o
Possums

Natural History / Behaviour

Marsupials — always check for pouch young

All species are arboreal and nocturnal

All species have strong home ranges and are territorial — essential to obtain accurate details of rescue location

The Common Brushtail Possum is typically solitary: the Short-eared Possum and Ringtail Possums live in family groups
They have prehensile tails

Unfurred joeys require regular feeding (every 3-4 hours)

Common Species of South-east Queensland
Weights are average only

Common Brushtail Possum Trichosurus vulpecula 1.5kg - 3kg
Short-eared Possum (previously called Mountain Brushtail) Trichosurus caninus 4kg
Common Ringtail Possum Pseudocheirus peregrinus 700g - 1kg

Basic Rescue Equipment and Emergency Housing

Adults / Sub-Adults Orphaned Joeys
o Wire carry cage (top-opening) lined with soft towels or e Warm outer pouch (feather pouch, thick pure wool pouch,
small blankets sheepskin)
e Cardboard box in cage in which to hide e Inner pouches (liners) x 3 (lined within themselves)
e Sheet or towels to cover cage e Plastic carry cage lined with towels or small blankets
e Cotton pillow case (preferred for capture and transport) e Heat source: Hot water bottle, instant heat packs,
o Leather gloves or towel for handling/capture Snugglesafe,, electric heat pad or Brinsea ICU
¢ Indoor/outdoor thermometer to monitor ambient pouch
temperature

Photos: AZWH (above) and K. Hooke (right)

OHS Considerations / Zoonoses

Beware of Known Zoonotic Diseases

o Teeth ¢ No specific zoonoses

o Claws e Always use good hygiene when handling possums
o Will raise their front paws aggressively especially those with dermatitis
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Handling

Adult Brushtail Possums:-

Grip around the back of the head/skull and hold the base of the
tail with your other hand.  Use towel to protect from being
bitten or scratched.

Short-eared Possums are larger species and will generally

require a large towel or small blanket to cover, secure well and
then scoop up.

Ringtail Possums or Sub-Adult Brushtail Possums:-

Make a ‘V’ with your fingers around the head and shoulders and
hold the tail with your other hand.

Photo: CWS

Orphans:-

Hold in the palm of your hand with your other hand securing to
prevent them falling or jumping.

Photo: Wildcare Australia Inc.

Emergency Diet

Adults Orphans

o Leaves, flowers and fruits from variety of native plant e Water and Glucodin (initially for first 2 feeds); then
species (e.g. eucalyptus, acacia, lily pilly, bottle brush) - e Suitable milk replacer (Divetelact®, Biolac M100® or
preferably with good quality tip Wombaroo Possum Milk Replacer <0.8)

e  Good quality fruit (e.g. apple, banana, com, sweet potato, o Native vegetation (as for adults) - preferably with good
grapes, rockmelon) — Brushtail Possums only — do not quality tip for joeys just furring and upwards

give fruit to Ringtail Possums
e Fresh water
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Assessment Parameters

Vital Signs Heart Rate 80-100 beats per minute
Respiration Rate 12-18 breaths per minute
Core Body Temperature 36°C-37°C
Preferred Ambient Temperature Adults and Sub-Adults 28°C
Orphans — Just furred to furred 28°C -30°C
Orphans — Unfurred 32°C
Signs of Stress e Vocalisation
e Biting
e Attacking
e Urination, defecation
Signs of Pain e Teeth grinding e Reduced level of alertness
o Earflicking o Closed eyes
e Aggressive behaviour e Heavy breathing
e Laying in lateral or dorsal e Repetitive behaviour
recumbency e Shaking head
Signs of Dehydration e Dry tacky mucous membranes e Lack of skin elasticity
o Dulleyes o Lethargy
e Sunken eyes
Assessment of Body Condition Base of tail - feel for good muscle coverage.

Scapula (shoulder blade) and spine - feel for good muscle coverage.

Temporal region (skull) - feel for good coverage — depression could indicate poor
body condition.

Fur — uniform thick fur, no missing fur

Drug Administration (preferred routes)

Oral Adults: Use a 2.5mL syringe
Sub-Adults: Use a 1mL syringe
Orphans: Use a possum teat (pointed) or a 1mL syringe with a 24g or 22g cannula attached
Intramuscular Dorsal lumbar muscles, cranial and caudal thigh, upper arm.
Subcutaneous Loose skin at lateral neck/shoulders, side of abdomen or over thigh area.
Intravenous Cephalic, saphenous or lateral caudal tail vein.

