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RAISING ORPHANED KILLDEER AND WOODCOCKS



KILLDEER DESCRIPTION

Medium-sized plover: 

• Back grayish brown 

• Breast is white with 2 black bands 
across it. 

•  Rump and upper tail-coverts are 
rufous. 

• The tail is long with a white tip 
and black band. 

• The feet have minimal webbing 
and lack a functional hallux

• Strong fliers, run fast and swim

• Sexes are alike and plumage 
remains the same year round.

•  Long legs, typically run, stop, bob, 
and run again 



NATURAL HISTORY KILLDEER

TERRESTRIAL

• SPECIES – Most widespread and familiar 

• HABITAT – Can be found at mudflats, short grass 
meadows, construction sites, gravel roads lawns, pastures and  
golf courses.

• DIET - Mostly insectivorous, consuming terrestrial 
invertebrates, especially earthworms, grasshoppers, beetles, 
and snails MIGRATION – Killdeer are partial migrants 

Killdeer are active both day and night. 



AMERICAN WOODCOCK DESCRIPTION

• WOODCOCKS have a chunky 

round body with a long bill and a 

short tail.

• UPPER PARTS are shades of 

brown and gray with pale orange 

buff colored underparts blending in 

perfectly with a woodland floor. 

HEAD SHAPE distinctive with 

horizontal striping on the crown 

and large eyes set back high 

• LEGS are on the shorter side and 

they walk with a rocking bounce 

that should be put to music!

• SIZE females are significantly 

larger than males.

•



NATURAL HISTORY AMERICAN WOODCOCK

• SPECIES is uncommon and secretive

• HABITAT can be found in dense cover in woodland edges and 

wetlands, mudflats and old brushy fields during the breeding season

• DIET Woodcock eat earthworms (approximately 60% of diet) and 

other invertebrates they find in the soil, including snails, millipedes, 

spiders, flies, beetles, and ants. They also eat small amounts of plant 

material, such as sedges, pigweed, and members of the rose family.

• MIGRATION breeds in the northern states and southern Canada and 

winters in the southern states

• Woodcock are crepuscular, primarily feeding in early evening and 

just before dawn. Woodcocks can eat their body weight in worms 

each day.

•



BREEDING
• NEST – Scrape in gravel, open ground, 

or rooftop

• EGGS – Typically 4 eggs

• INCUBATION – – About 19-25 days, 
killdeer done by both parents, primarily 
males at night, woodcock hen only

• BROODING - Done by both sexes - 
killdeer, woodcock hen only, constantly 
first 3 days,

• BROKEN WING DISPLAY – To lure 
predators away from nest or young

• CLUTCHES - - Most usually have 1 
clutch, but killdeer may have 2 if 
successful and both species will re-nest 
if the first clutch fails

Killdeer nest with 4 eggs



YOUNG

HATCHLINGS:

• KILLDEER Are born precocial, eyes 

open, covered in down, capable of 

eating, drinking, and running along the 

ground after hatching. 

• WOODCOCKS are semi-precocial 

and the hen will feed them for the first 

week although young may begin to pick 

up their own food

• FLEDGE - Leave the nest after 

hatching and drying off, usually within 

24 hours or sooner

• PARENTS lead them to feeding area 

which is usually wet

• INDEPENDENT - Young remain with 

parents until fully grown and flighted, 

sometimes longer



COMMON CAUSES FOR REHAB

• Orphaned, majority 

are just hatched

• Cat attacks

• Hit by car

• Injured from jump 

off roof (Killdeer)

Newly admitted chicks



INJURIES AND CONDITIONS

• HEAD TRAUMA - Presence of neurological 

symptoms (off balance) and /or blood evident in 

ears, nares and mouth. Treat with metacam, may 

have to force feed

• CAT ATTACK – Clean wounds with diluted 

Betadine and treat with antibiotics, metacam

• FRACTURES – Splint with porous bandage tape, 

metacam



BASIC REQUIREMENTS

HEAT

FOOD Water

Security



OVERNIGHT CARE

CARE!!

AROUND THE CLOCK



IMMEDIATE TREATMENT 
• WARM- Gooseneck lamp 

with 60 watt ceramic bulb 

• RE-HYDRATE -Warmed 

lactated ringers one drop 

at a time, on closed bill 

every 15 minutes for one 

hour

• EASY CALORIES – 

May need to give easy 

calories (earthworm pieces  

tubifex worms in water)  

or assist feed to help chick 

get stronger



CERAMIC HEAT 



Killdeer 

like it hot !!



ASSESS CONDITION

• More responsive? 

– Has the bird 
defecated? 

– Is the bird eating?

– Are the droppings 
normal ?

