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Introduction 
 
 
Queensland is the second-largest State in Australia but has the greatest biodiversity 
with over 630 species of bird recorded (far more than NSW or WA with both around 
550). The sum total for continental Australia (including Tasmania) is approximately 
815 species. The high avian biodiversity is probably a reflection of the wide variety of 
habitats, from deserts to rainforests, mangroves to mulga, Queensland is a birders 
paradise. 
 
Birds are the group of wildlife most commonly accepted into care. Yet, because they 
are not mammals like us, we tend to be unsure of how to handle, care for and treat 
them. Unlike any other animal, their greatest difference – their ability to fly, presents 
to us as carers, the greatest challenge. We must often take a severely traumatised 
animal, and rehabilitate it into a magnificent athlete within a matter of a few weeks. 
Birds that come into care, like other wildlife, present for one of three reasons: they 
have either suffered from trauma, disease or orphaning. (Dr Anne Fowler 2011) 
 

Due to the specialised nature of wildlife, including birds, it is imperative that wildlife 
rehabilitators have a good understanding of their natural behaviour and have an 
adequate level of knowledge so that they can provide appropriate care for these species 
when they do come into care.   
 
These notes should be read in conjunction with the Wildcare Training Notes “Rescue  
and First Aid for Native Wildlife”, which contains information on the basic care and 
handling of native birds along with the care and management of sick and injured 
wildlife.    
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Bird Classification  
 

(Christidis and Boles 2008 Taxonomy of Australian Birds) 
 

*NB Please take the time to research the history of birds – it is fascinating!! 
 
 

Order Family                                                 Species 
Struthioniformes Casuariidae Cassowaries, Emu 
Craciformes Megapodiidae Aust. Brush-Turkey 
Galliformes Phasianidae Pheasants, Quails 
Anseriformes Anseranatidae Magpie Goose 
 Dendrocygnidae Whistling ducks 
 Anatidae Ducks, Geese and Swans 
Turniciformes Turnicidae Buttonquail 
Coraciiformes Coraciidae Rollers (Dollarbird) 
 Alcedinidae River Kingfishers 
 Halcyonidae Tree Kingfishers 
 Meropidae Rainbow Bee-eater 
Cuculiformes Cuculidae Cuckoos 
 Centropodidae Coucals (Pheasant Coucal) 
Psittaciformes Cacatuidae Cockatoos 
 Psittacidae Parrots 
Apodiformes Apodidae Swifts and Swiftlets 
Strigiformes Tytonidae Barn Owls 
 Strigidae Typical Owls 
 Aegothelidae Owlet-nightjar 
 Podargidae Frogmouths 
 Eurostopodidae Eared Nightjars 
 Caprimulgidae Typical Nightjars 
Columbiformes Columbidae Pigeons and Doves 
Gruiformes Otididae Bustards 
 Gruidae Cranes 
 Rallidae Rails, Crakes and Coots 
Ciconiiformes Pedionomidae Plains-wanderer 
 Scolopacidae Sandpipers and allies 
 Rostratulidae Painted Snipe 
 Jacanidae Jacanas 
 Burhinidae Stone-curlew/Thick-knee 
 Charadriidae Plovers and Lapwings 
 Glareolidae Pratincoles 
 Laridae Gulls, Terns and Jaegers 
 Accipitridae Hawks, Eagles and Kites 
 Falconidae Falcons 
 Podicipedidae Grebes 
 Phaethontidae Tropicbirds 

 Sulidae Gannets and Boobies 
 Anhingidae Darters 
 Phalacrocoracidae Cormorants 
 Ardeidae Herons, Egrets and Bitterns 
 Threskiornithidae Ibis and Spoonbills 
 Pelecanidae Pelicans 
 Ciconiidae Storks 
 Procellariidae Petrels, Shearwaters, Albatrosses 
Passeriformes Pittidae Pittas 
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 Climacteridae Aust. Treecreepers 
 Menuridae Lyrebirds 
 Ptilonorhynchidae Bowerbirds 
 Maluridae Fairy-Wrens 
 Meliphagidae Honeyeaters and Aust. Chats 
 Pardalotidae Pardalotes, Gerygones, Scrubwrens 
 Petroicidae Aust. Robins 
 Orthonychidae Logrunner 
 Pomatostomidae Australasian Babblers 
 Corvidae Crows, Cuckoo-shrikes, Whistlers,  
  Monarchs, Butcherbirds, Orioles, 
  Woodswallows, Fantails 
 Muscicapidae Thrushes
 Sturnidae Starlings 
 Hirundinidae Swallows and Martins 
 Pycnonotidae Bulbuls 
 Cisticolidae Cisticolas 
 Zosteropidae White-eyes 

 Sylviidae ‘Old-world’ Warblers 
 Alaudidae Larks 
 Nectariniidae Sunbirds, Mistletoebird 
 Passeridae Sparrows and ‘Estrildid’ Finches 

  
   

Identification Resources  
 
The following information is provided to assist you with the use of these training notes 
and to provide general information to aid in the identification of bird species. 
 
Given the significant number of bird species inhabiting South-east Queensland, the 
use of good bird identification books and resources can provide an excellent reference 
source. 
 
Four leading Field Guides include:  
 
Field Guide to the Birds of Australia by Simpson and Day 
The Field Guide to the Birds of Australia by Pizzey and Knight 
The Slater Field Guide to Australian Birds by Peter, Pat and Raoul Slater 
Field Guide to Australian Birds by Michael Morcombe (www.mmbirds.com) 
 
Field Guide to Australian Birds by Michael Morcombe is also available as an 
application for iPhones and iPads. This is an excellent resource for in-field 
identification, information and includes bird calls. 
 
Other great resources include Norma Henderson’s The Identification of Baby Birds and 
Australian Bird Rehabilitation both available through Norma’s website 
www.michaleandnorma.com 
 
Heather Parsons’ Caring for Australian Native Birds includes lots of fantastic 
information and useful tips. 
 
Wildlife of Greater Brisbane by Queensland Museum available in most good book 
shops. Published by Queensland Museum in partnership with Brisbane City Council. 
 
 

http://www.mmbirds.com/
http://www.michaleandnorma.com/
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Classification of Birds for Feeding Purposes  
 

In order to ensure you provide correct feeding and housing, you will need to identify 
your bird. Birds can be sub-divided into groups for appropriate feeding whilst in care. 
Understanding how birds feed will help when rehabilitating them. The groups are 
divided up as follows, with some examples: 
 
CARNIVORES – Raptors, Kookaburras, Magpies, Crows, Butcherbirds 
GRANIVORES – Galahs, Rosellas, Cockatoos, Finches, Quails, Pigeons 
FRUGIVORES – Figbirds, Fruit Doves, Bowerbirds, Orioles 
NECTIVORES – Blue-faced Honeyeaters, Friarbirds, Lorikeets 
SMALL INSECTIVORES – Swallows, Martins, Silvereyes, Noisy Miners, Magpie Larks 
LARGE INSECTIVORES – Pheasant Coucals, Black-faced Cuckoo Shrikes  
WATER BIRDS – Egrets, Herons, Ibis, Curlews, Lapwings, Swamphens 
NATIVE DUCKS – Pacific Black Ducks, Wood Ducks, Teals 
SEABIRDS – Gulls, Terns, Pelicans, Cormorants 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Photo: Masked Lapwing - Kelly Clark 
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Identification Keys 
 

When considering the identification of your bird, particular key features will assist 
you. A birds’ beak and feet can tell you a lot about their habitat and behaviour. 
 
Beak shape: Is it short and rounded, spear shaped, flat, long, hooked, tubular? 
 
Leg length and shape of feet: Are they long and muscular or long and skinny, short 
or tiny? Are the toes webbed or arranged with three toes in front and one behind or 
perhaps two toes in front and two behind, have hooklike claws? Consider colour also. 
 
Feathering: Take note of colouration and development as this will assist with both 
identification as well as age of your bird. 
 
Wing length and shape: Short and rounded or short and pointed.  
 
Eyes: Are they small and beady? Or large and protruding? Do they have a naked ring 

of skin around the eye? 
 
 
The BEAK is going to give you the most useful information to understand its feeding 
requirements. 
 
A bird's beak or bill is actually a part of its skull that is covered with a tough layer of 
skin. Although some birds use their beaks to defend their territories, gather nesting 
materials or to weave a nest, the main purpose of the beak is to obtain food in the 
easiest and most effective way possible. As a result, birds that have different shaped 
beaks will often obtain food differently. For example birds may use their beaks to tear 
meat, spear fish, crack hard seeds, catch insects, gather water plants, reach the 
nectar in flowers, probe into mud for tiny crustaceans, or filter tiny creatures from silt.  
 
These differences in the use of beaks for obtaining food are important for the survival 
of bird species as it enables more species to live in the same geographical area. This is 
because different species can feed on different food sources in different parts of the 
habitat without competing directly.  
 
Here are some examples of beak/bill differences. 

 
 
BLUE FACED HONEY EATER 
 
Looking at the beak, we can see it is 
designed to probe inside flowers to 
collect nectar; it is long, thin and 
pointed. 
  
Diet is incredibly important for birds in 
care. Poor or incorrect diet can lead to 
secondary health issues, failure to 
thrive resulting in death, starvation, 
poisoning etc. 
 

Photo: Claire Smith 
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RAINBOW LORIKEET 
 
This is a bit of a curve ball...everyone should recognise 
lorikeets but compare the shape of their beaks to that of 
the Blue Faced Honey Eater - completely different, yet 
their diet is almost the same. 
 
When these birds come into care it is incredibly 
important to provide ‘natural food’ as well as Wombaroo 
Lorikeet and Honeyeater mix and a selection of chopped 
fruit.  
 
Lorikeets and Honey Eaters have a specially designed 
tongue with what appears to be a brush-like appendage 
at the end of it.  
 

It is designed to collect nectar, pollen and insect secretions. 
 

Photo: Claire Smith 
Photo: Claire Smith 

 
 
 
 

KOOKABURRAS 
 

Kookaburras use their beaks to catch 
their prey. Powerful beaks that clamp 
down - snap! Kookaburras ‘pounce’ on 
their prey while it is on the ground after 
quietly observing it for some time. 
 

 
THE MAGPIE 

 
This strong, pointed beak certainly looks 
designed for killing. Magpies will eat 
everything from worms, beetles, larvae, 
grasshoppers, small rodents to seeds and 
grains, depending on food availability.  
 
 
 

Photos: Claire Smith 
 

 
SULPHUR CRESTED COCKATOO 

 
The cockatoo family has a highly developed curved beak 
that works a bit like garden shears. These powerful beaks 
allow them to crack open nuts such as macadamias. They 
are primarily seed eaters, they feed on grasses, herbaceous 
plants, berries, grains and they also will eat insects and 
their larvae. 
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PACIFIC BLACK DUCK 

 
 
The beak or bill in the case of the 
Pacific Duck is designed for filter 
feeding. Ducks that feed on the 
water sift through plant matter and 
will eat seeds from aquatic plants, 
yabbies, shrimps and other aquatic 
insects. 

 
Photo: Karen Scott 
 

 

 

 

 
WOOD DUCK 

 
The Wood Duck has a much shorter beak, more like a 
goose. These birds are mostly grazers. They will graze in 
paddocks, on the banks of water systems taking mainly 
green grasses, grass seeds and some insects. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Photos: Claire Smith 
 
 

WEDGE TAIL EAGLE 
 

This is a really fantastic picture of this 
bird’s beak. All raptors tear the flesh of 
their prey apart with these powerful beaks. 
It’s actually their feet, complete with 
talons that they use to capture animals 
and other birds.  
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 Anatomy and Physiology 
 

 

BIRD SKELETON 
 
Source:  An Illustrated Guide to Veterinary Medical Terminology. Romich, JA 
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LATERAL VIEW OF SKULL (PARROT) 
 
Source:  Clinical Anatomy & Physiology for Veterinary Technicians.  Colville, T & Bassert, JM 

 

 

 
  
ANATOMY OF PECTORAL GIRDLE 
 
Source:  Clinical Anatomy & Physiology for Veterinary Technicians.  Colville, T & Bassert, JM 
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BIRD WING 
 
Source:  Clinical Anatomy & Physiology for Veterinary Technicians.  Colville, T & Bassert, JM 

 
 

 
 
                          
 

BIRD LEG 
 
Source:  Clinical Anatomy & Physiology for Veterinary Technicians.  Colville, T & Bassert, JM 
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RESPIRATORY TRACT                                   

 

 

 

 

 
 
Source:  Clinical Anatomy & 
Physiology for Veterinary 
Technicians.  Colville, T & 

Bassert, JM 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
DIGESTIVE TRACT 
                           

The beak and tongue are used to catch food, 
break up, and push food to the throat.  
 
