
REHABILITATING 

RUBY THROATED HUMMINGBIRDS



NATURAL HISTORY

Habitat:
-Common in wooded 

areas and edges, 
attracted to flowers and 
hummingbird feeders 

Migration:
- Peak months, March, 

April, May, August, 
September, October

- In central Fl they can 
be seen in most months 
of the year.



SEXUALLY DIMORPHIC

FemaleMale



BREEDING

• Breeding:
– Hummingbirds do not pair 

except for copulation

– Nest building, incubation 

and feeding is done solely 

by the female

• Nest:
–  Cup-like structure made of 

very fine downy materials, 

spider webbing and 

decorated with  lichen

Female at nest



NESTING PERIOD

• Incubation: 
– 14 days

• Young: 
– Usually 2

–  Born naked, blind and 

helpless

• Fledge: 
– 18 – 23 days of age

Nest with 2 newborns



UNIQUE CHARACTERISTIC

• One of the smallest 
birds on earth

• Ability to feed while 
hovering by figure 
eight motion of wings

• Can also fly forward, 
backward, sideways, 
up, down, and even 
upside down for a 
short period

Juvenile male





FEEDING ABILITY

• Tongue:
– Can be extended far 

beyond the bill

– Forked

– Has capillary action 

that causes fluids to 

rise in tiny tubes 

carrying nectar up 

grooves allowing the 

bird to lap, not suck.
Adult male



FLYCATCHING

Hummingbirds are actually 

insectivores that fuel up at flowers 

and feeders to go catch more 

insects. 



LEG ANATOMY

Legs: 
  - Small and weak with very 

short legs, long toes and 

long curved toe nails

 - Hummingbirds use their 

long toe nails to aid in 

preening

– Walking is difficult, so 

hummingbirds will almost 

always fly to re-position

Adult male



IMMEDIATE TREATMENT 
• Warm: Gooseneck lamp 

with 60 watt ceramic bulb

– (90 degrees)

• Re-hydrate:

– Use equal parts of 

electrolyte solution and 

sugar water ( 1part sugar to 

3 parts water) offer in 1cc 

syringe, may need to place 

birds bill in syringe

• Continuously offer until 

bird will not drink 

anymore
Hydrating young hummingbird



HEAT

• Ceramic bulb

– Warmth 

from above

– Experience 

day and 

night cycles

– Long lasting



ASSESSING CONDITION

• Is the bird perkier?

• Has the bird 

defecated?

• Are the droppings 

normal?

• Does the bird  vibrate?

• Offer whole diet once 

stable



DROPPINGS

• Droppings are flicked 
back  from the vent 
every few minutes

• Droppings should 
contain a wet spot the 
size of a quarter and 
formed feces (looks 
like a thread)

• Urates are not always 
visible Normal droppings

Morning dropping



BODY POSTURE

Bad posture Good posture



DAILY REQUIREMENTS

• High protein food:

– To be available during daylight hours

– Average intake 6-8cc’s

• Plain water:

–  To be available at all times

• Sugar water (1part sugar 4 parts water)

–  For end of day, overnight and early morning

• Mist twice daily, morning and afternoon, bird and 
surrounding foliage



SUPPLEMENTAL FOOD
• For non–flighted birds 

Fruit fly soup:

– Collect fruit flies in zip lock 
bag

– Place in freezer for a minute 
to slow them down

– Take insects and small 
amount of nectar and grind 
together in a mortar and 
pestle

– Makes a bloody solution 
which spoils in 2 hours

– Offer twice a day for 
debilitated birds or orphans

• For flighted birds: 

– Supply tons of fruit flies for 
them to catch

Culture

Attract naturally



CALCIUM

• Neocalgluconate

–Use for birds with fractures

–Use a 1 cc syringe with a cannula 

tip and place one tiny drop in 

nectar solution



HAND-FEEDING 



FEEDER
Must be kept immaculately clean!



