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REHABILITATION OF WILD PATIENTS

Much emphasis on:

ÅInitial care

ÅHousing

ÅDiet and nutrition

ÅTRIAGE

ÅCaptive rearing process

ÅGrowth and development

ÅFluid therapy 

ÅWound management

ÅParasite control 

ÅMeds and treatment plans

ÅEtcéé..

Much time and energy spent on:

ÅFeeding 

ÅCleaning

ÅEnrichment 

ÅFacility development and maintenance

ÅRecord keeping

ÅClinical needs
ÅMedicating and daily care
ÅDiagnostics
ÅVeterinary services
ÅLab work
ÅRadiology 

ÅEtcéé.

Donôt forget:

ÅWorking with the public

ÅPermitting and reports

ÅFundraising

ÅBoard development

ÅGrant writing

ÅGeneral admin tasks

ÅTraining

ÅMarketing

ÅContinuing ed
ÅSelf +/- staff/vol

ÅEtcé.



This is all very important, but after all that work, how much time, energy and planning is spent on the release plan for 
these animals?

Often the rehabilitation process is extensive, complex and costly, then the animal is simply let go, with little to no 
strategy for post release survival.

Examplesé.

ÅAdult animals relocated due to convenience or personal preference, often translocated far away from mates/families

ÅAnimals are released without regard for hunting pressures, weather clearance or seasonal behaviors

ÅAnimals released óin the backyardô





POST RELEASE SUCCESS SHOULD BE THE FOCUS 
OF THE REHAB PLAN

Our animals deserve the same consideration for their 
release, as they have during their captive care

wŜƳƛƴŘŜǊΧ

ÅAny wild animal in rehabilitation has already lost the game

ÅCompetition concerns 
ÅSurvival of the Fittest

ÅSpecial Olympics are not an option

Release strategy is critical for surviving the transition 
back to their wild home



RELEASE PLANNING

ÅState/federal guidelines and restrictions

ÅAnimal

ÅRecovery/reconditioning status

ÅBody condition

ÅDevelopmental requirements

ÅPhysical requirements

ÅFeather condition

ÅWaterproofing

ÅEnvironment/Weather!!

ÅIMO, data remains insufficient 

ÅRain/wind



RELEASE PLANNINGÅSeasonal cycle

ÅHibernation/brumation/estivation

ÅBreeding season/territorial stresses

ÅMigration

ÅHabitat assessment

ÅWet ground

ÅBare trees

ÅMinimal grasses

ÅFrozen water

ÅSafety concerns

ÅHunting/trapping season

ÅFestivals/holidays/events

ÅSpecies concernsé



POST-RELEASE MONITORING



POST RELEASE  MONITORING

ÅVisual observation - anecdotal
ÅTrail cam (eq.)

ÅGood old sightings

ÅNot solid data but good for identifying trends and 
questionsé

ÅPhysical Marking
ÅTags / Bands / permanent marks

ÅIdeal for visual ID (both in field and post -mortem)

ÅRadiotelemetry
ÅSatellite

ÅConventional

ÅMost effective (and most expensive)











RELEASE MONITORING 
OBSERVATIONS IN CAPTIVE 

REARED MAMMALS
2017-2019



RELEASE PROGRAM

ÅRelease site database

ÅProperty owners apply through the 
website

ÅProperties are selected for specific 
species/groups/individuals

ÅAll soft and buffered releases were 
through this program (except animals returned 
to their point of origin)



STANDARD RELEASE METHODS

Hard

ÁLet animal go, period.

ÁGoodbye, best of luck to you!

Soft

ÁAssist animal during the transition from captive care 

ÁSupplemental food and/or provision of temporary shelter

Buffered

ÁDen boxes 

ÁRelease into permanent structures



HARD RELEASE

Commonly used for:
Á Adults ðmost species

Á Most species of birds and reptiles

Á Many animals in short term care

× Not ideal for juvenile mammals



SOFT RELEASE

ÁOpen cage door on site 

ÅOffers known/familiar shelter

ÁMove animal to release site in 
advance of release

ÅFew hours ðfew days ðfew weeks

ÁProvide supplemental food

ÅResponsibly!

ÅBird feeders 

ÅScattering food in release area
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Release Observations
Trends in captive reared juvenile mammals 



OPOSSUMS
.ŀǎƛŎ LƴŦƻΧ
Á342 opossums 

ÁAll were released close to or after dusk

ÁLowest release wt ~501g

ÁHighest release wt 1.96kg

ÁRelease group size - 2 to 9 animals 

ÁFood was scattered at release + 3 times for 
10-14 days post-release 
Á(timing adjusted throughout study period)

*(Healthy and perfect!!)* 



PROGRAM DETAILS

ÁFirst year of the program animals were 
taken to the release site 4 -6 hours in 
advance and left quietly at the site 

ÁMost would be huddled together with 
food and water untouched until release 
time

ÁSince this ôadjustment periodõ did not 
appear to have an observable impact 
on their behavior, it was reduced to ~1 
hour



Opossum Release Night!



OPOSSUMS
Preliminary Observationsé

ÁLoosely grouped by size 

ÁóSmallerô and ólargerô

Á~800g

Á19% were in dens (kennel) the morning after 
release (Day 1)

ÁAll were óSmallerô

ÁAll were gone when checked evening on Day 1

ÁThere were very few visual sightings of any animal 
after the first 24hours

ÁDue to the lack of trail cams, this is of little to no 
definitive value



ÁSmaller opossums often stayed in kennel 
for hours, with very few leaving without 
delay

ÁIt was consistently noted that the smaller 
opossums would stay close to the kennel, 
and go in and out before leaving 

ÁOlder/larger opossums consistently left 
kennel with minimal hesitation or delay

ÁNo exceptions

ÁAll were increasing their distance from the 
kennel before we left the site

TRENDS OBSERVED



ÁSmaller/younger opossums:

ÁCommonly started eating 
supplemented foods as soon as it was 
found

ÁTypically remained visible for at least 
the first hour

ÁWere regularly seen on trail cams at 
and around release site through the 
first night

ÁOnly 2 of 342 opossums were 
observed using release ôdenõ after 24 
hours

TRENDS OBSERVED



Larger/older opossums

ÁGenerally moved away from 
release site quickly after 
leaving the kennel/box

ÁWould forage and climb limbs 
almost immediately once 
away from release area

ÁMuch safer behavior (in 
theory)

TRENDS OBSERVED



11 weeks post release



RACCOONSBasic Infoé

Á51 raccoons 

ÁAll were released near dusk

ÁRelease groups - 4 to 9 animals 

ÁAnimals were taken to release site in advance and left 
quietly at site

Á When program guidelines were developed, we were planning to increase the 
time on site depending on the behavioral assessment of the group (state 
approval required) 

Á Like opossums, we never needed to leave any óregularô group on-site for more 
than the day of release

Á This past season we left 2 groups at site for 4 days before release and both 
groups stayed at that location for 5 months (and are still there currently)

ÁRelease ókennelô remained at site until óno longer usedô

ÁFood was scattered at release + 3 times for 10-14 days 
post-release 

Á (Timing adjusted throughout study period)