In a bird with a crop, the food passes down the 
oesophagus and is stored for later digestion. 
Food may be regurgitated from the crop and 
used to feed babies. Pigeons and parrots 
secrete a substance called crop milk (from the 
lining of the crop), and use this to feed their 
young. 
 
Food then travels down the lower oesophagus 
to the proventriculus or glandular stomach, where chemicals start the digestive 
process. Food then enters the second part of the stomach, the gizzard. Grit or small 
stones are sometimes swallowed to aid in the grinding of food. 
 

Digestion then continues in the small intestine with enzymes from the pancreas and 
bile from the liver. The large intestine absorbs fluid as the digested food passes 
through and leads to the cloaca where faeces from the digestive tract and urine and 
urates from the urinary tract mix before passing out the vent. 

 
Source:  Exotic Animal Medicine for the Veterinary Technician.  Bollard & Cheek. 
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Anatomy and Physiology 
 
 

Feathers 
 
Feathers are indeed “light as a feather”. Although the feathers of some birds, such as 
owls, seem to make up half their volume, the feather coat commonly accounts for only 
5-10% of a bird’s weight. And yet, as light as they are, a bird’s feathers are still usually 
2 to 3 times heavier than its skeleton. 
 
Feathers constitute the plumage of a bird and carry out five important functions: 
 

 Warmth – they provide thermal and mechanical protection against the weather. 

 Water proofing. 

 Flight – they provide lift and manoeuvring ability. 

 Contour – the plumage assists in streamlining the body, thereby reducing 

friction during flight, or when moving on the ground or through water. 

 Social signals – plumage colouration and pattern helps birds to recognize other 
individuals of their own species, is used in courtship displays and camouflage 
for protection from predators. 

 
The quill (or calamus) is the hollow portion of the shaft that contains the pulp. 
The shaft (or rachis) is solid and comprises the ‘vane’ consisting of barbs. 
Each barb is made up of a ramus, or solid centre and projecting barbules. 
Barbules are segmented by nodes with prongs and internodes. Hooklets, teeth and 
cilia (collectively called barbicels) are also present on some barbules. These help “zip” 
the feathers together. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  An Illustrated Guide to Veterinary 
Medical Terminology. Romich, JA 
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Anatomy and Physiology  
 

 

Feet 
 
Birds that spend most of their time on the ground have long legs, well suited to 
walking or running, whereas tree-dwelling birds have short, stout legs to facilitate 
climbing and perching. Some birds, especially those occurring in cold climates, have 
feathered legs and even feathered toes. 
 
Some birds have fewer than four toes, for example the emu has three and the ostrich 
has two.  The arrangement of toes differs considerably within different species. 
 
Birds’ feet are described as anisodactyl, zygodactyl, heterodactyl, syndactyl or 
pamprodactyl (meaning simply different arrangements of toes).  
 

Anisodactyl is the most common arrangement of digits in birds, with three toes 
forward and one back. This is common in songbirds and other perching birds, as well 
as hunting birds like eagles, hawks and falcons.  
 
Syndactyl is similar, except that the three toes are fused together, as seen in 
Kingfishers and other Corociiformes. 
 
The zygodactyl arrangement consists of two toes facing forward and two back. This is 
common for arboreal species, particularly those that climb tree trunks or clamber 
through foliage. Parrots are a good example of this. 

 
 
 
Source:  Wikipedia – Wikimedia Commons 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  arthursclipart.com  
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Anatomy and Physiology  
 

 

Senses 
 
Sight and hearing are well developed in birds. Smell and taste are poorly developed. 
 

 Vision – eyes.  
Vision is the most important sense for birds. 
Compared to mammals, birds eyes – 

 Are much larger 

 Have much sharper vision (acuity) 

 Have good colour vision 

 Have bones in them for support 
The eyes are different shapes depending on the species of bird and how good its 
vision needs to be. Owls and eagles have much better vision than chickens. 
 

 Hearing – ears.  
Used by most birds to communicate 
Owls use it for hunting as they localise sounds very accurately. 
Owls have good night vision but they rely on hearing to locate and catch their 
prey. Penguins in the water and some nocturnal birds that live in caves can use 
echo location. Birds have only one bone in the middle ear compared to 
mammals that have three. 
 

 Smell. 
Olfaction is much less important in birds than is vision, but it is present. It is 
poorly developed in most birds. 
Olfaction is best developed in birds which probe for food on the forest floor and 
have their nostrils at the tip of the beak e.g. Kiwis. It is also well developed in 
vultures and procellariiformes (seabirds). 
 

 Taste 
Birds have fewer taste buds compared to mammals, but birds do have a sense 
of taste. Taste buds may be at the base of the tongue or on the bill. They can 
distinguish between salt, sweet, bitter and sour. 
 
 

Nests: Shelters for the young 
 

A bird nest is the spot in which a bird lays and incubates its eggs and raises its 
young. For some species, a nest is simply a shallow depression made in sand; for 
others, it is the knot-hole left by a broken branch, a burrow dug into the ground, an 
abandoned ant-mound on the side of a tree, an enormous rotting pile of vegetation 

and earth, a shelf made of dried saliva or a mud dome with an entrance tunnel. 
 
Not every bird species however builds or uses a nest. Some species lay their eggs 
directly on the ground or rocky ledges, while brood parasites, such as cuckoos lay 
theirs in the nests of other birds, letting unwitting "foster parents" do all the work of 
rearing the young. Although nests are primarily used for breeding, they may also be 
reused in the non-breeding season for roosting and some species build special 
dormitory nests or roost nests (or winter-nest) that are used only for roosting. Most 
birds build a new nest each year, though some refurbish their old nests. The large 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bird
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avian_incubation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egg_(biology)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brood_parasites
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eyries (or aeries) of some eagles are platform nests that have been used and 
refurbished for several years. 
 
It is important to understand the behaviour of birds, including their nesting 
preferences, especially during baby bird season when you may be called to assist with 
a reunite of a baby bird(s) back with its parents. Knowledge of the parents nesting site 
will help you when locating and confirming the parents nest. There will be more 
likelihood of success if you can easily identify where the babies originated from. 
Sometimes in the case of bad weather and high rainfall some nests, especially with 
high mud content like those of the magpie larks and kookaburras, can simply be 
washed away. In these situations, reuniting babies is still a possibility if you 
understand where the parents prefer to tend to their young (ie height in the tree or 
proximity to other nests) and by providing an artificial nest of man-made materials 
you can allow nature to continue on its course. 
 
 

Migration 
 
The young of the season in some migratory species (e.g. shearwaters, channel-billed 
cuckoo) rely on instinct to get them to their migration destination, but in most species 
(e.g. sacred kingfisher, dollarbird, migratory waders) the young travel with the older 
birds. In this situation the young can learn features of the migration route – 
landmarks, feeding and resting sites, and so on. We must remember that in order to 
complete the arduous journey of migration a bird needs to be more than just healthy. 
They should leave when seasonal prevailing atmospheric conditions are favourable 
and when their biological clock says it is time to go, but then only when they are 
physically fit enough to undertake the journey. 
 
Most migrants have many thousands of kilometres to fly and many do the trip in one 
flight, or with only one or two short feeding stopovers. The bird must build up fat 
reserves and be in peak physical condition if it is to successfully undertake migration.  
 
It is irresponsible and pointless to release a recently recovered bird immediately prior 
to its migration departure date because it would be unlikely to survive the journey. If a 
bird cannot be released a few weeks prior to migration it may be better to consider 
having it ‘winter over’ in the aviary. Bear in mind, however, the following important 
considerations: 
  

 Will it still be a wild bird in six or eight months’ time? 

 Can you provide proper natural food for that extended period of time? 

 Can you provide appropriate warmth to the animal during the colder months? 

 What will depriving it of companionship and interaction with its own species do 
to its survival chances in the long term? 

 
Unfortunately, we do not know the effects of frustrating birds in their biological need 
to migrate. (Heather Parsons, 1999) 
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Key Diets of your Bird Species 
 

 

Australian King Parrot 
Photo Courtesy: AZWH Photo Library  

Key Diets 
 
KEY DIET FOR FEEDING BIRDS IN CARE 

1 Raptors 

2 Fruit eaters 

3 Waterbirds, waders, divers 

4 Small insectivorous birds 

5 Large insectivorous and meat eaters, ground feeders 

6 Waders, grazers, long legged grazers, duck, plovers 

7 Granivores, ground feeders 

8 Nectar feeders, semi arboreal 

9      Honeyeaters/ lorikeets 
 
Following this number guide will give you the correct diet for birds that come into 
care. This information has been kindly supplied by Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital. 
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Key Diets 
 

 
 
A-Z of SPECIES - match the number allocated for each species to the diet on the 
following pages: 

 

Barn Owl Raptor Nocturnal 1 

Blue Faced Honeyeater  9 

Buzzard Raptor   1 

Pacific Duck    6 

Boobook Owl, Raptor  1 

Butcherbird    5 

Cormorant    3 

Coucal, pheasant   5 

Crested pigeon    7 

Crow      5 

Cuckoo, Channel Bill  2 

Curlew     6 

Currawong    5 

Corella     7 

Doves     7 

Dollar bird    5 

Egret water bird   3 

Fig bird, reclusive   2 

Finches, communal   7 

Friar birds    9 

Galah, ground feeders  7 

Kingfisher, sacred, stressy 4 

Kingfisher, Azure, stressy  3 

Kingfisher, forest, stressy  4 

Koel, reclusive    2 

Kookaburra    5 

Lorikeets     9 

Magpie ground feeder  5 

Magpie goose, wader, grazer 6 

Noisy miner    8 

Oriole     2 

Fruit dove     2 

Pee Wee (Magpie Lark)  4 

Peregrine falcon   1 

Plovers (Lapwing)   6 

Purple swamp hen   6 

Rosellas, ground feeder    7 

Sulphur crested cockatoo   7 

Swallows     4 

Tawny Frogmouth   5 

Wattlebird    8 

White faced heron   3 

Willie Wags    4 

Wood duck    6 

Whistling duck    6 

Whistling kite    1 

Wrens     4 

Yellow-tail black cockatoo  7 
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Key Diets 
 

 

MATCH THE NUMBER TO THE DIET AND YOU CAN’T GO WRONG! 
 
Note:  It is a breach of the Code of Practice to feed live vertebrates to wildlife in care. 

All frozen feeders (e.g. mice, quails etc) must be obtained from quality assured, disease 
and pathogen free laboratory stock that are humanely culled with no residual gases or 
drugs (e.g. Pisces Enterprises Pty Ltd/Live Foods Unlimited).   

 
Diet 1 - RAPTORS  

Mice, rats, small birds/quails, rabbit, snub-nosed garfish, whiting - if Coastal species 
feed fish and rodents, if inland species do not feed fish.  

 

Diet 2 - FRUIT EATERS  

Mung-beans, mulberries, pawpaw with seeds, banana, grapes red/dark, blueberries, 
native figs, stone fruit, rock melon. Also offer mealworms/insects/ crickets and moths 
for some species. 

 

Diet 3 - WATER BIRDS 

Snub-nosed garfish, whiting, pilchards, bait prawns, tadpoles.  Do not feed toads. 
  

Diet 4- SMALL INSECTIVOROUS 

Premium mince mixed with Wombaroo insectivore mix, calcium powder and vitamin 
powder, add dried bread crumbs to mix. You can also add chopped or whole 
mealworms or insects including fly pupae and small crickets. 

 

Diet 5 - LARGE INSECTIVOROUS AND MEAT EATERS , ground feeders 

As per Diet 4. Beef heart strips can be used instead of mince. Crickets, moths, day old 
chicks and small mice can also be offered.  

 

Diet 6 - WADERS, GRAZERS, LONG LEGGED GRAZERS 

Variety of chopped greens, i.e endive, broccoli, bean sprouts, cabbage, corn, leafy 
greens, carrot, sweet potato etc. 

Chick starter, insectivore, fine shell grit, small grain mix, calcium and multi-vitamins. 
For water loving birds, grass and chopped endives or bok choy should be provided in 
small amounts in a shallow pool or water bowl for enrichment. 

Curlews require more meat in their diet so beef strips or mince or beef heart can be 
blended in a blender and then add veg along with egg and biscuit, mix until dry 
crumble is formed. 
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Key Diets 
 

Diet 7 - GRANIVORES, ground feeders 

Small grain/seed mix, soaked seed mix plus fine shell grit, very small amount of 
insectivorous mix, balanced finch/parrot crumbles. 

Parrots/Rosellas/Galah's 

Parrot seed mix, soaked seed mix, native seed pods, leaf tip and flowers, grass clumps, 
clover, lucerne etc include roots and dirt, offer hard fruit such as apple. 

For cockatoo family ensure there is a good supply of eucalyptus branches in their 
enclosure. They will enjoy the bark, pith, leaves etc and they use it to water-proof their 
feathers. Great for enrichment. 

