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Pharmacology 

 

The Law 

The Health (Drugs and Poisons) Regulation 1996 legislation outlines the classifications of drugs 

and poisons and the requirements on veterinary surgeons when prescribing and administering 

controlled substances. 

Schedule classifications for drugs and poisons 
The Health (Drugs and Poisons) Regulation 1996 

 

Schedule Description 

Schedule 1 (This schedule is intentionally blank) 

Schedule 2 

Pharmacy Medicine 

Substances, the safe use of which may require advice from a 

pharmacist and which should be available from a pharmacy or, 

where a pharmacy service is not available, from a licensed 

person. 

Schedule 3 

Pharmacist Only Medicine 

Substances, the safe use of which requires professional advice 

but which should be available to the public from a pharmacist 

without a prescription 

Schedule 4 

Prescription Only 

Medicine/ 

Prescription Animal 

Remedy 

Substances, the use or supply of which should be by or on the 

order of persons permitted by State or Territory legislation to 

prescribe and should be available from a pharmacist on 

prescription. 

Schedule 5 

Caution 

 

Substances with a low potential for causing harm, the extent of 

which can be reduced through the use of appropriate packaging 

with simple warnings and safety directions on the label.  

Schedule 6 

Poison 

 

Substances with a moderate potential for causing harm, the 

extent of which can be reduced through the use of distinctive 

packaging with strong warnings and safety directions on the 
label. 

Schedule 7 

Dangerous Poison 

 

Substances with a high potential for causing harm at low 

exposure and which require special precautions during 

manufacture, handling or use. These poisons should be 

available only to specialised or authorised users who have the 
skills necessary to handle them safely. Special regulations 

restricting their availability, possession, storage or use may 

apply. 

Schedule 8 

Controlled Drug 

 

Substances which should be available for use but require 

restriction of manufacture, supply, distribution, possession and 
use to reduce abuse, misuse and physical or psychological 

dependence. 

Schedule 9 

Prohibited Substance 

 

Substances which may be abused or misused, the manufacture, 

possession, sale or use of which should be prohibited by law 
except when required for medical or scientific research, or for 

analytical, teaching or training purposes with approval of 

Commonwealth and/or State or Territory Health Authorities. 
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The most common schedules of drugs used in the treatment of native wildlife including:- 

Schedule 2 Pharmacy Medicine  

Examples include paracetamol (Infant Panadol®) and Nilstat®.  These medications should still be 

prescribed by a veterinarian and appropriate dose rates provided by your vet. 

 
Schedule 4 Prescription Only Medicine/Prescription Animal Remedy  

This includes antibiotics and analgesics (that only a veterinarian can prescribe) 

 
Schedule 8 Controlled Drugs  

This includes addictive drugs such as methadone, morphine etc (that only a veterinarian will 

administer). 

 

When dealing with prescription medications for wildlife please note:- 

 Vets can only prescribe a drug for an animal that they have examined. Do not ask a vet to 

prescribe a drug for animal that they have not seen.   

 All prescriptions should be clearly labelled by the vet when dispensing and should include:- 

 The name of the drug 

 The amount to be administered 

 The frequency of administration 

 The length of administration in days 

 The name/identification of the animal or the Rehabilitator’s name 

 Any other pertinent information relating to administration of the drug 

 

Different Types of Drugs and their Uses 

Analgesic 

 

Relieves pain without affecting consciousness.  Some may reduce 

level of alertness.  

Antibiotic 

 

Inhibits the growth of or kills bacteria 

Sedative 

 

 

Depresses the central nervous system and tends to cause reduced 

mental activity (also referred to as a tranquiliser) 

General Anaesthetic 

 
 

Produces unconsciousness.  Can be either injectable or inhalation. 

Local Anaesthetic 

 

 

Produces analgesia of an area.  Usually used for small, short 

procedures. 

Anti-Inflammatories 

 
 

Relieves pain, swelling and fever caused by acute inflammation. 

Euthanasia Drugs 

 

 

Drugs used to euthanase animals 
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Common Drugs used in Wildlife 

Below is a schedule of drugs commonly used in Australian wildlife. 

Antibiotics 

Trade Name Active Ingredient Species Most 

Commonly Used 
for 

Most Common Route 

of Administration  

Betamox  

Amoxycillin 400® 

Amoxycillin Avian 

Mammal 

Oral 

Bactrim ®   

Septrin ® 

Trimethoprim and 

Sulfamethoxazole 

Avian 

Mammal 

Echidna  

Reptile  

Oral 

Trivetrin ® Trimethoprim and 
Sulfamethoxazole 

Mammal 

Reptile 

Injection  

Baytril ® Enrofloxacin Avian 

Reptile 

Amphibian  

Mammal 

Echidna 

 

