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When wildlife presents in practice it is important to remember two things: 

 What wildlife rehabilitation is
 What your obligations are as a veterinary professional.

Wildlife Rehabilitation is defined as; the treatment and temporary care of 
injured, diseased, and displaced indigenous animals, and the subsequent 
release of healthy animals to appropriate habitats in the wild. (Miller, 2012) 

The RCVS Code of Professional Conduct states that all veterinary surgeons in 
practice must take steps to provide 24-hour emergency first aid and pain 
relief to animals according to their skills and the specific situation (RCVS, 
2020) 

It’s important to remember that you need to be realistic about the animal’s 
chance of eventual release. Wildlife can really tug on the heart strings, but 
the intention should always be to release a fit and healthy animal back to the 
wild. The best way to assess the animal is to do a thorough clinical 
examination (much more useful and cost effective than other investigations 
for most cases). 

If the animal can be treated, first aid should include fluid therapy and pain 
relief in most cases. Where the animal cannot be treated then euthanasia will 
be necessary. 
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Planning 

When initially assessing a wild animal, you must have a plan in place for 
where that animal will go for further treatment. Veterinary practices are not 
suitable for wildlife rehabilitation and there is no point embarking on 
treatment if there is no one to rehabilitate the animal. In the event that there 
are no suitable rehabilitation spaces available, the animal should be 
euthanised. 

Wild animal is admitted 

Initial assessment: Is 
the animal treatable 
given the resources you 
have available? 

Transfer to wildlife 
rehabilitation service. 

Euthanasia 

Do you have a wildlife 
rehabilitation service 
that is willing to take 
on the animal? 

Is it in the animals best 
interest to treat? 

Is it likely to be 
releasable?  

Is it legal to release the 
animal? 

Euthanasia 

Euthanasia 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 

Yes 

Yes 
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Fluids 

Whether you are giving fluids orally, subcutaneously or intravenously, every 
wild animal that comes into your care will need some form of fluid. 
Obviously, the easiest and least stressful option is to provide a bowl of water 
and allow the animal to drink for itself, however, this is not always possible or 
the best route. 

It should be assumed that all wild animals coming into care are suffering from 
some amount of dehydration.  

Method of 
administration 

Bird (Initial volume) Mammal (Initial 
volume) 

Oral 50ml/kg 50ml/kg 
Subcutaneous 20ml/kg 20ml/kg 
Intravenous 10-30ml/kg 10-20ml/kg

Fluids should be continued at a rate of 150ml/kg/24h until the animal is 
stabilised and drinking for itself. 
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Bird Admissions 

Birds often present in practice for a number of reasons, including; cat attacks, 
road traffic collisions and disease. While your practice may not specialise in 
birds it is important that you know some basics to ensure that animals are 
given the best chance before moving to a wildlife centre or rehabilitator. 

 Often birds present looking ‘tired’ with feathers fluffed up and half 
closed eyes. This is usually an indicator that the bird has been unwell for a 
little while or is in pain. With the exception of juveniles, it’s very unlikely that 
someone would be able to catch a genuinely well bird. Although what is 
wrong may not be obvious, there are a few things that it is useful to check 
for: 

 Fractures 
 Parasites 
 Trichomonosis  

 

While fractures and parasites are probably something you can detect fairly 
easily, unless you deal with birds, you may not have come across 
Trichomonosis before. It is worth checking the oral cavity of every bird that 
enters your practice, as it is extremely common and often missed. 

This image shows plaques in the mouth caused by 
trichomonosis. This is often seen in pigeons and 
doves and referred to as ‘Canker’. In birds of prey 
it is often referred to as ‘Frounce’. While it is 
treatable, whether or not treatment is in the best 
interest of the bird must be decided by the 
veterinary surgeon. Factors such as progression of 
the disease and how stressful treatment may be 

should be taken into account. Birds with Trichomonosis often need to be crop 
fed as they are unable to feed for themselves. This, in itself, can be incredibly 
stressful for the bird. 
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Another issue which is commonly missed is eye damage, especially in those 
thought to have been involved in road traffic collisions. Be sure to have a 
good look in the bird’s eyes using an ophthalmoscope. This type of injury is 
particularly common in birds of prey. 

Housing birds 

Housing a bird correctly is very important as it can make a big difference to 
the amount of time they spend in captivity. Birds cannot be released with 
feather damage. You should provide some form of perch for the bird to 
ensure that it can keep its tail feathers off the ground. Care should also be 
taken to keep the enclosure clean as dirty feathers are damaged feathers. It 
is worth noting that birds can also damage their feathers by getting them 
stuck through the bars of cages, so, where possible, house your bird in a cage 
where there are very few bars such as a plastic cat carrier or large box. 