Diet 8 - NECTAR FEEDERS, semi arboreal 

Wombaroo Lorikeet and Honeyeater wet mix, chopped soft fruit as in Diet 2, 

meat/insectivore, meal worms/insects, native flowers. 

Diet 9 - Honeyeaters / Lorikeets 

30 grams of Wombaroo Lorikeet and Honeyeater food. Mix with 50 ml of par-boiled 
water. Add water to make up-to 100mls. 

Foods to keep on hand 
 

 Small parrot seed – try not to use WILD BIRD MIX as this is too high in fat and 
is unbalanced as a diet for rehabilitation. A combination of budgie and finch 
seed is preferable.  

 Passwell’s First Aid for Birds – Emergency Nutrition for Sick or Orphaned 
Birds 

 Wombaroo Insectivore Mix – used to mix with mince and other fresh meats for 
meat eating birds. Do not freeze. 

 Wombaroo Lorikeet and Honeyeater mix – feeds who it says on the box! 

 Liquid Calcium– added to feeds as a supplement e.g. Vetafarm Calcivet 

 Vetafarm Soluvet (or similar) vitamin supplement - added to feeds. 

 Frozen mince – try and use premium mince where possible, economy mince 
has too high a fat content. Freeze into small amounts – only keep frozen for 3 
months maximum. 

 Frozen whiting – bait fish is fine, frozen prawns can be kept too. 

 Frozen mice – these can be expensive but purchasing them directly from a 
wholesaler reduces the cost significantly (ask  Wildcare for details).  It is good to 
have a few on hand. 

 Egg and biscuit mix – added to some feed mixes 

 Fine shell grit – used for granivores 

 Chick starter – used in Diet 6 for waders, ducks etc 

 Good quality vegetables and fruit – freeze seasonal fruits 

 Passwells Handrearing Mix – for parrot chicks 

 Insects – moths, mealworms, crickets etc  
 
IF IN ANY DOUBT – TREAT ALL BIRDS AS INSECTIVORES UNTIL YOU CAN IDENTIFY 
WHAT YOU HAVE. ALL BIRDS, AT SOME STAGE OF THEIR LIFE, WILL EAT 
INSECTS. 
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Growing your own food 
 

When growing your own food to feed to birds please remember that these creatures 
need to be fed good quality food themselves, otherwise there is no nutritional value for 
the birds. 

 Earthworms – if you have a garden and can dig up worms, that’s great. 
However, if you don’t why not try a worm farm. Available at most good hardware 
shops like Bunnings. You also create great fertilizer which you could swap with 
friends who may grow fruit or veg….food for thought! 
 

 Mealworms – these can be purchased at pet stores and either fed or colonized 
and then fed. They can be kept in a large plastic container with either shade 
cloth or fly-screen mesh used on the top and secured. Keep them in bran or 
pollard and feed sliced tomato, apple or greens such as lettuce, grass, spinach 
etc you can also mix some insectivore into the bran/pollard mix. The mix needs 
to be at least 50mm deep. In winter they may require a bit of warmth at one end 
during the night. In pet stores they are kept in the fridge, don’t do this at home. 
All stages of the mealworm lifecycle can be offered, mainly for appetite 
stimulation however they are not a good source of nutrition. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  www.efinch.com 

 

 

 Crickets – These chirpy creatures are more nutritional than mealworms and 
are    easily kept on a diet of greens, carrot and even dog kibble. They do require 
water and the best way to do this is to make the greens and carrot wet, the 
crickets will take the water straight from the vegetables.  Do not put little dishes 
of water in. Orange halves also work well.  
 
Crickets can be farmed in a large plastic container either deep enough that they 
cannot jump out or with a lid that clips down tight. If using a lid, the best way 
to create ventilation is to cut a hole in the lid and then glue a piece of fly screen 
over it. Crickets are great escape artists but are unable to climb up smooth 
plastic. There are commercial crickets farms available but they are very 
expensive and do not make farming any more productive. You will need 
approximately 200 crickets to start a cricket farm colony.  
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Remember to remove old food and replace with new and keep it a little bit 
moist. The crickets will also appreciate a place to hide, old broken up egg 
cartons are perfect for them and perfect for us when its collection time for 
feeding, simply shake the egg carton ‘house’ over your container of supplement, 
lid it, shake to coat then toss them into your aviary and watch your birds go 
nuts! 

 
 
 
 

Photo:  Kelly Clark 
Cricket farm  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Insects – there are such a variety of insects that we can catch – beetles, moths, 
grasshoppers etc these can be frozen for up to 3 months or fed to your birds 
live. A good way to do this is to put your insects into a clean plastic drink 
bottle. Cover the bottle with leaf litter or similar and then take off the lid…the 
birds will soon get the idea that live food is coming out of the litter pile and will 
take it readily. This is an especially good method for teaching young birds 
raised from nestlings how to hunt. If you decided to use your frozen insects, 
present them on a bed of live mealworms. The wriggly mealworms will make the 
insects look like they are still alive. 

There are many ways to collect insects such as placing a dish of water beneath your 
outside lights at night to catch falling bugs, getting young kids involved in the garden 
and for efficient moth collection, Heather Parsons Caring for Australian Native Birds 
has a wonderful diagram for building a mothtrap. Works a treat. 

 

PLEASE REMEMBER: INSECTS ARE THE ONLY CREATURES WE ARE 
PERMITTED TO FEED LIVE TO OUR BIRDS.  
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Rescue 
 

As with all wildlife, the prompt rescue and timely application of first aid and veterinary 
attention is paramount to the success of rehabilitating birds.   
 
Birds come into care for many reasons and unfortunately, for most birds their 
outcome is greatly hindered by their susceptibility to stress, their size, metabolism and 
delicate nature particularly when they have suffered traumatic injury.   They do not 
fare well after being hit by a car or caught by the family dog or cat.   It is imperative 
therefore that they receive immediate veterinary attention if they are to have any 
chance of survival.   If rehabilitation is not an option, then prompt and humane 
euthanasia must be a priority. 
 

Rescue equipment 
 
A basic kit should consist of: 

 A basket, pet carry cage or pre-holed box to place your injured bird into when 
you go to the rescue.   The bottom should be lined with newspaper or cloth – make 
sure that any towels or cloth used do not have threads hanging off, birds can easily 
get their legs tangled up. 
 

 Spare towels and blanket.  Spare towels come in very handy for a number of 
reasons. You may need to catch the bird by throwing a towel over it. You may need 
the towel to make a donut in the basket to keep the bird supported. It can be used 
to cover the basket to reduce stress on the bird.  
 

 Artificial heat source if required (eg instant heat pack, small hot water bottle or 
small fluid bag). Remember: WARM, DARK AND QUIET 

 

 A torch.  You may get a call out on dusk. You may need to look in a hollow. Make 
sure you carry spare batteries. 

 

 Reflective vest.  If you attend a rescue on a busy road then a high-viz vest should 
be worn. Your safety comes first. 

 

 Leather gloves.  Birds bite! Even when they are injured or sick, birds will try and 
present themselves to the contrary. Be aware that some birds, like parrots, have 
extremely powerful beaks. Take precautions and wear gloves.  

 

 A dark pillow slip.  Turn the pillowslip inside out so there are no threaded seams, 
ideal for possums, joeys, snakes and lizards - remember you may not always 
be rescuing birds.  

 

 Pruning shears, pliers, scissors, wire cutters.   Barbed wire, bird netting, fruit 
netting, there are so many things wildlife can get tangled up in – be prepared. 
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 Artificial nest (during baby bird season).  An ice-cream container with drainage 
holes can be cable tied back up into a tree that a baby bird has fallen from or who 
has been practicing branching and is not quite ready! Always set up artificial nest 
in a sheltered position. Watch for parents returning to chick/baby as it calls out. It 
can be a very good idea to place a twig across the top and attach through holes. 
This will give the parent birds a great platform to feed from. It is also a good idea to 
cable tie some foliage from the tree onto the nest. This will provide natural 
camouflage from predators and some protection from the elements. It is a good idea 
also to ask the person who called the rescue in if they could keep an eye on 
whether or not the parents are continuing to feed the baby. If not then the 
baby/chick should be collected and taken into care. 

 

 Pen and paper.  Details of the history surrounding the rescue will aid future 
examination and treatment. A lot of birds are very territorial so the exact location 
of a rescue can mean the difference between a successful release or a death-
sentence to a bird released in the wrong location at the wrong time. Always record 
the location of the rescue, the reason for the rescue, any MOP’s contact details, any 
treatment they gave the bird – particularly food and other relevant information 
such as bird unable to fly, found on ground or blood on a specific body part, flew 
into a window, cat chased it, etc. You will also need this information to complete 
your Wildcare records requirement at a later time. 
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Assessment 
 

Remember:- 
 

 An initial assessment should be conducted immediately as you collect/rescue the 
animal in order to determine the short-term outcome for that animal.  Any animal 
with a life-threatening or serious injury should be taken immediately to a 
veterinarian.   

 

 A thorough physical assessment should be conducted as soon as possible. 
 

An accurate assessment is vital if we are to provide 
the best possible care for these animals. 

 

Most common injuries and conditions encountered with birds include:- 
 

 Shock 

 Dehydration 

 Puncture wounds (from dog and cat attacks) 

 Fractures (from traumatic events such as road trauma)  

 Hypothermia and hypoglycaemia (from orphaning events) 

 Illness and disease 

 

Recognising Life Threatening Injuries  
 
After performing an initial assessment, you should be able to determine whether the 
animal requires immediate veterinary attention. 
 
Urgent veterinary attention is required if you observe any of the following during an initial 
assessment as the bird is likely to be in severe pain and may require euthanasia. 
 

 Unconsciousness 

 Open wounds  

 Dog and cat attack victims (most victims will have sustained severe internal 
injuries). They will be suffering from shock and often die as a result of bacterial 
infections sustained from the attack. 

 Road trauma victims that have sustained internal injuries, severe head trauma and 
fractures 

 Evisceration  

 Breathing difficulties  

 Spinal/neurological damage 

 Eye trauma of any kind 
 
Many birds suffering from these injuries will also present with: 
 

 Respiratory distress (open mouth breathing, irregular, raspy or laboured breathing) 

 Lowered levels of consciousness (limited ability to “fight back”) 

 Eyes that are glazed, sunken, fixed, or pupils that are slow to dilate or constrict 

 Pale mucous membranes 

 Limited ability to move their limbs and body 

 Cold to the touch 

 Trembling and vocalising 
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Animals that require euthanasia MUST be taken to a vet as soon as possible. If you are 
unable to get veterinary attention, contact your appropriate Coordinator or veterinarian 
immediately for advice.  It is unacceptable and poor animal welfare not to seek immediate 
veterinary attention for animals that clearly need to be euthanased.   
 

Assessment of Pain 
 
Wild birds are secretive animals by nature so assessment of pain may in some cases be 
difficult. 
 
The following are common signs of pain that birds may display:- 
 

 Sitting hunched with its head down, feathers fluffed 

 Not seeking cover (sitting out in the open) 

 Vocalising / screeching 

 Decreased response to stimuli – slow to respond to sound, appears asleep, glazed 
eyes 

 Excessive aggressive behaviour 

 Avoiding normal movement – lame, sitting quietly 

 Keeping its eyes closed 

 Not eating or drinking 

 Increase in respiration and heart rate 

 Licking or picking at the sore area 
 

 

Seeking Veterinary Assistance  
 

It may be necessary for you to seek the assistance of a veterinarian to complete a thorough 
assessment.   
 
The resources generally available to wildlife rehabilitators are limited and it may be 
necessary for the following to be performed in conjunction with your veterinarian:- 
 

 A general anaesthetic is often required, particularly for severe injuries and for 
animals that are extremely stressed. 

 

 Pathological tests may be required to help form a diagnosis, including:- 
o Blood tests (eg packed cell volume, full blood count, total protein) 
o Faecal tests 
o Feather samples 
o Skin samples/swabs 
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ASSESSMENT CHECK-LIST 
For Birds 

Clinical Signs Healthy / Normal  Sick / Injured  

 
Demeanour  Bright  

 Alert 

 Looking around,  

No obvious signs of breathing 

 Flight response when approached 

 Responding to stimuli (eg noises) 

 Conscious 

 Will struggle when being handled 

 Vocalise aggressively 

 Tries to bite, scratch and kick 

 Quiet / depressed / fluffed up 

 Distressed 

 Reduced reaction when handled 

 Deep abdominal breathing, tail 

bobbing, open mouth breathing 

 Inability / unwilling to fly 

 Not responding to stimuli 

 Unconscious  

 No movement when handled 

 No noise 

 No indication of struggle / 

movement 

(Indicative of shock, dehydration, injury) 
 

Mobility / Limbs  Able to move all limbs 

 

 Abnormalities in movements (eg only 

using one legs / wing, dragging a 
wing, falling over, swaying). 