Available in both oral 

or injectable forms 

Clavulox ® Clavulanic acid and 

Amoxycillin 

Avian 

Mammal  

Available in both oral 

and injectable forms 

Fortum ® Ceftazidine Reptile Injectable  

Analgesics and Anti-Inflammatories 

Trade Name Active Ingredient Species Most 

Commonly Used 

for 

Most Common Route 

of Administration  

Temgesic ®  Burpenorphine  Mammal 

Reptile  

Injectable 

Torbugesic ®  Butorphanol Avian 

Amphibian  

Injectable  

Methone ® Methadone 

hydrochloride 

Mammals  Injectable 

Panadol ® Paracetamol Mammals Oral  

Painstop (Daytime) ® Paracetamol and  

Codeine 

Mammals Oral 

Metacam ® Meloxicam Avian 

Amphibian 

Mammal 

Reptile  

Available in both oral 

and injectable forms 

Rimadyl ® Carprofen Mammals Injectable 

Solu-delta-cortef® Prednisolone sodium 

succinate 

Avian 

Koalas 

Reptile  

Injectable  
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Anaesthetic / Sedative 

Trade Name Active Ingredient Species Most 

Commonly Used 

for 

Most Common Route 

of Administration  

Isoflurane Isoflurane All species Gaseous inhalation  

Alfaxan RTU CD® Alfaxalone Mammals 

Reptiles 

Injectable 

 

Zoletil ® Tiletamine and 
Zolazepam  

Mammals Injectable  

Pamlin ® Diazepam Mammals Injectable 

Anti-Fungal 

Trade Name Active Ingredient Species Most 

Commonly Used 

for 

Most Common Route 

of Administration  

Nilstat ® Nystatin Avian 

Mammals 

Oral  

Surolan® Miconazole nitrate, 

polymyxin B sulfate and 

prednisolone acetate 

Mammals Topical 

Anti-Parasitic 

Trade Name Active Ingredient Species Most 
Commonly Used 

for 

Most Common Route 
of Administration  

Avitrol Plus ® Levamisole 

hydrochloride and 

Praziquantel  

Avian  Oral  

Baycox ® Toltrazuril Mammal 

Avian 

Oral 

Cydectin ® Moxidectin Avian 

Mammal 

Available in both oral 
and injectable forms 

Ivomec ® Ivermectin Reptiles (not 

turtles)  

Mammals 

Available in both oral 

and injectable forms 

Panacur ® Fenbendazole Reptiles 

Mammals 

Oral  

Anti-Psychotic 

Trade Name Active Ingredient Species Most 
Commonly Used 

for 

Most Common Route 
of Administration  

Modecate ® Fluphenazine Decanoat Macropods Injectable 
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Gastro-intestinal 
   

Trade Name Active Ingredient Species Most 

Commonly Used 

for 

Most Common Route 

of Administration  

Prepulsid® Cisapride  Koalas 

Mammals 

Oral 

Tympanol® Acid dairy, spirit 

polyvinyl, tincture of 
bitter wormwood. 

Mammals Oral 

Scourban® Sulfadimidine, 

Sulfadiazine and others 

Mammals Oral 

 

Storing Drugs 

All prescription medications should be stored according to the manufacturer’s recommendations.  

Check the packaging carefully to establish the storage temperature and the sensitivity of the 

compound to light and humidity. 

Note: 

 Check the expiry date of the medication.  Do not use past the expiry date as the active 

ingredients of the drug may be ineffective. 

 Check the shelf-life of the medication.  Once constituted, many oral antibiotics are only 
effective for a short period (7 to 14 days).  It is good practice to write the date 

opened/constituted on the bottle to ensure that you do not use the drug past its shelf-life.  

At the end of its shelf-life,  ensure that the medication is disposed of appropriately.   

 Some medications need to be stored in the refrigerator - check the instructions on the 

bottle/container carefully.    

 Do not freeze unused portions of medications as freezing can destroy the active ingredients 

of the medication. 

 Some medications need to be stored in a dark place.  You will notice that some medications 
come in a brown bottle – these drugs need to be stored away from light.  Ensure that they 

remain in the original bottle or alternatively place the bottle in a dark bag (such as a brown 

paper bag) or wrap something dark around the bottle to protect the medication from light. 

 Veterinarians will usually dispense drugs in quantities sufficient for the course of treatment 

for your individual animal.   

 

Disposal of Drugs 

Prescription medications can be disposed of by placing them in the RUM (Return of Unwanted 

Medicines) at your local pharmacy. These are then destroyed in a high temperature purpose-

built furnace.  Empty containers can be wrapped in paper and placed in a garbage bin. 

Alternatively unused drugs can be returned to the veterinarian that prescribed the medication. 
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Terminology 

Wildlife rehabilitators should become familiar with common abbreviations often used by vets. 

Abbreviations are used in a variety of circumstances (e.g. Release paperwork and copies of 

veterinary records).   