Cat attacks 

Unfortunately a large number of birds brought into practice have been in the 
mouth of cats. It can be very easy to miss injuries (even if you look really 
thoroughly) and it can often be impossible to be 100% sure that an animal 
isn’t injured. Due to this fact it is advised that all casualties who have been in 
contact with cats should receive a course of antibiotics. The image below 
shows the most common places where cat bite injuries may occur and are 
often missed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Injuries at the top of the 
legs are common, along 
with crush injuries of the 
pelvis. 

Injuries 
under the 
wings and 
back of the 
neck are 
common. 
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Hedgehogs 

Hedgehogs are by far one of the most common wild animals that present in 
practice, possibly because they’re easy for members of the public to pick up! 
It is easy to miss ailments in hedgehogs due to their tendency to curl up. It is 
worth using a gaseous anaesthetic to ensure a full and thorough 
examination.  

Hedgehogs should not be out during the day (with the exception of nesting 
females who can be identified by their purposeful movements). All 
hedgehogs found out during the day should be given a thorough 
examination. Common issues include: 

 Parasite burdens
 Limb fractures
 Pelvic fractures (particularly if the hedgehog has been involved in an

incident with a vehicle)
 Entanglement injuries
 Garden instrument related injuries (i.e. strimmer injuries)
 Underweight Autumn juveniles with high parasitic burdens

While it is normal for hedgehogs to have a small number of parasites, any 
hedgehog with an excessive number of fleas or ticks will require supportive 
care and a further work up. 

Often hedgehogs will present hypothermic and dehydrated. A good place to 
start is always rehydrating and then warming up your hedgehog patient. 
Hedgehogs who are cold and dehydrated tend to be unsteady on their feet, 
wobbling when they walk. This can sometimes be mistaken as head trauma 
but often rights itself once the hedgehog is warmer and rehydrated. Similarly, 
it is often believed hedgehogs are missing eyes when they are dehydrated as 
they become extremely sunken. 

Hedgehogs are now classed as vulnerable to extinction. 
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Weight and body condition can be useful when working out whether to 
treat or not treat a hedgehog. In these comparison pictures, Hedgehog A is 
a good weight, healthy and had a good body condition. Hedgehog B is 
unwell and has a poor body condition.

This is one of the reasons we ask for pictures of hedgehogs as well as 
weights.
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Lagomorphs 

Wild lagomorphs (rabbits and hares) only usually present in practice in two 
states: very young or very unwell. However, they are not always a lost cause 
and if dealt with properly they can be rehabilitated and released. Stress is a 
huge factor when it comes to treating lagomorph, so they should be housed 
away from predatory species in a dark, warm enclosure. 

Baby rabbits (kits) and baby hares (leverets) can be identified using this 
checklist below.

Myxomatosis is very common in the UK and animals suffering with the 
disease should be euthanised. Clinical signs include: nasal and eye 
discharge, lethargy, swelling around the genitals and respiratory distress. Wild
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Deer 

One of the most common reasons you will come across a deer is due to a 
road traffic collision. It should be taken into account how stress may affect 
the deer’s recovery and whether the treatment is in the animal’s best 
interest. Deer often suffer from capture myopathy and are notoriously 
difficult to treat. It is important that you have a good relationship with your 
local wildlife rehabilitation service and know what their protocols are with 
regards to deer. It would not be beneficial to the deer to spend an extended 
period of time in a busy practice and therefore you should look to have the 
deer relocated as soon as possible if a treatment plan is possible. 

It should be noted that if a member of the public makes contact with your 
practice and have an injured deer in need of euthanasia, they can contact 
their local police on 101 who will send a member of the local deer group to 
humanely euthanise the deer. Deer often thrash and can cause injury so it is 
not advisable to tell members of the public to try to handle deer. 

Wild
 Thin

gs
 R

es
cu

e



Fox 

A big factor in how likely you are to regularly see foxes is whether your 
practice is in the countryside or the city. Surprisingly (or maybe not so 
surprising), you are less likely to see fox casualties in practice in the country 
than in the city.  

Common reasons for admission include: 

 Road traffic accidents
 Toxoplasmosis
 Mange

Foxes suffering with toxoplasmosis can appear overly friendly, unafraid and are 
sometimes blind. They can also suffer with seizures and are often in poor body 
condition. While toxoplasmosis can be treated, often it can leave permanent 
damage and foxes may need to live in captivity for the remainder of their life. 
Cases should be looked at on an individual basis and discussions had with local 
rescues to determine whether this is the best course of action for the individual 
animal.
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Badger 

By far the most common reason for badgers to be admitted into practice is 
those who have been in road traffic collisions. Badgers can also suffer with 
territorial bite injuries which tend to be found on the rump and can be quite 
extensive.  

Be mindful that badgers can deliver a very nasty bite. Care should be taken 
when handling these animals. 
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