 Head tilted to one side 

 Paralysis (trauma) 

 

(Indicative of trauma related injury) 
 

Body Condition  Good body condition 

 Good muscle tone 

 Feathers in good condition 

 

 Poor body condition, thin 

 Open wounds 

 Puncture wounds 

 Poor muscle tone 

 Bruising (trauma) 

 Crepitus ( movement of broken bones 

over each other ) 

  

(Indicative of trauma or chronic 
illness/disease) 
 

Breathing  Normal, not obvious,  (handling 
may result in increased respiration 
rate) 

 

 Slow , deep, abdominal breaths 

 Open-mouthed 

 Noisy 

 Tail bobbing in time to breathing 

 Noticeable effort in breathing 

 Sneezing 

 Coughing 

 Audible breathing sounds (clicking, 
ticking, gurgling sounds) 

 Shaking its head (possible 

obstruction) 
 

(Indicative of trauma related injury, 
poisoning) 
 

Head  Symmetrical 

 

 Abnormal symmetry 

 Indentations 

 Swelling 

 

(Indicative of trauma related injury) 
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ASSESSMENT CHECK-LIST (continued) 
 

Clinical Signs Healthy / Normal  Sick / Injured  
 

Eyes  Bright  

 Shiny 

 No discharge  

 Dull  

 Sunken (dehydrated) 

 Closed (pain/dehydrated/orphaned) 

 Protrusion (trauma) 

 Swelling (trauma) 

 Clear fluid (trauma) 

 Nystagmus (head injury) 

 Unequal pupil(s) (trauma) 

 Unreactive pupil(s) (trauma) 

  

Beak / mouth  Straight, not bent to one side 

 No discharge or bleeding 

 Colour normal for species / age 

 No discharge 

 Symmetrical 

 Distorted / misaligned (trauma - 

fracture) 

 Blood from nostrils (trauma) 

 Abrasions (trauma) 

 Swelling (trauma) 

 Pale mucous membrane 

(shock/dehydration) 
 

Ears  No discharge 

 

 Blood 

 Clear fluid 

 

(Indicative of trauma related injury) 
 

Feathers  Shiny, glossy 

 

 Broken or missing feathers( trauma -

dog/cat attack) 

 Wet feathers ( waterlogged, dog/cat 

attack) 

 Oily feathers 

 

Cloaca   Clean 

 Free from discharge 
 

 Diarrhoea 

 Blood 

 Lacerations 

 Swelling 

 

(Indicative of trauma related injury) 
 

Parasites  Small levels of  lice are normal 

(however removal will aid in 
quickest return to full health) 

 Over-abundance of lice (chronic 

illness) 

 Presence of mites 

 Fly blown / Maggots  (trauma) 

 Presence of Ticks 

 Presence of worms in faeces 
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Body Condition 
 

 
Body condition is the way we describe the weight of the bird. It refers to the muscles 
covering the keel bone (ie the bird’s chest).  
 
To determine body condition, feel right down either side of the keel bone. A healthy bird 
should have good muscle tone and you can only feel the tip of the keel. Poor body 
condition animals will have a prominent keel bone and the connecting muscle bodies will 
be difficult to feel. 
 
The more weight is lost, the worse the prognosis and the longer in care. You may be 
dealing with a bird that has come to the ground to die. With experience in handling 
various birds you will soon learn what is normal for different species. Waterbirds will tend 
to feel thin whereas birds of prey should be well-muscled. 

 
The body condition of a patient can give you a good indication of its overall health. For 
chronic disease / illness patients they will have poor flight muscle. In contrast healthy, 
bright and active patients will have excellent flight muscle over their keel. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Source:  Dr. Anne Fowler ‘Husbandry and Rehabilitation of Injured Native Birds’ 
 
 
If the keel bone is prominent then the bird is thin, this may indicate a chronic disease, or 
that the bird has been injured for longer than 24 hrs. If the bird is fat or normal, this may 
indicate recent trauma being the cause. 
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Basic wild weight ranges of familiar species in SE Qld are :  

 

SPECIES WEIGHT IN THE WILD 

Bar shoulder dove 120-160gm 

Black duck 900-1100gm 

Black faced cuckoo shrike 100-150gm 

Blue faced honeyeater 100-160gm 

Black swan 4-5 kilos 

Channel-billed cuckoo 600-650gms 

Common Koel 200-240gm 

Crested Pigeon 130 –160gm 

Dollar bird 110 – 135gm 

Fig bird 100-135gm 

Friar bird 55-70gm 

Galah 300-340gm 

Grey butcher bird 75-110gm 

Kookaburra 350-460gm 

Lapwing 350-385gm 

Magpie 260-320gm 

Magpie lark (Pee wee) 72 - 87gm 

Noisy minor 50-70gm 

Peaceful dove 45-60gm 

Pelican 4.5-7.0 kilos 

Pheasant coucal 500gm 

Pied butcher bird 120-160gm 

Rainbow lorikeet 100-150gm 

Red wattle bird 115-145gm 

Sacred kingfisher 40-50gm 

Scaly breasted lorikeet 70-90gm 

Tawny Frogmouth  400 – 420gm 

 

(Based on chart from An Introduction to Bird Caring by Ailsa Watson. 
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Weighing  
 
Regular weighing of orphaned young is important to ensure that they are receiving enough 
nutrition and developing appropriately.  Because birds have a very quick growth rate, they 
should be weighed every 3 days as nestlings. After fledging the nest, they can be weighed 
once a week.  They should be weighed the day that they are transferred into larger 
enclosures and aviaries.   Once they are in an outdoor enclosure it is often very difficult 
and stressful to weigh them so visualising them each day and ensuring that their body 
condition does not deteriorate is acceptable. 
 
Because of their small weight, digital scales with a minimum of 1 gram increment are 
essential.  For small species, such as silvereyes and finches, digital jewellery scales with 
increments of 0.1 grams is advantageous. 
 
 
Weighing is also a useful tool to determine their food intake.  This is particularly useful 
when housing many individuals together and it is not possible to accurately calculate how 
much each individual animal is eating.   
 
For nest emergence sub-adults or adults, weighing is best done at times when the animals 
are sleeping as they can be easily caught, ie diurnal birds at night, nocturnal birds 
through the day. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 
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Emergency Care 
 

 
If you have determined, following your thorough assessment, that the animal does not 
require immediate veterinary attention, then you need to provide emergency care for 
the animal until you can have the animal assessed/treated by a veterinarian the 
following day or transferred to a more experienced rehabilitator. 

 
Remember, the principles of emergency care are:- 
 

Warm  
Dark 
Quiet 

Fluids 
 

Photo courtesy: Kelly Clark 

 
Warm 
 
Any bird suffering from shock is likely to have a reduced body temperature.  Ensure 
that you provide adequate warmth to the animal. 
 
This can be done by either of the following methods:- 
 

 Place a hot water bottle or heat pack at one end of the enclosure/carry basket 
so that the animal can seek the heat if it needs it. 

 Place in a humidicrib or Vetario Intensive Care Unit at 28 - 30° (orphans will 
require a higher temperate – refer to Orphan section). 

 
It is imperative that the ambient temperature of the enclosure is closely monitored to 
ensure that the animal does not overheat. 
 

Dark and Quiet 
 
Ensure that the animal is placed in a dark and quiet room away from any noise.    Do 
not place them in a room housing predator species (eg carnivorous birds or reptiles) or 
domestic birds. Avoid disturbing the animal more than necessary. Keep pets, children 
and photographers away. 
 

Fluids 
 
Providing fluids is a very important aspect of providing emergency care.  Appropriate 
administration of fluids can assist tremendously in the treatment of shock and 
dehydration and could ultimately save the bird’s life. 
 
Refer to the Section on Dehydration for detailed information on administering fluids. 
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Care and Management 
 - Orphaned Birds  

  
 

Introduction 
 
Hand-rearing orphaned birds one of the most rewarding experiences that a wildlife 
rehabilitator can experience.  They develop very quickly, so do not need to spend long 
in care and they sleep at night (with the exception of nocturnal species) which is great 
if you like to get a full nights rest. 
 
The challenge with baby birds is initially identification (are you raising a feral species 
and do you know what to feed it?), followed by housing (warmth and humidity). Bird 
rehabilitators will also need to address the requirements of the bird as it develops ie 
providing a larger cage or access to a suitable flight aviary once that stage is reached.  

 
The lovely thing about birds is there are always plenty coming into care so the 
opportunity to learn alot and learn quickly is always available. 
 

What is it?  
 
One of the most difficult challenges that a wildlife rehabilitator will face when dealing 
with baby birds is the identification of orphans.   
 
Often members of the public will bring in the young bird, usually found on the ground, 
with little information (here is the importance of asking the rescuer at least ten 
relevant questions) and you will be keen to know what species it is and what its needs 
are. 
 
Remember, regardless of the young birds’ identification the emergency care and 
assessment are the same. Identification can come later when you are home (providing 
no injuries) and the bird is safe and comfortable. 
 
Wildcare Australia Inc. highly recommends Norma Henderson’s Chicks, Nestlings and 
Fledglings of Australian Birds Identification to assist in the identification of young 
birds. This excellent resource has loads of colour photos and identification pointers. 
 
 

Hand-rearing orphaned baby birds  
 

There are many occasions where uninjured baby birds can be re-united with their 
parents. This should always be tried first if the parents are around. This is when your 

artificial nest will be invaluable. Returned babies should be monitored to ensure 
parents are feeding them. If they do, terrific! The parents will feed them the correct 
food, ours is a very poor substitute to nature! If not, the baby will require human care. 
 
Attempts should always be made with certain birds, to encourage fostering by others 
of the same species. ie Magpies and kookaburras. With kookaburras they do need to 
be feathered and almost ready to fledge. They will need to be in a secure cage and 
there must be an opening where your local adult kookaburras can push live food 
through to the orphan/s. Cockatoo cages are terrific for this, however, you must be 
able to keep an eye on the youngsters as it would be a great opportunity for a snake to 
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slide though the wire and take your babies. Adult kookaburras will feed babies quite 
readily and it is the most remarkable thing to watch. When the babies are ready to go 
it is just a case of opening the cage and waiting, they will leave when they are truly 
ready. This is by far the best way to get babies into the wild. They will be integrated 
naturally as if they were the babies of the resident kookaburras. There will be no 
rivalry, no fighting. Of course, you can only do this if you have adult kookaburras in 
your area. This process is exactly the same for magpies, although magpies seem to 
remain babies for a lot longer than kookaburras! 
 
When this is not an option it is always better to raise babies with other babies of their 
own kind. Buddying up is a great way to achieve this. 
 
Magpies in care should not really be released until at least March or even April but for 
territorial reasons they and kookaburras need to be released before July. That is the 
time the adult males start to become territorial and will drive newcomers away by 
attacking and even wounding. This is the last thing you want for your hand reared 
youngsters. 
 

There are two types of young birds: 
 
Precocial – these are birds that are born with down e.g 
ducks and they can feed themselves from hatch.  
 
These birds should be kept under heat ie a low watt light 
bulb (20-25w). This can be suspended in the chicks’ living 
space either in the middle or at one end. Make sure that 
the chick/s can retreat from the heat if they need to. Low 
watt bulbs can also be placed in an up-turned terracotta 
plant pot and this can be placed in with the chicks for them 
to huddle against. Make sure the bulb is suspended inside 
the terracotta pot. DON’T USE PLASTIC! 

Photo: Kelly Clark 
To imitate a mother’s feathers use a feather duster. Chicks will snuggle in underneath 
to sleep quite happily. Take out during the day. 
 
Provide their food in shallow dishes. Swimming is a real NO NO at this stage. They 
need to have their adult feathers before venturing into water to swim, they will just 
become wet and cold and very miserable. 
 
Provide drinking water in a shallow dish with pebbles in it. 
 
These are very, very messy birds so newspaper makes a good base for them to be on – 
easy to clean and you will be cleaning very regularly. Don’t leave your chick(s)in their 
own filth unnecessarily – it is miserable and they won’t fair well. 

 
Altricial – these birds are born naked, with closed eyes 
and are not able to walk…so this would include doves, 

finches, parrots, kookaburras, magpies etc. They need a 
nest box or a container like your artificial nest with the 
linings being changed often. Baby birds will naturally try 
and poo over the side of a natural nest and they will try 
to do the same in an artificial nest.  
 
 
 

Photo: Kelly Clark 
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Equipment required 
 
You will require various equipment if you wish to care for orphaned birds including 
specialised housing facilities and specialised feeding equipment. 
 

