australia. Following quarantine and on
commencement of the breeding programme, cases of
pneumonia were discovered within the colony which
were all fatal.

The bacteria rapidly spread and within five days, six of
the stock had died. (Deaths were also reported due to
the bacterial pneumonia for the ensuing four months).
Post-mortems revealed massive lung abscess within
the thoracic cavity. Treatment was administered to the
remaining stock by (a) neomycin sulphate 200/mg/ml
intramuscularly, (b) vaccination and immunisation.

The animals were checked by nose and throats
swabbings, which were incubated in cooked meat
medium at 37˚C overnight. Such swabbings were done
every five days over a period of 15 days.
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