Listed below are some of the more common abbreviations used:- 

Administering Medications 

Abbreviation Meaning Abbreviation Meaning  

SID Once daily PO or p.o. Orally (per os) 

BID Twice daily IM  or   i/m Intramuscular 

TID Three times daily SC or SQ  or  s/c Subcutaneous 

QID Four times daily IV or i/v Intraveneous 

qd Every day (same as SID) ml Milli-litre 

q8h Every 8 hours q12h Every 12 hours 

 

Physical Examination, Physiology 

Abbreviation  Meaning  

BAR Bright, alert, responsive 

BPM Beats or breathes per minute 

CRT Capillary refill time 

DOA Dead on arrival 

GI Gastrointestinal 

HBC or MVA Hit by car / motor vehicle accident  

HR Heart rate 

ICU Intensive care unit 

L (with a circle around it) Left 

R (with a circle around it) Right  

LOC Level of consciousness 

Mm Mucous membrane  

NAD No abnormalities detected  

P Pulse 

PM Post mortem; or abbreviation for evening 

R Respirations  

RR Respiration rate 

Stat Immediately (statim) 

TLC Tender loving care 

TPR Temperature, pulse and respiration  

URI Upper respiratory infection  
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Abbreviation  Meaning  

WNL Within normal limits 

Wt Weight  

BW Body weight  

 Increased 

 Decreased 

+ Positive (used to describe test results) may have multiple +’s to 

indicate degree 

- Negative (used to describe test results) may have multiple –‘s to 

indicate degree 

< Less than 

> Greater than  

♂ Male 

♀ Female 

Bx Biopsy 

Dx Diagnosis 

Fx Fracture  

Hx History 

Rx Prescription 

Sx Surgery 

Tx Treatment  

 

 

  

Diagram above indicates the skeletal structure of a cat which is very similar to many wildlife 
species.  Rehabilitators should become familiar with basic anatomical definitions. 

Source:  An Illustrated Guide to Veterinary Medical Terminology (Romich) 
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Terms Used to Describe Direction  

It is useful for wildlife rehabilitators to have an understanding of some of the commonly used 

terms used by veterinarians when describing direction on a body.  This helps you to understand 
written notes from veterinary clinics describing injuries and wounds.  Below is a list of the 

commonly used terms and what they relate to. 

Abbreviation Meaning 

Ventral Refers to the belly or underside of a body or body part 

Dorsal Refers to the back  

Cranial Means towards the head 

Caudal Means towards the tail  

Anterior Means front of the body. Used more to describe organs or body 

parts. 

Posterior Means rear of the body  

Rostral Means nose end of the head  

Caudal  Means towards the tail 

Cephalic Means pertaining to the head  

Medial Means toward midline 

Lateral  Means away from the midline  

Superior Means uppermost, above, or toward the head  

Inferior  Means lowermost, below, or toward the tail 

Proximal Means nearest midline or beginning of a structure 

Distal Means farthest from midline or beginning of a structure  

Superficial Means near the surface; also called external 

Deep Means away from the surface; also called internal 

Palmar Means bottom of the front foot or hoof 

Plantar Means bottom of the rear foot or hoof. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  All Illustrated Guide to Veterinary 

Medical Terminology  
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Basic Calculation of Drug Doses 

Your vet will advise you of the correct dosage of drugs to be administered when he/she 

prescribes the drug to you for your animal.  However, it is important that wildlife rehabilitators 
understand how to calculate basic drug dosages and correctly measure medications to ensure 

that the animal receives the prescribed amount. 

To calculate the amount that you need to provide to your animal, you need to ensure that you 

have an accurate weight of the animal.  If the animal is to remain on the medication for a period 

of time, it is essential that you weigh the animal regularly so that the dose can be adjusted 

accordingly.   

Very basic drug doses are commonly referred to as “x mls per kg” – for example, 2mls of 

medication per kilogram of body weight. 

For example, if the dose rate is “2mls/kg” then:    

 A possum weighing 3.2kgs would require 6.4mls of medication 

 A bandicoot weighing 1.5kgs would require 3mls of medication 

 A Magpie weighing 400 grams would require 0.8mls of medication  

When calculating doses for animals less than one kilogram, ensure that the weight is 

converted to kilograms and not grams.  For example, the 300 gram magpie would be 

calculated as 0.3kg. 

 

Proper Use of Needles and Syringes  

 

Some important points to remember:- 

 Use the syringe volume that is closest to the volume of medicine to be delivered for the 
greatest accuracy.  For example, do not use a 20ml syringe to draw up 2mls of medication.  

The best choice for 2mls of medication would be a 2.5ml or 3ml syringe.  The best choice for 

0.5mls of medication would be a 1ml syringe.  

 Ensure that there are no air bubbles in the syringe.   You can remove air-bubbles by holding 
the syringe upright and tapping the barrel of the syringe.  The air bubbles will move to the 

top of the syringe making it easier to expel the bubbles. 

 When reading a syringe, remember to measure from the top 

of the plunger not the bottom. 

 Disposable syringes are sterilized, pre-packaged, non-toxic 

and ready for use.    

 When administering oral medications - ensure that you use a 
clean syringe.  Use either a sterilized pre-packaged syringe.  

You can re-use syringes provided that they are disinfected by 

either soaking in F10® disinfectant or by steam sterilizing in 

the microwave.  Do not use for injections. 

