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Basics of Seabird Rehab

● Handling 

● Hospital Intake

● Administrating Fluids 

● Diets/ Feeding

● Common Injuries 

● Toxicity 

● Baby Seabirds 

● Enrichment 

● Therapy



Handling Techniques
● Birds without External Nares

– Pelicans
– Cormorants
– Gannets

● Allow mouth to remain open

● Cover wings with towel or 
arm

● “Football”

● Seabirds don't have talons!

● Eye wear



Initial Intake
Capture myopathy

Caused by capture/rescue and over 

handling 

– Time out
– Stress=Death
– Open mouth breathing
– Almost always fatal
– Heart failure

Animal may survive days or 
even months without signs



Initial Intake Continued
● Heat source

– Heating pad (with 
most species)

– Warmed up LR bag
– Body heat

● “Doughnut” for down 
birds

● Loon pillows-Cautious of 
Keel  



Treatment Questions and Decisions 
Sample 

● Is this a bird? 

– Yes or No

Transfer to other rehab
● Is it sick or injured?

– Sick- *start fluids*

– Injured

● Can we fix this without a vet? 

Yes or No      Transfer to vet

• Hook Removal
• Simple Fractures
• Impact Trauma
• Cuts and Bruising 



Fluids
● Subcutaneous 

– Lactated Ringers

– Brown Pelicans

● Tube (gavage) feedings

– Charcoal-Toxicity

– Sav-A-Chick-Hydration

– Ultra-Clear-Hydration

– Emeraid Piscivore- Extreme 
Emaciation 

– Mazuri Fish Analog 50/27 
Gel Diet-Food

● Vionate- Birdie Vitamins 



Fluids Continued

● Emaciation and Fluids
– Slow and Steady

● F/U output
– Black
– Grey
– Green

● Fluids before food
● When in doubt 

FLUIDS!



Administering Fluids  



Administering Fluids Continued

Things to remember :
– Head up at all times
– Make sure to 

squeegee fluids down
– Prop up down birds to 

reduce risk of 
aspiration

– Cover cage with towel 
to avoid bird from 
vomiting 



Hospital Habitats 

Outside ICU
Inside ICU



Transition  Release 



Seabird Diet

● Fish Eating! 
(piscivore)

– Thread Herring

– Caplin

– Lake Smelt

– Silversides

– Shrimp

– Goggle Eye

– Pin Fish

– Mealworms 

– Small crustacean

– Eggs 



Feeding
Species specific diets

Mouth sizes

● Big birds=Big fish
– Whole

● Little birds=Little fish
– Small whole or cut up

Unfortunately not all birds 
will eat on their own at first

– Mazuri Fish Analog 50/27 
Gel Diet-Food

● Hand feeding 



Common Illness  
Red Tide or K. brevis 

“Natural” annually 
occurring event 

● Algae Blooms mass 
produce causing a red 
color in the water

● Nervous system damage 

● Airborne or in the water

● Affects most seabirds 

● Long recovery time 

● Push Fluids-Charcoal  



Common Illness Continued  

● Avian Botulism – Warm 
weather Bacteria 

● Spores “bloom” with right 
decaying matter, 
temperature and 
hydration 

● Also affects the nervous 
system 

● Affects most Seabirds 

● Push Fluids-Charcoal  



Common Injuries Part 1   

Hook and line damage 

Species Commonly Affected-

Pelicans, Great Blue Herons, Double 

Crested Cormorants 

● Public awareness

● Don’t Cut the line

Simple hook removal steps 
– Reel Bird in 

– Push hook through (Never pull out hook)

– Clip barb off hook





Common Injuries Part 2 
Boat Strike

Species Commonly Affected-

Cormorants and Loons 

● Public awareness 

● Responsible Boating 

● Don’t feed the birds

● Treatment is dependent on the 
severity of the wound 

● Vet attention 95% of the time 



Common Injuries Part 3 
Fish Carcass 

Species Commonly Affected-

Pelicans 

● Public Awareness

● Removing Fish Carcass carefully 
from pouch 

● Can cause infections if untreated 

● Most situations can be treated 
and released 



Pelican Season

● November-February

● Migration

● 1st year Juveniles 

● Population Bottleneck 

● 70% of Juvenile  Brown 
Pelicans don’t survive 
their 1st year
– Food shortages
– Destruction of habitat 
– Strong hunting genes 

survive 



Got Bugs?

● Lice, Mites, Flies Oh my!

● Biggest offenders
– Brown Pelicans 

● Rarely cause death to 
birds but can slowly 
worsen a birds condition 



Where did you come from !?



Baby Seabirds 
● Always try to re-nest whenever possible

● Babies do better with a sibling for 

competition 

● Stuffed animals make great companions 

● Mirrors  

● Surrogate parents



Puppets



Songs

• Helpful with hand rearing 
baby seabirds. 

• Introducing  the songs of 
parents helps prevent 
imprinting 

• Playing songs also 
stimulates the babies to 
feed



Enrichment 
Provides natural foraging for our 

permanent educational animals

• Large and small seashells
• Hard plastic wiffle balls
• Floating pool toys
• Easter eggs
• Large food ponds
• Showers! 

• Thanks to the Back to Nature Enrichment 
class at FWRA 2016



Therapy 

Used for hip, back and leg 
breaks or bruising 

● Water therapy

● Slings

● Walking therapy

● Physical therapy 

● Boots 



Seabird Boots 
Monofilament damage is 
the #1 cause of Seabird 
injuries especially Brown 
Pelicans

Line will become entangled 
around the legs and cut off 
circulation to the extremity  

Nerve damage will then 
cause the pelicans foot to 
curl 

Can be applied to many 
types of birds 



Seabird Boot Continued 

If caught in time a foam 
“boot” can be fitted for the 
Pelican 

Takes about 2 weeks for 
the pelican to walk flat 
again

85% success rate 

Inexpensive to make and 
can be reused 



The SEA Birds



Get me to the roof!





QUESTIONS?