Nestling Ruby throated 

Hummingbird

NESTLING

• Approx – 12 -16 days old

• Needs to be fed every 20 

minutes

• Will still gape for food but 

can be coaxed to use 

tongue to lap

• Will vocalize a high 

pitched call when hungry



PRACTICE FLAPPING



FLEDGLING

• Approx. 18-23 days old

• Needs to be fed every 30 –

45 minutes

• Cannot hover or fly any 

distance yet

• Will lap from syringe

• Can learn to use feeder

• Will call if forgets to use 

feeder

Fledglings



ADULT

• Average weight 3.0 
grams

• Should self feed 
unless very debilitated

• Reduce stress by 
covering housing

• Should be released 
back where it came 
from

Adult male



COMMON CAUSES FOR REHAB

• Window strikes

• Trapped in buildings

• Cat attacks

• Orphaned

• Hit by car

• Flypaper

• Disease
Plate glass



COMMON INJURIES 

• Head trauma – Metacam, 
paper towel perch, off 
balance, lethargic, may 
have to hand feed

• Spinal/back injury – 
Metacam, paper towel 
perch, may fall onto back, 
tail curved under when 
flying

• Bill injuries-  Metacam, 
use tubing to hold bill in 
alignment, may need to 
hand feed

• Wounds- Metacam, clean 

with cotton tipped swab,  

w/dilute betadine, apply 

silvadene ointment, may 

need antibiotic

• Fractures -Metacam, paper 

towel perch, tiny strip of 

porous bandage tape may 

be used to hold wing in 

place



INJURIES AND CONDITIONS

Bill injury

Head trauma



COMMON CONDITIONS

• Starvation – 

– Re-hydrate, once the bird has defecated, introduce food

• Feather damage –

–  Sugar coated - Can be  misted to encourage preening or gently 

washed with cotton swabs 

– Glue - Can be removed with adhesive remover or canola oil on 

cotton swabs, then washed with dawn and rinsed

– Missing feathers – If primary flight feather are missing 

asymmetrically, prognosis is not good

• Disease – 

– Bacterial infections can be treated with antibiotics in their food

– Fungal infections can be treated with nystatin or voraconazole



HOSPITAL HOUSING

• Clear plastic or Rubbermaid 

containers modified  with a 

utility knife and screen secured 

with duct tape or rivets

• Great range of sizes 

• Locking lids

• Cannot damage feathering

• Pet bird metal cages are NOT 

suitable - should never be used



INJURED/SICK HUMMINGBIRD

• Confine their 

movements

• Reduce their 

visuals

• Paper towel perch

• Usually by 7 days 

they begin to fly



TORPOR
• Sleep-like state lowers its 

metabolic rate

• Hypothermic

• Can take 20 minutes or 

longer to come out of it

• Torpor may occur first 

night in captivity

• Most come out of torpor 

by daylight

• Healthy hummingbirds 

will use torpor to survive 

cold nights or to conserve 

energy



NIGHT COVER



PERCHING



REPTARIUMS/BUTTERFLY 

HABITATS



LIGHTS

• Hummingbirds can panic when plunged into 
darkness

• Before dark turn off all lights and allow it to 
get dark naturally, this allows the birds to 
prepare for sleep

• Always check to be sure birds are properly 
perched close to dark

• Do not disturb at night



ADULT MALE IN REPTARIUM



NATURAL HABITAT
ARTIFICIAL FOLIAGE

Nestling hummingbird

Juvenile hummingbird



MIGRATION

Birds admitted in the fall may not 

recover in time to migrate and 

may need to be held for the 

winter.



LONG TERM HOUSING

• Long term caging large enough for flight



HUMMINGBIRD SILLINESS



AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOR

• Immature birds may be 

housed together

• There must be a separate 

feeder for each bird

• Adults may be housed 

together outside the 

breeding season

• Adults must be closely 

monitored to ensure 

compatibility
Two juvenile hummingbirds



FLIGHT CAGE

• Predator proof

• Have sheltered and open 
areas

• Containing trees, shrubs, 
& grass

• Flowers that produce 
nectar 

• Fruit bucket to cultivate 
fruit flies for fly catching

• Natural dirt floor



FLIGHT ABILITY
NEEDS TO HOVER EFFORTLESSLY

Photo by Paul Fusco

SPINAL INJURYPERFECT POSTURE



RELEASE CRITERIA

• Fully grown

• Perfect feather condition

• Waterproof

• Living outside in natural 
environment at least 2 
weeks

• Self-feeding on natural 
foods

• Aerobically fit, can hover 
effortlessly

Photo by Paul Fusco
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