 When administering medications by injection, only new pre-packaged syringes and needles 

should be used.  

 Selection of needle size is based on the amount and viscosity of the medication.  Thick, oily 
medications are given through needles with large lumens; thinner medications are given 

through needles with smaller lumens. 
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 Needle size is inversely proportional to its number.  For example, a 16 gauge needle has a 

large lumen and a 25 gauge needle has a small lumen. 

 Needle size selection is also based on the route of administration.  Intramuscular injections 
are given with small-lumen needles (like a 25 gauge) and subcutaneous injections in large 

animals are given with large-lumen needles (like a 23 gauge) 

 Needle size selection is also based on the species and age of the animal (young animals use a 

smaller gauge and older, larger animals use a larger gauge) 

 Needle length is based on the route of administration.  To give a deep muscle injection, a 

needle of appropriate length must be used bearing in mind the depth of the muscle. 

 Disposable syringes come in the following sizes (depending upon the brand):- 

o 0.5mls (commonly referred to as Insulin syringes) 

o 1ml 

o 2.5mls (or 3mls) 

o 5mls 

o 10mls 
o 20mls  (or 25mls) 

o 50mls  

 
 Some syringes come with needles already attached – most commonly Insulin syringes. 

 Syringes come in both ‘slip lock’ (below left) or ‘luer lock’ (below right) variations.  Luer lock 
syringes are good for animals that are difficult to restrain (e.g. adult macropods) and when 

using crop needles. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
Source:  Extracted from Fundamentals of Pharmacology for Veterinary Technicians 
(Romic, JA). 
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Common needle sizes used in wildlife 

 

Birds 

 

Most species – 30g, 27g or 25g (1/2” length maximum) 
Large species (large waterbirds) – 23g (1” length maximum) 

 

Reptiles 

 

Small to medium species – 27g or 25g 
Large species – 23g  

 

Mammals 

 

Small Mammals – 27g or 25g (1/2” or ¾” length) 

Large Mammals – 23g or 21g (3/4” or 1” length)  

 

Remember – always use the smallest lumen possible to prevent undue pain and 
discomfort.    

 

 

Easy Reference Chart 

Many of these tables and diagrams have been reproduced as an Easy Reference Chart in 

the Appendix section of the CD for those that wish to print and keep this information 

handy. 
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Drug Routes of Administration  

 

There are several methods of administering medications.   Each route of administration has 

advantages and disadvantages. The route selected will depend on a number of things including: 

 The state of the animal (whether the animal is in a critical state and may require 

administration by a route that will enable the drug to be absorbed faster – ie intravenous). 

 The temperament of the animal. 

 Any unique species characteristics (eg oral medications can affect the gut-flora of some 

native species such as koalas and ringtail possums). 

 The formulation of the drug (what form the drug comes in – oral, injectable etc). 

 The experience and knowledge of the person administering the drug (a less experienced 

rehabilitator may be provided with oral medications as opposed to injectable medications). 

Various medications require the drug to be administered in a particular way.  If a vet prescribes 

a medication and you are unsure how it is to be administered – always check with the vet before 

administering.  For example - Baytril® (antibiotic) comes in several forms – an oral form and an 
injectable form.  Administering the oral form by injection  will have adverse effects (and vice 

versa). 

The general methods of administering medications include: 

Oral 

The medication is placed into the animal’s mouth and it is allowed to swallow.  Oral medications 

include tablets and liquid mixtures.  Tablets are not very often prescribed for wildlife and if they 

are, they are always crushed and placed in a liquid suspension or placed in food. 

Topical 

The preparation is applied directly to the site where the drug is required.  Topical medications 

include creams, ointments, lotions, medicated shampoos and aerosol sprays. 

Inhalation 

The medication is absorbed by the animal through its respiratory system.  This generally relates 

to medications that are administered by way of a nebuliser (eg antibiotic for treatment of 

respiratory disorders) 

Parenteral 

Refers to routes by which drugs are injected into the body of animal and can include: 

 Intramuscular – Into the muscular tissue 

 Intraveneous – Directly into venous blood  

 Subcutaneous – Into the tissue beneath the skin 

The most common routes of administration that wildlife rehabilitators use will be either oral or 

topical.   More experienced rehabilitators may be provided with injectable medications but only if 

they have been properly trained to give injections and are confident in their handling/restraint of 

that species.  

If a vet prescribes a medication for an animal in your care that requires to be administered by 
injection, and you are unsure or have not been trained to do so, please ensure that you ask the 
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Vet to demonstrate the correct method of administering or alternatively ask the vet if there is an 

oral medication that would be suitable.  If you are not confident to handle the animal to give 

injections then it will be more appropriate for the animal to be placed with a more experienced 

rehabilitator while the animal is on that course of injectable medications.  Alternatively, the 

animal may need to stay in a wildlife hospital during the course of its medication.   

Please also note that different species have different preferred injection sites.  You should ensure 

that you are familiar with those sites on the species that you are caring for.  Refer to the Species 

Information Sheets. 