Feeding Equipment  Quantity of 1ml syringes (Basik® brand are the best as 
they can be sterilised and re-used many times) 

 Crop needles (if feeding with this method) or spoons 

 Plastic tweezers 

 Blunt skewers 

 Small to medium ceramic bowls 

 Thermometer to provide correct food temp. 

Food/Supplements  Appropriate for species being raised (see key diets) 

 High Protein Hand-rearing mix (for parrots and pigeons) 

 Wombaroo Insectivore Mix 

 Liquid calcium and multivitamin supplements (where nec.) 

Artificial nest  Empty tissue boxes 

 Paper towel and tissues 

 Handtowel ‘donuts’ 

 Newspaper 

 Boxes, baskets, cages  

Heating Equipment  Digital thermometer with outdoor probe; and 

 Heat source:- 

 Hot water bottle; or 

 Microwaveable heating disk (Snugglesafe®); or 

 Microwaveable fluid bags; or 

 Electric heat pad and Aniwarmer²; or 

 Vetario® or Brinsea® Intensive Care Unit 

Housing Equipment Nestlings: 

 Small artificial nest providing support and grip 

 Small plastic carry basket to protect new nest 
Perchlings:- 

 Small – medium lined cages 

 Natural branches positioned close to ‘nest’ to 
encourage perching 

 Newspaper lined 

 Water containers appropriate for species 

 Natural food on offer to encourage self-feeding 

 Protection from predators 
Pre-Release to Release:- 

 Medium to large outdoor aviary or enclosure (snake 
proofed) 

 Refer to Minimum Housing Requirements 
(attachment) for different species space 
requirements 

 Access to natural foraging opportunities  

 Small natural branches (various sizes)  

 Access to all weather and social interaction 

Other Equipment  Digital scales (with a minimum of 1 gram increment) 

 Soft facial tissues 
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Feeding 
 
Food must be fed at 40 degrees.  If the food is too cool the 
bird will not eat it. It is vital to remove any spilt food 
which has fallen onto the baby. 
 
It is also important NOT to overfeed babies with crops (ie 
parrots and pigeons). The crop must be empty before the 
next feed. If this seems to be taking too long, decrease the 
amount of food being fed and make sure the bird is 
warm. A cold bird will have a slow emptying crop. By the 
same token a hot chick will be an unhappy chick. It will 
hold out its wings and pant. 
 
Food should be offered with syringes, feeding spoons or 
plastic tweezers.    

Photo: Kelly Clark 

 
Frequency of feeding birds at different ages and 
diets 
 
Type of bird Unfeathered Feathered Fledged 

Small 
insectivores/nectivores 

Every 15 mins Every 20 mins Every 30 mins 

Medium 
insectivorous/nectivores 

Every 30 mins Every 60 mins 4 x daily 

Large 
insectivores/nectivores 

Every 30 mins 4 x daily 4 x daily 

Carnivore - meat eating Every 20 mins 4 x daily 4 x daily 

Granivores – seed eating Every 2 hours 4 hour hourly 12 hourly 

 

Temperature Control 
 
Altricial (naked) chicks need to be kept at slightly higher temperatures than precocial 
(fluffy) chicks. 
 
NEWLY HATCHED   33-36° C 
UNFEATHERED    32-33° C 
PARTIALLY FEATHERED   29-32° C 
FULLY FEATHERED   23-26° C 
WEANED     20-23° C 
 
If using heat packs or electric heat pads make sure you have an indoor/outdoor 
thermometer in with the chick. These are cheaply purchased from places like 
Bunnings at a cost of around $10 or on eBay for around $5. You do need to keep an 
eye on the temperature. Thermometers should still be used in humidicribs/Brinsea 
ICU’s if you are fortunate enough to have one. 
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Humidity is also an important consideration for a young, especially naked chick. 
Intensive Care Units offer this humidity via a water reservoir within the unit. If you are 
using a heater to warm your care room, consider the humidity in the air can be 
removed so either leave a window slightly open or leave dishes of water around to 
provide moisture back into the air. 

 
How to avoid human imprinting 
 
Human imprinting can and does occur when the bird believes, by human 
conditioning, that humans are their natural parents. This can have a devastating 
impact on any baby you are planning to release into the wild. It will form a 
dependency on humans for food, not everyone likes wild birds squawking to be fed at 
6am on a Sunday morning. Baby birds need to learn to find their own food by hunting 
and foraging. 
 

 Do not ‘mother’ the baby. Birds do not like being picked up and cuddled 
anyway and it is not necessary. 

 Try not to make too much eye contact while feeding. Use a sock over your 
feeding hand; sew a couple of button like eyes on it to resemble a bird. 

 Buddying up with similar birds really helps avoid dependency on humans. 

 Avoid any contact whatsoever with domestic family pets. Birds need to be afraid 
of cats and dogs - not start to see them as harmless friends. 

 Provide leaf litter for birds to forage though. Release some insects into it for 
them to hunt. 

 Offer native browse for all species to become accustomed to. It will also attract 
insects. 

 For meat eaters like kookaburras it is possible to tie the tail of a dead mouse 
with a long length of fine string and drag it through their enclosure to teach 
weaned birds how to hunt. (Use only mice that have been specifically farmed 
and humanely killed for this – available from pet stores frozen) 

 

What to consider before release 
 
 

1. Is the bird imprinted? Imprinted birds are unable to mate. They do not 
recognize their own species as their own. They can become a nuisance to other 
people or they may become injured or killed by people who think it is fun to 
torment wild creatures. 

2. Does the bird know how to fend for itself in the wild? Does it recognize natural 
food? Does it have the skills to survive without you feeding it? 

3. Does the bird have any type of physical problem which could affect its ability to 
survive and thrive? If your bird is not 100% healthy and fit it runs a very high 
risk of dying from either starvation or predation. 

4. Is your bird disease free? No diseased bird should be released back into the wild 
unless it is 100% free of whatever disease it had. It is not fair on our native 
populations to release diseased fauna. It is also highly unethical and against 
the Code of Practice. 

5. Birds should be released when food is plentiful so for nectar eaters and 
insectivorous birds the spring and summer are optimal. 

6. Migrating birds that miss the migration period MUST be held over and released 
once their species has returned. 
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7. If your bird cannot be released would it be kinder to consider euthanasia? How 
would we feel if we had an injury that would make us vulnerable in the wild and 
we were locked up, for the rest of our lives, possibly in pain, not able to fly free, 
no contact with our family… it is kinder to end what could become a life of 
suffering and misery and put the welfare of the bird first and not our fragile 
feelings. Our role is as rehabilitators and if a bird simply cannot be 
rehabilitated to return to the wild then we have to take the decision to do the 
right thing for that bird, as hard as that might be. And yes, you will cry. And 
yes, you will feel guilty. But you will get over it and you will have done the right 
thing. Keeping unreleasable wildlife without an appropriate Permit to Keep from 
the Department of Environment and Heritage Protection is illegal.   

 
 
 

Care and Management 
 - Juveniles and Adult Birds  

(All photos in this section courtesy: Claire Smith) 
  

As your birds progress from the nest to the aviary, along with weaning into self-
feeding, they will require a safe space with plenty of room to expand their curiosity 
and explorations, to acquire flight skills, become accustomed to life outdoors, socialise 
and figure out their place in life. 
 

Housing and Enrichment 
 

Housing must be appropriate to the size, requirements and reason the bird has come 
into care. 

For instance, a magpie with a broken leg would require initial cage rest after veterinary 
treatment. A 600mm x 600mm cage would be a suitable size. Once the leg has healed 
it would need to go into a large enclosure to build muscle tone up so an aviary 
approxiately 3m – 4m in length would be suitable. 

Hospital type cages are initially what any carer will use first nine times out of ten. A 
wire 600mm x 600mm cage is suitable for a variety of birds from Willie Wag Tails to 
crows (for a crow it would be used for cage rest only). All cages and enclosures should 
be made snake proof. If using old budgie or cocky cages, snake proofing can easily be 
achieved by covering with aviary wire – small squared wire available at most good 
hardware stores.  

Cages need to be fitted out with perches made of natural branches/twigs unless the 
bird is unable to perch or does not perch by nature ie ducks. 

Natural foliage and native plants can be used to provide food and hiding space. Jars 
can be attached with wire or cable ties prior to filling with water.  

Newspaper is probably the best material to put in the cage. It must be changed a 
minimum of once daily. Some birds will require twice daily changes, some multiple 
changes. Hygiene is imperative for the short/long term well-being of birds in your 
care.  When changing the newspaper substrate, spray lightly with water to prevent 
breathing in fine particulars of dried faeces and other organic matter. 
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Some birds will need to go straight into a small, medium or large aviary enclosure 
during their care. This is very important. If you do not have the correct housing 
available do not consider taking on the care of a bird that requires more than you can 
offer – it is detrimental to the recovery of the bird. 

The exception to the rule is housing for Kookaburras. Hospital or cage rest cages need 
to be lined with shade cloth. This is to prevent feather damage. Kookaburras are 
notorious for flapping wildly in captivity, breaking flight and tail feathers. This then 
causes a secondary problem which can result in the bird having to stay in care much 
longer.  

Kookaburra flight aviaries should ideally be 
constructed with soft sides, i.e shade cloth and 
they should be of large aviary dimensions. 
Kookaburras need space and height in order to 
prevent further damage to themselves.  

 

This flight has soft sides and roof made of shade 
cloth and one side is bamboo screen over the 
shade cloth. 1/3 of the aviary has a tarpaulin 
roof. Large branches are buried into the earth 
floor with cutting holders attached in which to 
place fresh foliage. Perches are placed at either 
end to encourage flight. 

 
 
 
 
 
A small aviary would be a minimum of 
approximately 1.5m in length by 1.5 in height by 
about 1 m wide. This sort of cage would be 
suitable for small birds who required aviary care 
i.e. Rainbow Lorikeets, Honey Eaters, Willie Wag 
Tails 

A medium size aviary would be at least 3-4 
metres long by 2m high by 1.5m wide. This size 
aviary can be used for magpies, crows, galahs, 
cockatoos (short term care only – they require a 
large aviary for long term care).  This size cage 
can also be used for small groups of the same 
species ie juvenile magpies. Of course, it can also 
be used for smaller birds. 

A large aviary would be at least 4-7m long by 2-
3m high and 2-3m wide. This size cage would be 
used for larger birds or groups of the same 
species i.e. cockatoos and of course, it can be 
used for smaller birds too. 

For more information on Minimum Housing requirements please refer to appendix.  

Very important – DO NOT MIX SPECIES TOGETHER 
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Cockatoo family can be mixed with other cockatoo family i.e. galahs and Little 
Corellas. But you would not put a kookaburra in with them! It is a real no-no to mix 
species. 

If you do not have the space to take in a bird say so immediately, someone else will 
have space.  

 
 

These pictures are of a 3m aviary. 
The floor is left as natural substrate 
to encourage the birds to pick and 
peck. These aviaries are set up with 
natural timber perches, stumps and 
are replenished as required with 
fresh foliage. Foliage is highly 
important for many reasons. In the 
case of these galahs the eucalyptus 
leaves and branches are stripped by 
the birds who then use the oils to 
weatherproof their feathers. This is a 
natural behaviour that we can easily 
replicate, it is all part of ‘enrichment’. 
Grasses have been picked and are 

supported at the base of buried branches. Galahs are mainly ground feeders so it is 
very important to set up your enclosures to suit the species you are caring for. This 
makes for a better recovery and happier birds. Remember, these are wild birds and 
being ‘in-care’ is completely unnatural, the easier we can make it for them to cope, the 
better they will recover. Keep stress to a minimum by providing good housing, 
thoughtful enrichment, correct diet, fresh water and good hygiene. 
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TIP # 1  A thing that I find really good when I have groups of birds like kookaburras, 
magpies, butcher birds etc is to have a compost heap going in one corner. This will 
attract bugs, beetles, frogs, crickets etc natural food for these birds. My compost 
heaps consists entirely of leaves and garden clippings, no house waste like human 
food stuffs. The natural leaves etc eventually break down and form humus which 
doesn’t smell but is home to lots of yummy bird food. 

TIP # 2  Another good tip for young birds in care, or long term patients, is to spray 
them with water from one of those indoor plant sprayers. Obviously do not do this if it 
is a cold day, pick nice warm days and just apply a gently spray above them. With 
young birds it is vital to do this as it gets them to preen themselves which in turn 
stimulates the production of natural oils which weather proof their feathers. If 
baby/young birds don’t learn to preen, when they are released rain will just soak 
through their feathers and over a period of time this will inevitably lead to serious 
health problems and even death. Do not forget, all baby birds need at least half an 
hour of sunshine per day when in care. 

TIP # 3   Providing branches with bark intact is great for parrots. They will spend a 
lot of time stripping bark and gnawing on branches in the wild. 

