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Introduction 

 

The following Section is based on a paper “Management of Critically Ill Wildlife – The 

Reality and Practice of Wildlife Euthanasia” by Dr Jon Hanger and Dr Andrew Tribe 

(2005). 

For many animals presented to wildlife carers, veterinarians or rehabilitation centres, the most 

humane course of action is euthanasia. The most common reasons for this are serious illness or 

injury, lack of resources, lack of viability (small joeys), or because the animal is feral.  Whatever 
the reason, the decision to euthanase is generally an ethical one that is based upon minimising 

or relieving the suffering of an animal.  Once a decision to euthanase has been made, it should 

be performed promptly by a suitably qualified or experienced person. Although not a pleasant 

task, it is important that wildlife rehabilitators are trained to perform euthanasia.  Acceptable 

techniques for euthanasia vary depending upon species, size and availability of veterinary 
support and resources.  Certain states allow for the possession and use of some restricted drugs 

by appropriately trained laypersons, others do not.  This section outlines the important 

principles of euthanasia and gives some guidelines for acceptable techniques that may be used 

for species commonly presented for care.  

Commonly, as wildlife rehabilitators, we are confronted with wildlife affected by severe injuries or 

illness. Given the high potential for suffering, these animals must be treated with sensitivity, 

compassion and prompt and appropriate veterinary attention. The purpose of this section is to 
assist wildlife rehabilitators to confidently assess these cases and perform euthanasia or seek 

the assistance of a Trauma Carer or veterinarian.  

Although euthanasia is a sensitive issue for wildlife rehabilitators, particularly new 

rehabilitators, it is a fact of life. Euthanasia is one of the most common veterinary procedures 

performed on wildlife by both veterinarians and wildlife rehabilitators.  

 

It is important to realise that euthanasia is not an indication of 

failure, it is an act based on ethics and compassion. 

 

It is a decision that recognises the following facts: 

1. That we cannot save every injured animal’s life. 

2. That we cannot cure every illness in wildlife. 

3. That we cannot provide facilities and resources for the care of every sick or injured wild 
animal. 

4. That we do not have the resources to house every unreleasable animal to a standard 

that ensures good quality of life. 

5. That our primary role as wildlife carers is the relief of suffering.  

Importantly, as effective and compassionate wildlife rehabilitators, we must acknowledge these 
facts.  One of the most important realisations is that our most important priority is not to 

attempt to save every life, but to make decisions based upon the best welfare of the animal – 

decisions that commonly result in euthanasia.  
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Euthanasia is one of the most common veterinary techniques used in wildlife medicine. Its aim is 

to relieve suffering by causing a rapid, painless and relatively comfortable death to those animals 

with severe injuries, illness or debility. Euthanasia may also be performed on healthy animals: 

for example feral animals, or joeys that are too young to be successfully reared. Whatever the 

indications for euthanasia, its objectives remain the same:  

To cause immediate or rapid loss of consciousness, followed by 

death, with a minimum of pain, discomfort or distress. 

EUTHANASIA = GOOD DEATH 

 

Making the Decision to Perform Euthanasia  

 

In some cases, making the decision to perform euthanasia on an animal can be an easy one 

(although not always a happy one). For example: animals with severe trauma or untreatable 
disease should give no difficulty in making that decision. However, some cases may not be so 

straightforward. It is sometimes helpful to consider the following factors: 

1. Does the animal have injuries or illness that can be treated successfully? Or, is the joey 

developed enough to have a good chance of survival? 

2. Is (are) there suitable rehabilitators available and capable of caring for the animal for its 

complete period of rehabilitation? 

3. Is there suitable habitat available for the animal to be released into, or a captive institution 

appropriate for it? 
4. Is there appropriate veterinary care available? 

5. Is the animal an endangered or rare species? 

6. Does it have a GOOD chance of survival in the wild following rehabilitation? 

If the answer to some of these questions is NO, then euthanasia may be the most appropriate 

course of action even if the injuries or illness are not so severe as to normally warrant 
euthanasia. Also, the rehabilitation and release of geriatric animals that are unlikely to 

contribute reproductively to a population is questionable. 

 

The question of BAD LUCK versus BAD GENES 

Often, wild animals are presented to us because they have been injured or become sick through 

BAD LUCK, often as a result of human activities. Sometimes, however, animals are found in a 

sick or weakened state without apparent accidental causes. Before treating and releasing these 

animals, we must first consider whether the illness or failure to thrive, or whatever, is as a result 

of BAD GENES. Natural selection ensures that only the fit animals survive, particularly in times 

of hardship. During these times, the less genetically “fit” animals die.  

This phenomenon ensures the constant “testing” of a species’ genes, and selection for “strong 
genes”. If we continually rescue and rehabilitate individuals that are found in a weak or 

debilitated state, or dying because they are not as strong as others of their species, then we are 

giving a selective advantage to animals with “weaker” genes, rather than letting nature get rid of 

those genes. Flying foxes and muttonbirds are just some examples of species for which we may 

not necessarily be doing the right thing by saving all of the weak individuals. 