 

Oral Administration  

 

Oral administration of medications is the most common form of administration that wildlife 

rehabilitators will use.  However, it is now commonly acknowledged that oral administration of 

medications (particularly antibiotics) can have a detrimental effect on the gut-flora of some of our 

mammal species, and for this reason there is now a tendency to use injectable antibiotics, 

particularly in species such as koalas and ringtail possums. 

Oral medications for native wildlife are usually in the form of liquid.  In some instances tablets 
may be prescribed, but these are crushed and mixed with food or liquid for easier 

administration.   

Liquid medications are easily administered using a syringe.  An eye dropper can be used but 

generally a syringe is more accurate.   

Procedure for Oral Administration 

1. Draw up the required volume of drugs in a clean syringe. 

2. The patient should be suitably restrained. 

3. Ensure that the animal’s head is kept at a neutral angle and not elevated, so that the fluids 

do not enter the trachea.    

4. For mammals, push the syringe into the side of the animal’s mouth.  This is generally 

between the front incisors and the molars where there is a gap.   

5. For birds, insert the syringe into the side of the mouth and SLOWLY dispense a small 

amount of medication at a time. 

6. Inject the fluid into the mouth slowly.  For an adult mammal, if giving more than 0.5mls, 

allow the animal a few seconds to swallow the medication before dispensing more.   

7. If the animal coughs or if the liquid spills from the animals mouth, allow it to rest for a 

moment before attempting to re-administer. 

When administering tablets, pulverize the table into a small volume of food, water or flavoured 

liquid.  Do not use a large volume of food/liquid as you need to ensure that the animal 
consumes the entire amount of the medication.  It may be more effective to withhold food to the 

animal until the medication is administered.  Do not sprinkle the tablet onto the animal’s daily 

food requirement as it may not eat the entire meal and therefore will not get the full dose of 

medication. 
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Administering oral medication to an 

adult koala.   

 
Credit:  AZWH 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Not all wildlife patients are this keen to 

have their medication!   

 
Credit:  AZWH 
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Topical Administration  

 

This route of administration refers to medications that are used directly onto the affected area.  

They include medications used to treat ocular (eye) diseases and those used to treat skin 

conditions and wounds. 

Procedure for Ophthalmic Administration 

1. For placement of medication onto the surface of the eye, good restraint is essential otherwise 

the medication will be inadvertently placed on the eyelids or face.   

2. The tip of the medication dispenser should not come into contact with any surface, including 

the cornea, because it may become contaminated or scratch the cornea.   

3. Eye medication should be used exclusively for the patient to whom it is prescribed.  Sharing 

ophthalmic medications may transmit ocular infections between animals.   

4. Warm the ointment or drops by holding it in your hands for 1-2 minutes. 

5. Hold the eyelids open with the thumb and index finger of one hand as one drop of medication 

is deposited onto the eye surface.  It is helpful to rest the hand holding the medication on the 

animal’s head as the drops are dispensed.  

6. When administering ointments, the lids are held open as aforesaid, and a 5mm strip of 

ointment is squeezed onto the upper or lower eyelid.  The ointment is then dispersed across 

the cornea when the animal blinks.   

Procedure for Other Topical Administration (Ointments, creams etc). 

1. Ensure that the animal is suitably restrained 

2. The tip of the medication dispenser should not come into contact with the affected area as it 

will become contaminated   

3. Using disposable gloves, squeeze the required amount of medication onto a gloved finger and 

then use your gloved finger to spread the medication on the affected area. 

4. For smaller areas or hard to reach areas, squeeze the medication onto a cotton bud and 

apply the medication onto the affected area with the cotton bud  

 

 

Distributing topical medication.  Surolan® was 
distributed evenly over the affected area by placing a 

small amount of ointment on a gloved finger and 

then spreading with the finger.   

 
Credit:  Karen Scott  

 

 

 

 



Rescue and First Aid for Wildlife – Wildcare Australia Inc. 
SECTION 5 – VETERINARY ASPECTS OF WILDLIFE REHABILITATION  Page 17 

 

Subcutaneous Administration  

 

Subcutaneous injections are frequently performed on native wildlife as they are relatively easy 

for experienced wildlife rehabilitators to administer.   They generally allow for rapid absorption of 
the medication. Subcutaneous injections however, are generally not recommended in severely 

dehydrated or critically ill patients where absorption may be compromised.   

The preferred site for administering subcutaneous injections on various species is listed in the 

Species Information Sheets.     

Procedure for Subcutaneous Injection 

1. Select a sterile needle and syringe appropriate to the amount and velocity of the medication 

being administered  

2. If drawing up from a bottle or bag, swab the port with an alcohol swab before inserting the 

needle 

3. Draw up the required volume of drug 

4. Ensure that the patient is suitably restrained 

5. Raise a fold of skin from a suitable area 

6. Moisten the skin with an alcohol swab to flatten the hair and remove surface dirt 

7. Insert the needle under the skin horizontal to the body and withdraw the syringe plunger 

slightly. If blood appears in the syringe or needle hub, a blood vessel has been punctured - 

remove the needle and attempt in another location 

8. If no blood appears, the drug may be injected into the patient slowly 

9. Massage the injection site gently to disperse the drug (if the animal allows)  

10. Immediately dispose of needle and syringe in an appropriate sharps container 

11. Make a record of the medication administered in your Animal Record sheets 

The loose skin from the back of the neck to the rump is the most common site for the 
administration of subcutaneous injections.  This area is suitable because of its poor supply of 

nerves and large blood vessels.    