TIP # 4  Providing water to bathe in is important for all birds. However, this is really 
only suitable if the bird does not have stitches, cast, etc and is in final stages of 
rehabilitation. Providing a shallow dish/bowl/roasting pan etc with water in and 
placing it either on the floor or on a low platform will work wonders. Do not make the 
water too deep and make sure the container does not have steep, high sides. Most 
birds, other than water birds, don’t like swimming and the risk of drowning needs to 
be eliminated too. 

TIP # 5   For birds such as Coucals, Koels and Rails make sure there is plenty of 
scrub foliage for them to hide behind. They are very nervous birds and like to hide. 
Being left exposed will stress them beyond belief. 

TIP # 6   When feeding mealworms to baby birds…take the heads off the worms first. 
They have quite bity mouth parts. Mealworms have very little nutritional value but are 
a great training aid for baby birds. I always put some insectivore in with the meal or 
pollard I keep my worms in, along with a fresh carrot, the hope is that they will ingest 
it and have a slightly higher nutritional value. 

TIP # 7   Make sure that all your cages and aviaries are as snake proof as you can 
make them – it will save a lot of heartache. 

TIP # 8   Ask your friends to save newspapers for you – you can never have too many! 
Also, old towels, sheets etc. It’s a good idea to cover cages up at night. The bird will 
feel more secure and in the winter it will of course be warmer.  

TIP # 8   Old Tupperware containers are great for dry feed storage. Have a look in the 
kitchen and see how many you are not really using. Granny and Nanas always have 
cupboards full of them, help yours or someone else have a clear out! They may even 
thank you for it! 
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Water 
 
Like all creatures, including ourselves, birds like clean drinking water. Water should 
be changed at least daily, if not twice daily. All water containers must be thoroughly 
washed each time. 

Stainless steel, glass or ceramic make the best water containers. 

Water containers must be suitable for the bird you are caring for. For example: 
Kookaburra, magpies, currawong all scoop water into their beaks so a wide, deep 
container needs to be offered, whereas birds with shorter beaks can cope with 
mounted stainless cups or D cups.  

Some birds do require more access to water if they do not have stitches or breaks in 
either casts or strapping. Purple Swamp Hens require a tray of water to have their food 
presented in – a cat litter tray is a reasonable container, providing it’s never been used 
by cats! Other birds may require larger water access so a child’s wading pool could be 
used. 

BABY BIRDS DO NOT REQUIRE ADDITIONAL WATER  

As baby birds do not get water alone from their parents, this is not given when 
raising healthy baby birds. However water/moisture is added to all food sources 
and more should be added if your individual bird becomes dehydrated.   

If a baby bird comes into care dehydrated, you will need to contact an 
experienced bird carer so that fluids can be administered to correct the 
dehydration.  

Always place water containers away from food source as some birds are very messy 
around water and this can spoil food. Also make sure you don’t place water containers 
under perches – bird poo in drinking water probably doesn’t taste great and it is 
unhygienic. 

Basic common sense should tell you that a long beaked bird cannot drink out of a 
shallow dish. Again, the beak will guide you. 

 

Providing Food Containers 
 

If you refer back to the Key Code for feeding you will notice that it also tells you if the 
bird is a ground feeder, arboreal, wader etc. The way you present food should be with 
that in mind. Ground feeders should have their food presented at ground level – 
magpies are a good example of this, try and mimic nature as much as possible as this 
will aid recovery. Lorikeets are semi-arboreal so some food can be up high for instance 

like their natural diet and other foods can be placed at a lower or ground level, like the 
Wombaroo mix. The exception to this is if the bird has an injury which prevents it 
from reaching up high, therefore all food must be presented within its reach. 
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Hygiene 
 
This really cannot be emphasized enough. It is important for the birds and important 
for you. 

All water and feeding bowls should be kept clean. Washed and rinsed prior to feeding 
or replacing water.  

Ideal containers are made from ceramics, glass or stainless steel. 

Cages MUST be kept clean. Wooden cages are not appropriate as they are too difficult 
to keep clean and harbor germs, urine, faeces etc.  Stainless steel is the ideal but 
highly expensive. Wire floors are ideal for allowing waste to fall through onto 
newspaper.  

The wire cage is easy to keep clean. The alternative is to line the base of the cage with 
newspaper and change twice daily. This is certainly easier on the bird’s feet, especially 

if they are in for an extended length of time. 

To clean the cage thoroughly once it has been vacated a mix of cold water and bleach 
(hot water de-activates bleach) and a good scrub is as good as anything. If you can 
leave the cage in the sun to dry, all the better. 

All branches should either be scrubbed or discarded before re-setting the cage. 

Aviaries should be cleaned out regularly and scrubbed down once vacated. All new 
zinc aviaries need to be scrubbed down with water and washing up liquid prior to 
occupancy – zinc powder is harmful to birds. 

All feeding equipment must be washed thoroughly after each use. Syringes used for 
feeding baby birds should be sterilized or discarded after use. Steam cleaning in a 
microwave is a great way to clean them. If you decide to use Milton® then please 
remember, Milton®  is basically bleach and needs to be washed off thoroughly before 
use. Milton®  is no longer used in hospitals for sterilizing baby equipment. 

Suitable disinfectants for cleaning cages, aviaries and work surfaces include: 

 Bleach diluted 

 F10®  (chemical essential)  

 Aviclens® 

 Virkon® (chemical disinfectant capable of killing Psittacine Beak and Feather 
Virus) 

These are all commercially available and inexpensive. 

F10 dilute can be used on human skin as a disinfectant. 

Chlorhexidine is available in different strengths for killing bacteria but is mainly used 
on human skin. 

It is very important NOT to share feeding equipment i.e. syringes for feeding between 
birds or groups of birds. 

All foods must be made up fresh each feed. The exception would be meat eater mix 
which can be made up and stored in the refrigerator for up to 24 hours, but if unused 
must then be discarded. 
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Make sure that you wash your hands thoroughly with hot water and soap (or 
Chlorhexidine/F10) between each aviary visit, between each cage, between each bird 
that you may have to handle. We will cover zoonotic diseases later on. 

Your work area should always be kept clean, disinfected and tidy. 

Quarantine 
 
It is vital that, until a bird’s health status is established, that it be kept separate from 
all other wildlife. 

Never, ever put wild birds in the same aviary as domestic/pet birds. Wild birds can 
pass disease to domestic birds and by the same token wild birds can develop captive 
bird diseases. If a bird becomes unwell in a group aviary, remove it immediately to a 
hospital cage until the illness/disorder can be verified. 

 

Basic Bird FAQ’s 
 

How do birds chew their food when they have no teeth? In their throats they have 
a special pouch, called a crop that wets and crushes food. Some birds swallow small 
stones to help crush food in their crop. 

Why do birds sing? They seem to sing mostly to claim territory or attract mates. 

Why are some birds brightly coloured? 

For many social reasons, birds can see colour, unlike many mammals. Their colours 
may provide signals to other birds of the same species. You will notice that even brightly 
coloured birds can be hard to see in the trees, so they can still be camouflaged. 

Why don’t birds fall off their perch when they are asleep? They have a special 
mechanism that locks their toes as their body presses down on their ankles. 

Why is bird poo white? Birds do not separate wee and poo. It all comes out together. 
The white part is what would be in a mammal wee. 

Which birds are the cleverest? Parrots, cockatoos, ravens and magpies seem to be 
the cleverest birds. 

Some things you can do to help birds. 

- Plant Australian native plants in the right places 

- Plant some thickets of prickly bushes to protect small birds. 

- Put a birdbath in your garden  

- Build some nest boxes.  

- Keep your cat well fed and indoors especially at night. Put bells on the cat’s collar. 

How can birds help to pollinate plants? Birds such as honeyeaters visit flowers to 
feed on nectar, they move pollen from flower to flower, which means that the flower can 
produce seeds. 
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Injuries, Diseases and Conditions 
 

 

Introduction 
 
Birds rarely come into care for no reason. If a bird is able to be captured easily, then it 
is highly likely that there is something wrong with it.  
 
Although it has been noted that a very high percentage come into care due to a 
traumatic incident, many other individuals come in due to, or influenced by sickness. 
Birds are masters of hiding serious illnesses in the wild. It is a reflex reaction to guard 
against attack by predators or positional loss of the pecking order of its group. This 
process is known as the Preservation Reflex. By the time birds display signs of illness 
they are commonly in an advanced stage of their disease process. 
 
The quick and correct diagnosis of the problem is essential for the successful 

rehabilitation of these animals.  It is not acceptable (for any species) to take the “wait 
and see” approach.   You must seek experienced knowledge or veterinary attention as 
soon as possible. 
 

Stress 
 

While stress is technically not a “disease” or “condition”, it can kill these animals very 
quickly.  All wild animals suffer tremendously from stress when in captivity.   
 
You must ensure that you do everything within your ability to reduce stress on 
patients whilst in care. 
 
Common stressors include:- 
 

 Excessive and unnecessary handling 

 Unfamiliar noise, smells, sounds 

 Pain 

 Inadequate or inappropriate diet, food presented in a un-natural way 

 Inadequate or inappropriate housing 

 Being housed near predatory species 

 Being housed near or with species of its own kind (for territorial species) 

 Being reared on their own (for social species – although sometimes this cannot 
be helped). 

 Veterinary treatment 
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Shock 
 

You should assume that any bird coming into care that has been the victim of a 
traumatic injury or an orphaning process, will be suffering from some degree of shock. 
 
Signs of shock may be indicated by:-  
 

 Depression/dullness 

 Pale mouth colour 

 Slow pulse ( when felt at inside elbow / wing position 

 Respiration that is deep, abdominal or rapid, open mouthed or laboured    

 Weakness / unable to move 

 Cold to touch 

 Eyes may appear glazed, often have dilated pupils  

 Altered levels of consciousness 
 
Treatment of shock should include:- 

 

 Warmth (ensure that the bird receives GENTLE warmth – desk lamp placed 
close, hot water bottle) 

 A dark, stress free environment  (ensure the bird is placed in a quiet room away 
from noises and smells) 

 Fluid therapy (where appropriate) – could include oral, subcutaneous or 
intravenous fluids.  Do not administer fluids to a bird until it is warm. 

 
 

Dehydration 
 

Being generally small animals, birds will lose body fluid rapidly.  It is important that 
you can accurately gauge the amount of rehydration required, so therefore adequate 
rehydration is given. 
 
Consideration should also be given to whether the bird is suffering from other injuries 
such as internal bleeding or head trauma.  
 
Move the skin of the chest over the keel bone. Well hydrated birds will have skin that 
moves freely over the muscle and bone below.  
 

Mild Dehydration - Requires oral or subcutaneous rehydration – 2-4% dehydrated 

  
• Subtle loss of skin elasticity.  
• Mouth slightly dry and tacky  
• Eye(s) slightly sunken 
• Any orphan whose parent has not returned for more than six hours. 
 

 

Medium Dehydration – Requires subcutaneous rehydration – 5-9% dehydrated 

 
• Marked loss of skin elasticity,  
• Mouth and mucous membrane very dry and tacky 
• Sunken eye(s) 
• Eyes dull 
• Decreased urate production (urine or ‘white’ material in faecal output) 
• Lethargic 
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Excessive Dehydration – Requires intravenous rehydration – 10% dehydrated 

(General anaesthetic required) 
 

• No movement of skin over muscle / tissue. Skin wrinkled and sucked tight to    
  tissue beneath 
• Eyes well sunken into head 
• Weak/lethargic 
• Not urinating 
• Unresponsive 

 
 
Oral fluid administration via crop needles is a very useful method to improve 
hydration.  However if you are not confident with this method it should not be 
attempted, in any bird, particularly in a less responsive patient. This is due to there 
being a higher chance of placement of fluids down the trachea and not in the intended 
oesophagus. If this does occur, it will kill the bird. 
 
As birds have airsacs additional to their lungs, it is imperative that when giving 

subcutaneous fluids it is given in a ‘safe’ spot. If not it is possible to ‘drown’ a bird by 
giving the fluids straight into an area where an abdominal airsac has ruptured into. 
 
For wildlife rehabilitators, the most common and practical methods of fluid 
administration will to be:- 
 

 Provide water/glucose solution (1 teaspoon of Glucodin® powder to 200mls of 
warm water, Spark Electrolyte ® or Wombaroo First Aid for Birds®) orally by 
way of a 1ml syringe for most species (or 20ml syringe for large water birds ie 
Cormorants, Pelicans).  Most animals will readily accept water in this manner 
and may drink for themselves, or swallow from the end of the syringe.  Do not 
offer oral fluids if the bird is having difficulty breathing, has an obstruction or is 
unconscious or semi-conscious.  Care must always be taken so fluids do not 
enter the glottis or wind pipe (trachea). Makes sure the patient has swallowed 
any fluid dripped into their beak, before more is given.  When giving fluids by 
mouth, either drip small amounts at the side of the beak (not the tip) and wait 
for swallowing before continuing or place directly at the back of the mouth, 
making sure no fluid passes into the trachea (windpipe).  