It’s a concept worth thinking about, even if it is hard to put into practice sometimes. 
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Euthanasia Techniques  

 

The basic requirement for a euthanasia technique is that it causes immediate or rapid loss of 

consciousness and/or death with a minimum of pain, discomfort and distress.  Furthermore, the 
manner in which an animal is treated, handled, contained and restrained before and during 

euthanasia is as critical for its welfare as the euthanasia technique itself. 

Most effective euthanasia techniques therefore require destruction or damage to the brain, or 

chemical suppression of brain activity. Other desirable characteristics of euthanasia techniques 

are that they: 

1. Can be performed easily and safely by trained rehabilitators; 

2. Are reliable (ie reliably cause rapid and painless death); 

3. Affect necropsy findings minimally; 

4. Are aesthetically tolerable.  

Clearly no technique is perfect in all respects, but the use of veterinary euthanasia solutions 

provides the most effective and acceptable (aesthetic) form of euthanasia for most cases. 

However, the use of these solutions is regulated by State drugs and poisons legislation such that 

very few people other than veterinarians may legally possess and use them. 

In Queensland, we are very fortunate that Queensland Health does provide this option to 

appropriately trained and endorsed wildlife rehabilitators.   

The following are some other methods that when performed by capable persons are relatively 

humane: 

1. Trauma (such as shooting or clubbing) and, under certain circumstances and for certain 

species, the following: 

2. Asphyxiation with carbon dioxide gas (not readily available to most rehabilitators). 

The following methods ARE NOT HUMANE AND SHOULD NEVER BE USED. They DO NOT fulfil 

the requirements of euthanasia: 

 

 Physical asphyxiation 

 Drowning 

 Hypothermia (placing in the freezer) 

 Decapitation 

 

Any method that does not induce instantaneous or rapid loss of consciousness without pain, 

discomfort or distress is not a euthanasia technique, and its use is not excusable under any 

circumstance. 
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Chemical Methods of Euthanasia  

 

Veterinary euthanasia solutions  

 
Most veterinary euthanasia solutions contain a drug called sodium pentobarbitone, which 

causes anaesthesia, and stops the heart and breathing at high doses. There are some important 
considerations in the use of these solutions though: 

 

1. They may only be kept and used by registered veterinarians or other persons appropriately 

licensed by state health authorities. 

2. They are extremely irritant to tissues and have the potential to cause severe pain if used or 

injected inappropriately. 

3. They are hazardous for human health if injected or ingested accidentally (or deliberately) at 

relatively small doses. 
4. Carcases of animals containing this drug can cause death of animals ingesting the carcase 

(such as goannas).  

To achieve highly concentrated solutions of sodium pentabarbitone, the solutions are made quite 

caustic, which makes them very damaging to tissues.  These solutions can cause severe pain 

and tissue necrosis (death) if injected by inappropriate routes, or by accidental injection into 
tissues. Even by the intravenous route, some conscious animals (particularly reptiles) 

demonstrate significant pain responses upon injection of the drug.  Almost invariably now, 

wildlife presented to wildlife hospitals are anaesthetised prior to injection of veterinary 

euthanasia solutions.  

If anaesthesia is not available, then the following routes are recommended to cause minimal pain 

and distress on injection: 

 Intravenous (into a vein) 

 Intraperitoneal (diluted at least 50%) (into the abdominal cavity) 

 Intrahepatic (diluted 50% and injected slowly) (into the liver) 

Intracardiac injection is not desirable in conscious animals.  

Injection of euthanasia solutions into conscious reptiles by any route may cause pain and 

should be avoided if anaesthesia is not possible. Cranial trauma is a more rapid and humane 

method of euthanasia in these cases.  
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Trauma as a method of euthanasia  

 

Although requiring some mental fortitude and being somewhat unaesthetic, cranial trauma is 
the most humane method of euthanasia that is available to wildlife rehabilitators if performed 
appropriately.  Most wildlife rehabilitators will have to do it at some stage – so learn how to do it 

well.  

All methods of euthanasia using trauma should aim to cause destruction of, or damage to the 
brain sufficient to induce immediate loss of consciousness, followed shortly afterwards (and 

before return of consciousness) by death. Any techniques that do not fulfil these requirements 

are not acceptable methods of euthanasia, except in extreme circumstances. Remember: all 

methods of euthanasia should reduce the suffering or distress of an animal – not add to it. 

Anatomical considerations: 

It is desirable to have some understanding of the anatomical location and size of the brain in 

species which may be candidates for euthanasia by trauma. In most species, the brain occupies 

a relatively small proportion of the total head size, and any technique must aim to ensure that 

the brain is the target of the trauma, not the muzzle, eyes or beak, for example.  Particularly in 

reptiles, the brain is very small relative to the size of the head, and well protected in the 
braincase and by surrounding tissues, particularly the muscles.  In small animals and reptiles it 

is essential to totally destroy the head to ensure that the brain is destroyed. Decapitation alone 

IS NOT desirable in any species, particularly reptiles.   Refer to Appendix 2 showing the relative 

sizes and positions of the brain in various taxonomic groups. 