If giving subcutaneous injections regularly (once or 

twice a day) take a note of where the injection is 

administered so that you do not repeatedly use the 

same site.   

 
Subcutaneous injection – tent a section of skin, wipe 
with alcohol swab and insert the needle into the fold of 

skin being careful to avoid any muscle or nerves.    

 
Credit:  Karen Scott  
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Intramuscular Administration  

 

The intramuscular route is used for injection of small amounts of medication.   

 

Procedure for Intramuscular Injection 

1. Select a sterile needle and syringe appropriate to the amount and velocity of the medication 

being administered 

2. If drawing up from a bottle, swab the top of the bottle with an alcohol swab before inserting 

the needle 

3. Draw up the required volume of drug 

4. Ensure that the patient is suitably restrained 

5. Isolate the muscle between your fingers and thumb (Photo 1) 

6. Moisten the skin with an alcohol swab to flatten the hair and remove surface dirt 

7. Using an appropriate gauge needle, embed the needle into the muscle at a 90 degree angle to 

the skin (Photo 2) 

8. Retract the syringe plunger slightly, if no blood appears, the drug may be injected into the 

patient SLOWLY (Photo 3).  If blood appears, remove the needle and attempt in another 

location 

9. Massage the injection site gently to disperse the drug (Photo 4) (if the animal allows) 

10. Dispose of needle and syringe safely 

11. Make a record of the medication given in your Animal Record sheets 

 

Only small amounts of fluid should be administered by this route as large amounts can be 

painful.   

Intramuscular injections in birds are generally given in the muscle over the keel bone.  

In mammals intramuscular injections are generally given in the thigh area.  Be careful when 
giving injections in the thigh/hip area as the sciatic nerve runs through this region and hitting 

the nerve with the needle can cause severe pain and even lameness or paralysis.  

The preferred site for administering intramuscular injections on various species is listed in the 

Species Information Sheets.  
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1 – Isolate the muscle and then wipe the area 

with an alcohol swab 

 

   

 
2 – Embed the needle at a 90° angle 

 

 

 
3 – Draw back on the plunger. If no sign of 

blood, slowly inject. 

 

 

 

4 – Massage the injection site 
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The Vet Visit 

 

When caring for sick, injured and orphaned native wildlife, your local veterinarian or specialised 

wildlife veterinarian will play a large role in your success. 

In South East Queensland, we are very fortunate that we have the support and assistance of 

many local veterinarians who are prepared to help with the diagnosis and treatment of sick and 

injured wildlife.   

Most veterinarians donate their time free of charge to see wildlife and do not expect wildlife 
rehabilitators to pay consultation fees.  Many veterinarians do however charge a nominal or 

reduced charge for the costs of things such as medications, pathology, radiographs etc. 

The follow is extracted from ‘The Vet Visit’ by Dr. Jonathan Hanger and Dr. Andrew Tribe.  

What should Vets expect from wildlife rehabilitators?  

 

 Respect 

 Appreciation – giving of time and experience at no charge 

 Recovery of out-of-pocket expenses 

 Medications 

 Pathology expenses 

 Other expenses 

 High standard of care from rehabilitators 

 Advising outcome of animal and providing feedback 

 Gifts of alcohol and chocolate! 

 

What should wildlife rehabilitators expect from vets?  

 

 Compassion 

 Being honest about their willingness to treat wildlife 

 Being honest about their ability and knowledge 

 Prompt treatment of trauma victims (including euthanasia if appropriate) 

 Acknowledgment and respect for rehabilitators knowledge and experience 

 Diagnostic tests – faecal tests, blood tests, xrays 

 Treatment Plan – giving clear and concise instructions 

 Being charged cost price for services and medications 
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Preparing for the Vet Visit  

Please bear in mind the following points when making arrangements to take native animals to a 

vet: 

 Always ring and make an appointment – do not turn up unannounced.  If you have just 
rescued a critical animal and require immediate veterinary assistance, ring the veterinary 

clinic on your way to let them know that you are coming and provide details of the animal 

including the species and its injuries/condition and check that they can see the animal. 

 For non-critical animals, make sure that you contact the vet clinic and arrange an 

appointment.  When making an appointment, the veterinary staff will need to know the 

species and what is wrong with it.   

 Turn up for your appointment at least 5 minutes before schedule.  If your animal is not 

critical, you may be expected to wait for the veterinarian if they are busy, or if previous 

appointments are running over-schedule or if an emergency comes into the clinic. 