 

 Provide water/glucose solution in a shallow sturdy ceramic bowl so that the 
bird can drink on its own accord.   

 

 Subcutaneous injection of Hartmanns® or Saline ( NaCl) fluids.  Give 2% to 5% 
of the bird’s body weight over 3 to 4 administration sites.  The safest 
subcutaneous sites on birds are indicated on the diagram below. It is always 
preferable to give subcutaneous fluids under an anaesthetic.  

 

 Intravenous injection of appropriate fluids by your veterinarian. This must be 

given under an anaesthetic.   
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Figure 1A Crop Needle Administration of fluids              Figure 1B Subcutaneous Fluids Dorsal side                       

                                   Photos:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 

 

                            
                                    Figure 2 Subcutaneous Fluids Lateral view 

Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 

 
 

Concussion 
 

Some animals may present with signs of concussion which is generally as a result of 
road trauma or flying into a fixed object (ie window). 
 
Common signs of concussion including disorientation, circling, head tilted to one sign 
and unequal pupils. 
 
It is important that veterinary assistance is sought as soon as possible for animals in 
this condition. If the bird is bleeding from the mouth or nostrils, or finding it difficult 
to breathe, seek veterinary treatment IMMEDIATELY.  Always keep the animal warm 
and quiet to minimise stress.  
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Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 

 
 
External Parasites 
 

External parasites such as lice and mites may be visible as small scurrying insects on 
birds.  A dull ‘scruffy’ appearance to the feathers may also indicate external parasites. 
An excessive burden of mites and lice may indicate an underlying chronic condition.  
 
If the bird has only a very light level of external lice, there may not be a need to treat 
it. However for effective rehabilitation of many bird species external parasite control 
will help in the overall health of the patient. Commercial treatments made especially 
for birds can be applied to the skin (eg Mite and Lice Spray® (spray only) or Pyrethrin® 
sprays at the appropriate manufacturer’s concentrations.  Ensure that you avoid the 
eyes and any wounds. DO NOT use dog and cat flea powder on birds as they can 
inhale the vapour from the powder. 
 
Mites will cause patients to be irritable and can contaminate housing environments. It 
is recommended patients be examined for mites on examination, and once stable 
regular treatments be applied. Mites can be difficult to eradicate so treat them early by 
spraying the bird with a mite and lice spray. Mites can also burrow under the scales in 
the feet and legs.  If this does occur, treatment is by soaking legs and feet in warm 
water with a mild detergent solution to soften the skin. Then spraying with Mite and 
Lice Spray®. Cage perches must then be changed (mites can live in the wood) and any 
soil on aviary floors needs to be raked out and discarded. 
  
Birds are not natural hosts of the ticks and will usually show effects of paralysis if the 

Paralysis Tick, Ixodes holocyclus, is found on the body. For any bird showing 
weakness in legs, progressing quickly to inability to stand and respiratory distress, 
examine carefully for an attached tick.  If a tick is found, spray the tick with a 
pyrethrin spray, or dab with methylated spirits and seek veterinary attention 
immediately. 
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Internal Parasites – Intestinal worms 
 
Worms are common intestinal parasites ingested after eating infected material.  
Weight loss, diarrhoea, depression, weakness, and poor growth in young birds are 
commonly seen signs of intestinal worms. Occasionally worms or worm segments are 
seen in faecal material. 
 
Treatment involves administering an avian all-wormer solution, regular daily removal 
of faeces from cages and regular worming of all birds coming into care. 
 
Tablet or water based medication can be used and each has different advantages 
depending on species and number of birds to be treated. Water medication requires 
sole source of drinking water and care must be taken if administering in hot weather.  

 

Throat worm (gapeworm) 
 
Throat worm is a parasite passed from parent to young in insectivorous bird species. 
Higher incidences of throat worm are usually seen during the breeding season, 
commonly in Magpies, Butcherbirds, and Magpie larks. 
 
Symptoms include small white blisters around the tongue and bottom of mouth, 
difficulty in breathing with a wheezing cough, difficulty swallowing, severe weight loss 
and pale gape. 
 
Treatment is to apply Avitrol Plus®, Moxidectin® or Levamisole® directly onto the 
blisters. Then several days later you can gently remove the worms with tweezers. (The 
worms burrow into the tissue in the throat so you must kill them first or bleeding will 
occur). Seek assistance from a veterinarian or an experienced bird carer to remove. 
Ivomectin® has been used to treat throat worm, however some individuals do not 
survive the dosing.  
 
Swallowing can be difficult for the bird so liquidised, oral rehydration mixes, ie  
Wombaroo First Aid for Birds® should be fed for the first few days after treatment. 
This can be slowly given orally down the throat at O.5 to 1 ml (depending on bird size) 
3 - 4 times a day. Once the bird is 
improving then small balls of meat mix 
and insects can be given. 
 
All insect eating babies coming into 
care should be checked for 
throatworm. Be aware that your bird 
may not have signs of throat worm when 
you first check but may develop 
symptoms or blisters a few weeks later. 
 

                           
 
 

Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 
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Ruptured Airsacs  
 

Ruptured airsacs occur when air leaks from the bird’s 
airsacs, or ‘additional breathing sacs’ into another 
space. This occurs as a result of trauma to the body. 
Commonly a bubble of air can be seen close to the 
bird’s skin.  
 
In baby birds that fall from the nest, the appearance of 
a ‘swollen’ neck and crop tissue often is seen. If left 
untreated birds often cannot swallow and breathing 
distress may result. 
 
Veterinary attention should always be obtained to 
remove excess air from a site. Often pain medication 
and strict rest is prescribed to ease the discomfort of 
the injury.   

Photo:  Karen Scott 
 

Pneumonia   
 

Pneumonia is an inflammation of the lungs and can occur when fluid or food goes 
down the glottis and enters the lungs and air sacs. Pneumonia can also follow a 
trauma injury or respiratory infection / disease. 
 
Symptoms include laboured, noisy breathing or increased respiration, loss of appetite, 
shaking or shivering. 
 
Treatment involves antibiotics and keeping the bird warm at all times. These animals 
require immediate veterinary attention and appropriate antibiotics prescribed.   
 
Pneumonia in orphans is often associated with aspiration of food into the lungs and 
will also require immediate veterinary intervention. 
 
 

Fractures  
 

Commonly seen signs that a patient may have a 
fracture are body parts not symmetrical, swelling over a 
bone, crepitus (grating of one bone end over another), 
inability to stand, wing not sitting in the same position 
or height, or blood on or under the skin (bruising). 
  
All animals suffering from fractures will need to be 
assessed by a veterinarian as radiographs may be 

necessary to establish the extent of the fracture and 
whether it is treatable.  Most fractured bones require 
immobilisation of the bone so healing can occur, 
however incorrect immobilisation can misalign bones, 
fuse joint and damage feathering. If this occurs the 
patient will not be fit to release.  
 

Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 
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The light skeletal frame of birds that enables flight and speed often suffers from 
fractured bones when suddenly stopped by trauma. Large bones such as the humerus 
and femur are hollow and contain major blood vessels and nerves that are often 
damaged at the same time. These bones cannot be stabilised without surgery.  
 
Many fractures in birds are not feasible to repair given due to poor release prognosis 
and their ability to cope well in captivity.  Consider wing fracture stabilisation very 
carefully, particularly if the bird has to catch its food on the wing, migrate or fly 
silently. Compound fractures, where the bone has broken the skin surface, require 
regular veterinary care and medication.  
 
 

 
 

Source:  Clinical Avian Medicine and Surgery, Harrison & Harrison, 1992. 
 
 
Confinement to small hospital cages should occur whilst any strapping is in place. 
Additional calcium and multivitamin supplements should be added to the diet of 
fracture repair patients. 
 
The ‘Flee and Flight’ response seen in birds requires strong healthy bones, but also 
healthy muscle masses as well. Physiotherapy must be incorporated into treatment 
plans after initial bone stabilisation.  
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Bruising  
 

Bruising is an obvious sign of a traumatic injury. 
 
These animals will need to be assessed by a 
veterinarian and appropriate pain relief prescribed. 
 
In some instances antibiotics may also be 
prescribed. 
 
Bruising over a bone often will indicate a fracture.  
                                           

Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 
 

Wounds  
 

Most wounds sustained by birds result from dog or cat attacks.  Whilst the initial bite 
wound may be visible the true worry is the damage that has occurred to the tissue 
below. Often the crushing injury of the prey animal will fracture bones and cause 
internal bleeding. 
 
Puncture wounds require immediate veterinary attention and appropriate pain relief 
and antibiotics.  Ideally, these animals should be anaesthetised so that the wounds 
can be thoroughly cleaned, debrided and dressed. 
 
 
 

        
 

 
Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 
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Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 

 
 

Metabolic Bone Disease 
 

This is a nutritional disease usually seen in Carnivorous birds and is usually the 
result of incorrect nutrition in hand raised birds (people feeding plain mince, bread 
and scraps to young magpies). Commonly the beak is soft and flexible, the legs are 
bowed and the bird cannot stand properly.  
 
Treatment can be successful only if caught early. It is usually not possible once the 
bird has concerns affecting limbs and euthanasia is the best option. If caught early a 
good diet with added vitamins and minerals and calcium, and sunlight may help. 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Photo:  Department of Natural Resources, Michigan 
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Zoonotic Diseases 
 

There are some diseases that are transferrable from animals to humans. As humans 
are not the natural host of these illnesses, this is rare, except in older people, and 
people with a depressed immune system. 
 

1. CHLAMYDIOSIS (known as psittacosis in Psittacines {parrots}) - A tiny organism 
related to bacteria living within the body cells causes the infection. In humans 
the symptoms set in rapidly including chills, fever, headache, loss of appetite, 
aches and pains and an irritating cough. Symptoms usually last for about 7 - 
10 days and resemble those of influenza. Psittacosis is spread through dust 
from droppings, dander and nasal discharge, or through the air. Always tell 
your doctor you care for birds if coming down with any of these symptoms. 
 

2. ASPERGILLOSIS - This is a fungal infection that affects a human’s respiratory 
tract. The spores are inhaled from damp bedding, hay and patient body cavities, 
when performing a post mortem. Avoid housing water birds in particular, on 
hay or straw. 
 

3. EXTERNAL PARASITES - Such as mites and lice are host specific and may 
cause a few days of scratching or irritation to the skin. 
 

4. BITE AND SCRATCH WOUNDS - Animals have a natural reaction when in pain 
or  scared, to lash out at whatever is the closest thing. Care when handling will 
ensure you do not sustain any serious wounds when performing rescues. An 
up-to-date tetanus booster is recommended when caring for any wildlife 
species. 
 

5. ALLERGIC REACTIONS – Some people can have a serious allergic reaction 
(similar to asthma) to the dust from bird droppings or feathers. Pigeons, fig 
birds, crows and tawny frogmouths are a few of the species some rehabilitatrs 
have had allergies to. 
 
 

Important points to note:  
 

1. Some birds can be carriers of a disease and infect a whole aviary of birds 
without showing any outward symptoms of the disease themselves, 

2. Always keep a bird isolated if it is ill or carrying external parasites, 
3. Good hygiene is vital.  Keep cages clean and dispose of any bedding or 

newspaper quickly. Wash hands thoroughly after handling animals or food 
dishes. 
 

These diseases are by no means common in humans, but please be aware of them 
and contact your doctor if you aren't feeling well. 
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Poisoning  

 

Organochlorine 
 

These chemicals are usually found to concentrate within the fat tissue of the bird due 
to pesticide usage to control insects, particularly in seed and grain crops. 
Organochlorine products enter waterways through agricultural run-off leading to a 
build-up of chemicals in fish and aquatic organisms.  In periods where a bird is 
stressed, has a shortage of food or is challenged by severe changes in temperature, 
stored fat is used, thus absorbing the organochlorine substances. 
 
Signs of poisoning include ataxia (unsteady, wobbles), blindness, muscle twitching 
leading to convulsions, severe weight loss. Euthanasia recommended. 
 
There is no antidote for Organochlorine poisoning. All that can be done is to treat for 
symptoms as they occur. Urgent veterinary treatment is essential. 
 

Organophosphate 
 

These chemicals replace the enzyme in the autonomic nervous system that controls 
the heart, intestinal and gland muscle. This causes over stimulation of these organs 
leading to fatigue and respiratory failure. 
 
Symptoms include ataxia (unsteady), convulsions, paralysis, clenched feet, inability to 
fly with no signs of a traumatic injury. 
 
Atropine injections given intramuscularly can be used to treat organophosphate 
poisoning.  Immediate veterinary treatment is vital. 
 