–   Normal droppings  
will be wet, have 
dark brown fecal 
material and urates 
present. Killdeer chick with  wet mix



SIMULATE BROODING

• Security:

– Use small cloth to 

cover

–  Cover whenever not 

eating

–  May need to hold 

hand on cover

Covered hatchling



FOODS TO PURCHASE

Purchase in bulk

• KILLDEER 

• Live, small to medium mealworms and crickets depending upon age 

• Freeze-dried crickets (Ground, offered as a powdered food) 

• Freeze-dried tubifex and blood worms

• Ground cuttlebone and/or hi-cal grit

• WOODCOCK 

• Earthworms- start with trout worms as the birds grow the size of the 

earthworm grows

• Ground cuttlebone and/or hi- cal grit

• Do NOT try to dig your own worms, you need to buy in bulk from a 

retail bait shop that can order a flat at a time



FOOD PRESENTATION 

• FOOD PRESENTATION: 

KILLDEER

• Freeze- dried tubifex and bloodworms in shallow water

• Freeze- dried crickets (ground) offered dry

• Ground cuttlebone and/or hi- cal grit

• Small white mealworms in water mix and in separate dish

• Vitamin/mineral supplement once a day on an insect (see below)

• Small live crickets can be put in housing for catching practice

WOODCOCK

• Freeze – dried tubifex and bloodworms in shallow water

• Live earthworms in shallow dish/tray of soil

• Ground cuttlebone and/or hi-cal grit

• Vitamin/mineral supplement once daily on a worm (see handout)



CALCIUM

• Calcium is crucial

• Susceptible to MBD

– Exposure to direct sunlight is 

important

– Vitamin/mineral supplements once a 

day (see handout)

– Ground Cuttlebone and/or hi cal grit 

should be offered at all times in a 

shallow dish



FOOD AMOUNTS

• Chicks and adults 
should have access to 
unlimited amounts of 
food and water. 

• All foods in water 
should be changed 
every 4 hours or 
sooner in warm 
temps.

• All foods should be 
changed and re-filled 
before nightfall. Woodcock foraging in dirt



WOODCOCK CHICKS EATING



WOODCOCK VIDEO



RELUCTANT EATERS

Chicks needs to be very warm 

90-95 degrees

• Make sure fully hydrated 

• Place with same or similar 

sized precocial species

• Drip tubifex/bloodworm 

water mix on bill every 15 

minutes until eating

• Provide a mirror

• May need to be assist fed – 

solid food



FORCE FEEDING

• ASSIST-FEEDING:

• ASSIST-FEED - Carefully & gently, using a fingernail, 

open the lower mandible slide food into back of mouth.  

Only assist feed solid food – small mealworm for killdeer, 

small earthworm for woodcock

• FEED - Feed appropriate amounts to replicate what they 

would be eating on their own 

• WATER – Give water droplets after each feeding using 1 

cc syringe with a canula tip



VOCALIZATIONS

PEEPING 

NOT A GOOD THING!!



MODIFIED CONTAINERS



HOUSING

• HATCHLING/NEWBORN – place in 

modified Rubbermaid container

• ONE WEEK OLD – place in 22 gallon 

Reptarium. 

• 2 1/2 – 3 WEEKS OLD move to outside 

flight cage

Supplemental heat may be needed



DAY ONE HOUSING

• Ventilated 

Rubbermaid 

container

• Fiberglass screen on 

top, solid sides and 

bottom

• Lined on all sides 

with soft toweling

• Heat from above



HOUSING FOR 7 DAYS AND OLDER 

3 Woodcock chicks 

2 Killdeer chicks



HOUSING DIFFERENT AGES



HOUSING FURNITURE

Reptile dishes (natural looking)



MIRRORS

• Use plexi-glass (plastic) mirror

• Cut to fit set ups

• Provides company and reduces 

stress

–Single  and multiple orphans 



RAISING ORPHANS OUTSIDE

• Move outside when 

approx.  2 1/2 weeks of 

age

• Benefits - Exposure to

– Native insects and plants

– Natural sights/sounds

– Sun, wind, rain

– Predators

• May need to supply heat 

source

• Sand base

Juvenile in flight cage



NICE AND RELAXED



KILLDEER VIDEO



IMPORTANCE OF WATER



From egg to chick To release



WOODCOCK AND WILLET



RELEASE CRITERIA
• Fully grown

• Perfect feather condition

• Waterproof

• Capable of flight

• Living outside in natural environment for at least 2 weeks

• Self-feeding on natural foods

• Socialized with same or similar species

•  Killdeer should be released where there is low growing vegetation, 

and access to water. Golf courses, ball fields, parks, and other open 

areas with large ponds or lakes are usually attractive to killdeer.

• Woodcock should be released where there are known to occur.  

Woodland edges near wet meadows, brushy fields, make sure there is 

a water source.



RELEASE DAY
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