 Take the animal in a suitable carry container and ensure that it is fully covered so that 

exposure to domestic animals is limited.  If the animal is particularly stressed, ask the 
reception staff if there is somewhere quiet that the animal could be placed until the vet is 

ready to see the animal. 

 It is preferable not to leave a native animal or bird at a veterinary surgery for treatment, but 
in some instances it may be necessary, particularly if the vet is busy that day and he/she is 

not sure when they will be able to see to the animal. 

 If the animal is new into care, ensure that you have conducted a thorough assessment of the 
animal before taking it to the vet. This may not always be feasible with critically injured 

animals or animals requiring euthanasia.  Being prepared and having conducted an 

assessment yourself will often save the vet time and they will appreciate your assistance. 

 If you think you will need the vet to conduct a faecal test, ensure that you have a fresh, clean 

sample available.   

 Take the animals history/record sheets with you.  This is particularly important if the animal 
has received previous veterinary treatment.   Ensure that you are familiar with the animal’s 

history. 

 If you think that the animal will need to be anaesthetised, do not feed the animal or bird for 

at least 2 hours beforehand, to prevent the animal from regurgitating under anaesthetic.  

 Remember to always thank the vet and support staff for their assistance.  
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Common Diagnostic Aids  

Often a clinical examination of an animal is not sufficient for a vet to be able to accurately 

diagnose a sick or injured animal and they may need to rely on certain diagnostic tests to 

confirm their diagnosis.   

Some of the more common diagnostic tests are explained below.   

 

Faecal Tests 

There are 2 common types of faecal tests that a vet can conduct, one being a “faecal smear” and 

the other being a “faecal float”.  Both are used to diagnose different diseases and infections.  

Faecal tests are one of the more common diagnostic tests that are performed on native wildlife.  

They are used to diagnose conditions such as bacterial infections, Candida and internal 

parasites.   

Experienced veterinary nurses are also often able to perform these tests and identify common 

parasites.   

 

Blood Tests 

This will involve the vet drawing blood from a vein of the animal.  Common tests include PCV 

(packed cell volume), protein content and blood smears.  Blood tests are used to diagnose 

conditions such as anaemia, bacterial infections and leukaemia and to check dehydration levels 

on critically sick/injured wildlife.  They are also used in some cases to check the level of function 

of organs such as the kidney and liver.   

 

Ultrasound 

Ultrasound is the imaging of internal body structures and is most 

effective for viewing solid organs or soft tissue.    This is often 

used to diagnose conditions such as ovarian cysts in koalas. 

 

Radiographs (Xrays) 

A radiograph is used to visualize internal body structures including 
bones, air and soft tissue.  The most common use of radiographs is to 

diagnose fractures, but can also be used to diagnose conditions such 

as pneumonia and obstructions in the gastrointestinal tarct. 

 

Radiograph (xray) of bird. 
Note the obvious fracture to the right leg. 

 
Source:  AZWH 
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Collecting Samples  

 

Urine  

Ideally, urine should be collected in a sterile container by holding it underneath the animal while 

it is urinating.  When dealing with wildlife this is usually not possible!  If the animal urinates on 

a clean floor surface (such as tiles, timber etc) use a sterile syringe to draw up a quantity of the 

urine.  Otherwise, the vet will obtain a urine sample by manual expression of the bladder or 

cystocentesis (by inserting a needle into the bladder through the abdominal wall).  This is done 

while the animal is anaesthetised.   

 

Faeces  

Collect a faecal sample into a wide-mouth sterile container.  Ensure that the sample is fresh – 

stale samples will not provide an accurate result.   

For urine and faecal samples, clearly mark the container with the animal’s name and the date 

the sample was collected.  Place the container in the refrigerator.   

 

Other Samples 

Your vet may require other samples such as blood, abdominal fluid, feathers or skin scrapes.  

Your vet will collect these samples as some are required to be collected under anaesthetic.   

 

 

Specimen containers used to collect samples. 

Source:  Grale Scientific 

 

 

 

 

 

Refer to the Appendix “The Vet Visit” paper by Dr Jon Hanger and Dr Andrew 
Tribe 
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Utilising Emergency Veterinary Clinics 

 

In South-east Queensland we are fortunate that there are a number of 24 hour veterinary clinics 

that will admit wildlife.  In addition to the points listed above, please take note of the following 

when seeking assistance from emergency clinics:- 

 If arriving with a critically injured animal, ring ahead and let them know that you are 
coming.  Ask if veterinary staff are available to see the animal.  Always identify yourself to the 

veterinary staff as a wildlife carer (local veterinary clinics are aware that wildlife carers are 
volunteers).  Please remember, that emergency clinics are often very busy dealing with 

domestic animal emergencies.  The veterinary staff will prioritise (triage) animals according to 

their injuries, however paying patients of the clinic will generally receive priority over non-

paying wildlife patients.   

 If the clinic is busy and the animal requires euthanasia, offer to assist the staff by restraining 
the animal while veterinary staff administers the euthanasia solution (if you are confident 

with restraint/handling of that particular species).  This assistance is often appreciated by 

busy veterinary staff some of which may not be overly confident with handling that particular 

species. 