Anticoagulant (Rodenticide poisoning ie Rat Bait®) 
 

This type of poison depletes clotting factors in the blood. This means the bird will have 
reduced blood clotting leading to internal bleeding (into lungs and abdominal cavity). A 
poisoned animal can take 2-3 days to show symptoms as it takes time for the poison 
to deplete the bloods stored clotting factors to the stage where it causes internal 
haemorrhage. 
 
Symptoms include very pale gape, lethargy, convulsions, ataxia (unsteady gait). 
 
Treatment is with injections of Coagulant (Vitamin K), so urgent veterinary treatment 
is vital. 
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Avian Pox 
 
Avian pox is a severe and slow developing disease of birds caused by an avipoxvirus. 
There are two strains of pox (dry pox) which are wart like growths on the unfeathered 
parts of the body or (wet pox) which affects the mouth, larynx and trachea. 
 
Symptoms include hard lumps or pus and blood filled lesions on the legs and around 
the face and eyes, white lumps in the mouth or down the throat, nasal discharge, 
cough, pox lesions can turn into an abscess if they break open, underweight and poor 
immune system. 
 
ALL species seem to have the favouring of the legs as the starting point. Distinguishing 
this from early stages of mite infestation can be difficult. Young birds have longer 
recovery rates than adult birds. Recovery rates are poor if the bird has other illnesses 
(throat worm, parasites, respiratory infection, poor body condition).  Antibiotics and 
pain relief will assist with comfort for lesions on the body and feet.  
 

Pox can spread through an aviary of birds at an alarming rate. It does not necessarily 
affect two birds of the same species in the same way. Transmission is by mosquitoes 
feeding on an infected bird (which has pox virus). Transmission is also possible 
through direct contact with food and water sources contaminated with virus 
containing scabs or inhalation of feather dander or air borne particles. 
 
There is NO TREATMENT for the virus however supportive care will help treat any 
secondary infections that may occur (respiratory, infected lesions, abscess). A high 
vitamin diet and bathing the lesions with a diluted Betadine® solution will help. If the 
bird is severely debilitated (pox has affected the leg joints, or eyesight, internal organs 
[losing weight]), euthanasia is the best option. Isolate infected birds. 
 

                          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 
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Abscesses 
 

An abscess is a localised inflammatory reaction that contains an area of pus. The 
inflammation is usually caused by one of four pus-producing bacteria 
(corynebacterium, pseudomonas, streptococcus, staphylococcus). As birds have a high 
body temperature, their abscesses have a cheesy consistency. Bumble foot is an 
abscess that occurs on the footpad of birds. An abscess may form from infected 
wounds; injuries to the pad of the foot, feather follicles, blocked oil glands or beneath 
damaged skin. An abscess can also form internally on the liver or spleen of a bird.  
 
In birds, abscesses are commonly a swollen area, often found under the foot, making 
it uncomfortable to stand on that foot. 
 
To treat the abscess, the area must be opened and the pus removed. Your vet must do 
this, as the bird will need a general anaesthetic in order for the abscess to be cleaned 
and medication to make it comfortable. 
 

Bumble foot  
 

This is a bacterial infection usually affecting the ball of the foot. The infection can 
travel through the blood and cause kidney damage, 
and inflammation of tendons and joints. 
 
Symptoms and causes include: 

 Calluses and swelling on the bottom of feet, 

 Incorrect perches, texture and different 
sizes, 

 In water birds, walking on concrete or rough 
ground, 

 Wire aviary or cage floors for ground 
dwelling birds, 

 Droppings built up on perches, 

 Incorrect diets, poor immunity.                 Photo:  The Veterinary Magazine  

 
Treatment can be difficult and prolonged, with a low success rate. Prevention is better 
than cure with good cleanliness and correct branches and cage furniture. 
 

Aspergillosis 
 

This is a common form of fungal infection in birds caused by Aspergilla fumigates. A 
bird will usually only develop the disease in certain conditions, although they are 
commonly exposed to these fungal spores. A 
suppressed immune system, poor food supply, 
changes in environment (temperature, high 
humidity) or confinement, may cause illness.  
 
Aspergillum grows readily in damp, dark 
conditions. Damp food, perches encrusted with 
faeces, dirty food dishes, wet leaf litter on floor 
of aviaries, all encourage mould growth. The 
fungus usually affects the lower respiratory 
tract as well as the intestinal tract and other 
organs.  

Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 
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Signs include heavy breathing, general weakness and weight loss.                  
 
DO NOT USE lawn clippings, damp straw, or wet soggy leaf litter. Always keep seed 
dry and mould free in your aviaries. 
 
Aspergillosis mainly affects water birds and ducks.  
 
Treatment is with a lengthy course of antifungal medication, but diagnosis in a living 
bird can be difficult. 
 
 

Trichomoniasis (Canker) 
 

Trichomoniasis is caused by a single celled organism that burrows into tissue lining 
causing large white, cheesy growths. This is a disease common in pigeons, doves and 
raptors.  The organism can be passed from one 
individual to another by eating from a 
contaminated area, or from the regurgitation of 
food from parents to young.  The disease causes 
deposits in the back of the throat and crop. 
 
Symptoms include swollen tissue in throat and 
mouth, large spongy crop, runny dark droppings 
(sweet smelling), pecking at seed but inability to 
swallow,  young birds having difficulty  digesting 
their food and poor body condition. 

Photo:  Department of Natural Resources, Michigan  

 

Botulism  
  

Botulism is a toxin produced by bacteria. When the bacteria are found around a water 
body that has decomposing organic material, such as a carcass, the bacteria produce 
toxins. Maggots feeding on a rotting carcass concentrate the toxins.  Ascending 
paralysis (paralysing the legs and moving up towards the neck and head) is seen in 
birds frequenting water sources, such as Dusky Moorhens, Purple Swamphens, Ibis 
and pelicans. Some birds will recover if caught early enough and given good 
supportive care. Activated charcoal given as soon as the bird comes into care may help 
absorb some of the toxins.  
 
IMMEDIATE veterinary attention is required and early treatment is vital. 
 

Thrush 
 
Thrush is a fungal infection that can affect any species. However young hand raised 
birds or birds on prolonged antibiotics, are more prone to this illnesses. Poor hygiene, 

stress and incorrect diets all contribute to an individual contracting thrush. Probiotics 
can be useful to prevent thrush. 
 
Symptoms include white spots in the mouth and throat, diarrhoea (sweet smelling), 
weight loss and regurgitation. 

 
If left untreated, thrush can affect the internal organs so urgent treatment is vital. 
Veterinary consultation is required to confirm diagnosis and usually consists of a 
course of Nystatin (Nilstat®). 
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Enteritis 
 

This is the inflammation of the intestine, usually characterized by discoloured 
droppings (yellow/brown, runny) and smelly foul breath. 
 
Signs of enteritis include foul smell, underweight, difficulty in swallowing, regurgitates 
food, runny yellow/brown diarrhoea, soiled around the vent. 
 
Enteritis is common in crows, currawongs, and lorikeets (due to backyard feeding - 
unsanitary dishes and incorrect diets). Be careful with leftover food in the hotter 
months, especially meat and fruit. Remove any wet seed from cages immediately. 
Veterinary consultation is required. 

 
 

Psittacine Beak and Feather Disease (PBFD) 
 
Psittacine Beak and Feather Disease is a viral disease which attacks and destroys the cells 
of the feathers, beak and immune system. It may be spread by carrier birds or 
contamination of cages with feather dust from an unwell bird.  The virus has been 
documented to exist in the environment for several years.  It is a debilitating disease which 
often leads to the patient dying from secondary infections.  
 
Signs include loss of primary flight feathers, loss of powder down, weight loss, abnormal 
feather growth (twisted/deformed), dirty/drab appearance to feathers and lethargy. 
 
The most commonly affected wild birds are lorikeets, cockatoos, galahs and rosellas. 
 
All parrots coming into care should have their powder 
down feathers and oil gland closely examined. These 
feathers should be fluffy and cover the skin. They 
should not present as tiny twisted feathers where the 
skin surface is clearly visible. 
 
The loss of powder down feathers means there is no 
powder (dander) in the plumage so the general 
appearance of the bird is dull, however the beak may 
appear shiny, such as in Cockatoos. Affected Galahs 
would have red feathers instead of pink due the 
absence of the white powder down. 

   Photo:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 
 

Symmetrical wing feather loss in the above mentioned birds could indicate PBFD, so 
should be checked by a veterinarian as soon as possible. 
 
It is advised all Psittacine Beak and Feather Disease birds be euthanased. Affected birds 
remain carriers of the virus so even if they recover (ie grow new feathers) they can continue 
to spread the disease through healthy populations.  Releasing wildlife back into the 
environment knowing that it is a carrier of a non-treatable disease is a breach of the Code 
of Practice.   
 
The importance of QUARANTINE in this situation is paramount. It is probably better to 
assume any parrot coming into care has this virus until you are certain it does not. Often 
parrots are found on the ground as youngsters by well-meaning members of the public, 
usually kept for many months until they realise the bird cannot fly. Public education of 
this disease is important to limit its spread. 
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Photos:  Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 

 

 
Differences in species: 
 

LORIKEETS can present with a few different signs such as feather loss, small body 
size, dull colouring, broken or deformed feathers and diarrhoea. Lorikeets do not 
usually have problems with their feet or beaks. 
 
RUNNER LORIKEETS are young birds that have not properly formed their primary 
flight feathers and usually have a short tail or no tail feathers at all. They can be small 
in size and their feathers may be dull in colour (this can sometimes be caused by 
backyard feeding and incorrect diet). If this is the case they usually look better after a 
few months of a good diet with good quality vitamins. All birds that come into care in 
this condition must be treated as suspect PBFD and kept isolated from healthy birds. 
Have the bird checked by a avian/wildlife veterinarian that has some experience with 
PBFD and contact your Bird Coordinator immediately. 
 
COCKATOOS usually present with severe feather loss on the body, tail and crest. 
They have no powder in their feathers and can have claw deformities or overgrown 
beaks, which usually have a shiny appearance. PBFD affects them in two ways, if they 
don't have feather loss they usually have healthy beaks, but have problems with the 
tendons in their legs, causing claw and toe deformities and respiratory problems. If 
they have the severe feather loss they have overgrown, brittle beaks but they don't 
have problems with the legs. 
 
Virkon® is the only avian safe cleaning product proven to kill the virus that causes 
Psittacine Beak and Feather Disease.  This disinfectant should be sprayed on all 
surfaces (empty cages, branches ) after  the removal of organic matter  with warm 
water. Virkon® should be rinsed from surfaces after 10 minutes.     If you regularly 
deal with parrots, please contact your Bird Coordinator for further instructions on 
how to obtain Virkon®.  
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Psittacosis 
 
Psittacosis is an infectious bacteria caused by Chlamydophila psittaci, that affects the 
birds respiratory tract. Symptoms include soiled vent, eye and nasal discharge, lime green 
diarrhoea, loss of appetite, sneezing, tail bobbing (respiratory involvement). 
 
Some birds can be asymptomatic carriers and stress may bring out the symptoms. 
Organisms are excreted in the droppings and birds and humans can become infected by 
contact with oral or respiratory secretions. 
 
Treatment involves the use of doxycycline antibiotics over a seven-week period. 
 

Coccidiosis 
 
Coccidiosis is small microscopic parasite (coccidia) that live, grow and multiply within the 
lining of a bird’s intestine. As this disease damages the lining of the intestine, it makes it 
impossible for birds to absorb nutrients from the food that they eat. These parasites 
(Oocysts) get passed between birds through droppings. They have a very hard outer 
covering so therefore they are able to live on the ground and in tiny cracks for long periods 
of time. Once the Oocysts have been eaten off the ground, it only takes 4-5 days for them 
to multiply to 100’s, 1,000’s or even 1,000,000’s times over. All birds can be affected by 
these parasites, but, pigeons, ducks, hand-reared wild birds and young birds are 
especially susceptible. This disease thrives on places that are overcrowded or dirty, warm 
and moist. 
 
Eating large amounts of Oocysts over a small period will cause the following symptoms: 
weakness, leading to not eating, weight loss, poor growth, depression, dehydration, 
diarrhoea with or without blood. Patients can die suddenly without warning.  
 
The only definitive way to diagnose Coccidiosis is by a veterinarian conducting a faecal 
analysis or examining infected organs on a necropsy, after the bird has died. 
 
Treatment includes dosing the infected bird intermittently with water based medication. 
Amprolium, Toltazuril and Coccivet® can be placed in their drinking water, following the 
directions on the label.  Water based medication needs to be the only source of drinking 
water and care should be taken not to treat on hot days.  
 
Just like all other diseases, Coccidiosis is better prevented than treated. Clean the floors of 
your aviaries AT LEAST twice a week keep the floors very dry and always use good hygiene 
when dealing with your birds. 
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