It is preferable that traumatic methods of euthanasia NOT be performed in the presence of 

members of the public or with an audience. Many people find such methods deeply disturbing 

and it does not present a professional front to the public, even if it is necessary occasionally. 

The following trauma techniques can be humanely used to perform euthanasia: 

1. Shooting 
 

This is only really appropriate for large macropods, and in situations in which there is a clear 

and safe line of sight to the brain. Occasionally, it may be used for small mammals (such as 

flying foxes) or birds in cases in which there is no other access to the animal, for example: 

animals caught up in wires or fishing line high in a tree. A firearms licence is required to 

keep and use a firearm, and it is advisable to contact the local police before discharging 
firearms.  The brain occupies the portion of the head between the eyes and the base of the 

ears.  An appropriate projectile should be used to destroy that portion of the head.  The gun 

must be sighted in perfectly prior to taking the shot – accuracy is paramount in ensuring the 

brain is destroyed.  For animals that are inaccessible (such as high in a tree) a pair of 

binoculars is useful the check that the job has been done properly.  Needless to say, guns are 

dangerous and should only be used by very experienced and responsible persons.  

2. Clubbing 

It is preferable to use a heavy steel bar, hammer or similar, and ensure that your aim is 
perfect.  The animal should be immobile or adequately restrained to ensure your accuracy. 

Remember: the only acceptable outcome of this technique is immediate loss of 

consciousness, and destruction of the brain. 
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3. Flicking 

This technique is only suitable for smaller mammals and birds, and involves grasping the 

animal by the hind limbs and/or tail (with its front or belly facing you), and rapidly flicking 

its head down onto a hard object such as concrete or the edge of a brick. If effective, the skull 

should sustain multiple fractures and the brain destroyed or badly damaged. It is not a 

reliable technique for reptiles because their brain is small and very well protected by the soft 

tissues and bones of the skull.  

 

DO NOT ATTEMPT ANY TRAUMATIC EUTHANASIA TECHNIQUES HALF-
HEARTEDLY. 

Perform them only if you are confident that you can perform them effectively 
and humanely. 

 

What to expect with trauma as a euthanasia technique: 

If performed effectively, trauma should result in immediate loss of consciousness. This is 

determined by loss of coordinated movement and loss of the palpebral and corneal reflexes 

(shutting the eye when it is touched). It is usual for there to be some reflex movement such as 

kicking with the hind legs (in mammals) or flapping of the wings in birds. This should not persist 
for more than 1 minute. If the euthanasia has been successful, then breathing should stop 

virtually immediately, and the heart should stop within minutes.  

Traumatic methods of euthanasia are generally not something that you can get used to or feel at 

ease with. If you are, then you should probably not be a carer. Unfortunately, they are necessary 

on occasion. 

 

Confirmation of death in animals subjected to euthanasia techniques:  

In animals subjected to euthanasia techniques, particularly chemical methods, death must be 

confirmed definitively before disposal of the carcass.  When trauma is used as a method of 
euthanasia, and destruction of the brain has been achieved, then this is sufficient.  In all other 

cases, however, observation of cardiac arrest must be observed for at least 1 minute in mammals 

and longer in reptiles. Lack of blink (corneal) reflex is not a sufficient confirmation of death.  

 

Disposal of carcases following euthanasia: 

Carcases that have been injected with intramuscular anaesthetics, such as Zoletil, and then 

subsequently euthanized with veterinary euthanasia solutions by any route, pose a health 

hazard to animals that may scavenge the carcass.  It is therefore important that carcases of 
animals subject to euthanasia using pharmacological methods are disposed of by being wrapped 

in plastic and buried at a depth of 600mm or more, or alternatively, incinerated.  Carcases of 

animals subjected to euthanasia using trauma, carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide or chloroform 

inhalation pose little threat to scavengers, and can be disposed of in appropriate areas of 

bushland.  
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Summary  

 

1. The keys to humane management of critically ill patients are: thorough examination; 

appropriate pain relief; close monitoring; and timely euthanasia when required.  

 

2. Euthanasia is an important and compassionate technique in the management of wildlife with 
severe trauma and disease. 

 

3. Euthanasia is a technique that is COMMONLY indicated, and is far preferable to allowing an 

animal to die from traumatic injuries, disease or inadequate care. 

 
4. Animals requiring euthanasia, or that have severe trauma or disease that may warrant 

euthanasia are VETERINARY EMERGENCIES, that ethically and legally must be dealt with 

appropriately and promptly. 

 

5. The species coordinators have been trained in euthanasia techniques and should be 

consulted by rehabilitators requiring assistance with patients. Alternatively, veterinary 
assistance may be sought as appropriate. 

 

6. Euthanasia techniques such as trauma and chloroform intoxication may be performed by 

rehabilitators adequately trained in these techniques. 

 
7. Drowning, hypothermia and other methods that cause significant pain, distress or discomfort 

to animals must NEVER be used as euthanasia techniques. 
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Diagram showing relative sizes and position of the brain in various taxonomic 
groups. 

 