 Emergency clinics will not generally charge to euthanase critically injured wildlife.  If they 
wish to carry out any procedures or administer any medication, they will generally advise you 
beforehand if it is their intention to charge a fee for doing so.  Generally most emergency 

clinics will provide emergency treatment free of charge (such as administration of analgesics, 

antibiotics or euthanasia solution). 

 Although it is preferred that wildlife are not left at veterinary clinics, in some instances it may 
be necessary to leave the animal at the clinic.  Examples where it is more appropriate for 

wildlife to be left at emergency clinics include:- 

o Where the animal is prescribed S8 drugs (e.g. Methone®, Temgesic®).  These 

medications need to be administered at more regular intervals (some as frequently as 

every 4 hours).  Vets will not provide S8 drugs to wildlife carers to administer at 

home.  These drugs generally reduce the animal’s level of alertness which helps to 

reduce stress.  

o Where the animal needs to be on intravenous fluids.  Very few wildlife carers are able 

to confidently monitor i/v fluid administration.   

o Where the animal is in respiratory distress.  These animals can deteriorate quickly 
and may need to be intubated (a tube placed in their trachea to help them breathe) or 

they may require oxygen therapy. 

o Where the animal is suffering from seizures/convulsions.  These animals need to be 

sedated when necessary.   
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Below are some ways that can help to reduce stress on wildlife that are left in 
veterinary clinics:- 

 Ask the veterinary staff if they are able to place the animal in a separate area away from 

domestic animals to help reduce stress.   

 Politely remind the veterinary staff of the animal’s history.  For example, an animal that has 
been attacked by a domestic dog will suffer tremendously from stress if housed in close 

proximity to other domestic dogs in a clinic environment.   

 Leave the animal in a suitable container/carrier.  Most veterinary clinics do not have smaller 
enclosures suitable for wildlife, and wildlife are placed in their standard hospital cages. 

Leaving the animal in a more suitable container can help reduce stress and can assist in 

placing the animal in a quieter environment. This can also help reduce stress as the 

bedding/linen in your rescue carrier should not smell like domestic animals.   

 Leave the animal with some natural cover or food.  For animals such as possums or koalas, 
provide them with some natural vegetation to eat.  Even if they are not interested in food, 

providing a small amount of natural vegetation can help to reduce stress by making their 

environment more natural.  

 

Specialised Wildlife Hospitals  

 

Once you become a wildlife rehabilitator, you should become familiar with local specialised 

facilities that provide treatment for wildlife.  There are specialised wildlife hospitals in various 

areas.  In South-east Queensland we are fortunate to have a number of facilities including 

Currumbin Wildlife Hospital, Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital and the RSPCA Animal Care 

Campus at Wacol.  

A number of parks and zoos also provide veterinary assistance to licensed wildlife rehabilitators.  

These facilities accept wildlife from the general public and from wildlife rehabilitators.  They 

provide invaluable veterinary treatment free of charge to wildlife rehabilitators and provide 

additional services such as radiographs, blood tests and faecal tests.   These facilities also 
generally provide prescribed medications free of charge to registered wildlife rehabilitators.   The 

level of support provided by these facilities to our local wildlife and rehabilitators is invaluable 

and we encourage wildlife rehabilitators to support these facilities wherever possible as most are 

non-profit organisations relying on the support of the general community, just as wildlife care 

groups do.  

When utilising the services of a wildlife hospital, please bear the following in mind:- 

 Ensure that you make an appointment to take non-critical animals for veterinary treatment.  

Most facilities have set times that they leave for carer appointments.   

 If you are taking a critical animal, please telephone on your way and advise the veterinary 

staff of your ETA, the species and its condition.  This helps them prepare for the animals’ 

arrival.   

 For new admissions, most facilities prefer that the animal is admitted and left at the hospital.  

New admissions are then triaged and seen according to the severity of their injuries.  

 Be respectful of any health and safety procedures that the facility may have in place.  For 

example, some facilities do not allow bats to be handled by rescuers in the hospital; they 

must only be handled by the hospital staff.   
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 When leaving animals at facilities, ensure that carriers/equipment are clearly labelled with 

your full name and your telephone number.  These facilities admit a large number of animals 

and it is often difficult for them to keep track of which equipment belongs to which person. 

 Ensure that you have available the animal’s details including:- 

o Date and time of rescue 

o Reason for rescue 

o Contact name and number of caller  

o Exact location of rescue  

o The length of time the animal has been in care  
o Any medications that have been administered by either yourself or another 

veterinarian  

o Any food/water that has been provided to the animal (this may influence whether the 

animal can be anaesthetised).   

o Full history of the animal (if it has been in care for a length of time)  

 

Remember that wildlife hospitals rely on keeping accurate data from wildlife admissions to assist 

in funding applications and to provide essential data to government organisations.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above:  Eastern Grey Kangaroo joey being treated at Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital. 

Credit: AZWH 