Euthanasia (preferred methods)

o Injection of sodium pentobarbitone (Lethabarb):-
O Intravenous
0 |Intracardiac (must be anaesthetised first)
0 Intraperitoneal (dilute with water 50:50)

e Blunt force trauma to the head (small unfurred joeys only)
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Common Injuries, Diseases and Conditions

Adults Orphans

e Road trauma injuries (head injury, lacerated tongue, e Dehydration - (level dependent upon length of time
fractured jaw, fractured limbs, internal injuries, eye injuries) without maternal nutrition)

e Dog or cat attack (puncture wounds, open wounds, e Hypothermia (particularly unfurred joeys and in colder
evisceration, internal injuries) Note: cat attack injuries months)
often difficult to visualise e Hypoglycaemia

e Dermatitis (particularly Common Brushtail Possum and e Catattack (puncture wounds, internal bleeding)

hort- P . . ,
S Fm eéred ossum) o ] ¢  Wounds (from being thrown from pouch, associated with
e Poisoning - usually from rodenticide (rat bait) road trauma or dog/cat attack)

e Fractures (from dog/cat attacks and road trauma)

Photos above: Wounds caused by domestic dogs
Photos: Kathryn Kielly

Photos Above: Dermatitis in Common Brushtail Possums
Left photo indicates mild dermatitis — Right photo indicates advanced exudative form
Photos: Kathryn Kielly
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Suggested Drugs and Dose Rates

This information is provided for VETERINARY USE ONLY to assist veterinarians with the INITIAL
ASSESSMENT and EMERGENCY TREATMENT of sick, injured and orphaned wildlife. The drugs
listed are for routine treatment only - culture and sensitivity results would indicate the most
appropriate antibiotic regime.

Suggested drugs and drug doses are provided by wildlife veterinarians at Australia Zoo
Wildlife Hospital from personal experience. Most drugs are used off-label.

AUSTRALIA ZOO

(Telephone: 07 5436 2097) www.wildlifewarriors.org.au WILDLIFE
WARRIORS

Anaesthetic Vi

Drug Composition Dose Rates

Isoflurane® Isoflurane 100% 5% for induction and 2-3% for maintenance with oxygen flow

rate of 1-2 litres per minute

Alfaxan CD RTU®

Alphaxalone

5to 10mg/kg (IM) (higher dose in possums)

Pamlin ® Diazepam 5mg/mL Imglkg (IV or IM)
Zoletil Tiletamine and Zolazepam 5mg/kg (IM)
Analgesic
Drug Composition Dose Rates
Methone® Methadone hydrochloride 0.3t0 0.5 mg/kg - 4 to 6 hourly (IM or SC)
Temgesic® Buprenorphine hydrochloride 0.01mg/kg - 8 to 12 hourly (IM or SC)
Rimadyl® Carprofen Day 1 - 4mg/kg SID (SC or IM)
Days 2 -5 - 2mg/kg SID (SC or IM)
Metacam® Meloxicam Day 1 - 0.2mg/kg SID (IM, SC or PO)
Days 2 -5 - 0.1mg/kg SID (IM, SC or PO)
Painstop® Paracetamol 24mg/ml| 15mg/kg of Paracetamol component

Codeine 1mg/ml

8 hourly (PO)

Infant Panadol Drops®

Paracetamol 100mg/mL

15mg/kg — 4 to 6 hourly (PO)

(1 month to 2 years)

Antibiotics

Drug Composition Dose Rates

Clavulox® Clavulanic acid 35mg/m| 12.5 to 15mg/kg combined drugs (up to 20mg/kg for

Amoxycillin 140mg/ml

Brushtail Possums)
SID (SC or IM) or BID (PO)

Septrin® / Bactrim ®

Trimethoprim and
Sulfamethoxazole Suspension

3 to 5 mg per kg of Trimethoprim component
BID (PO)

Baytril®

Enrofloxacin

5 to 10mg/kg SID (PO) or (SC or IM — must be diluted with
sterile water)

Note: Oral antibiotics should be avoided in Ringtail Possums due to high risk of caecum bloat risk.
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Anatomy
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Figure 3. Estimates of age (years) in brushtail possums using tooth wear. Position and area of dentine (shaded) exposed in
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Possum skeletal structure
Source: Naracoorte Caves National Park

Cusps high and pointed with no apparent wear

Lingual cups with points rounded but with no
dentine exposed

Small cresents of dentine exposed on ligual cusps,
but none on labial cusps

Cresents of dentine on lingual cusps larger, but still high
and rounded; dentine exposed on at least one labial cusp, but
not joined to dentine cresent of lingual cusp

Lower limit; dentine of at least one labial cusp joined to
dentine cresent of lingual cusp

Upper limit; dentine of lingual cusps joined, no longer
appearing as cresents; dentine of both labial cusps joined
to lingual cusps, but still appear as narrow strips along the cusp ridge

Lower limit; lingual cusps flattened, and broad band of exposed
dentine between the two; dentine on labial cusps no longer a
narrow strip but a broad band

Upper limit; both lingual and labial cusps flattened, with large
areas of exposed dentine, but still with an enamel indentation
between anterior and posterior lingual cusps

Cusps completely obliterated and crown of tooth dished; no enamel
indentation between anterior and posterior lingual cusps

classes of tooth wear of first molar (M) of the upper jaw. Derived from Winter (1980) and Cowan and White (1989).

Rescue and First Aid for Wildlife — Wildcare Australia Inc.

SPECIES INFORMATION SHEET — POSSUMS

Page 6



Common Species of South-east Queensland

Common Brushtail Possum

e  Black, bushy tail with bare strip on the underside.

o  Fur usually grey above and light cream under, sometimes with }
a rusty colour around the shoulder, some black markings
around the nose.

¢ Quite large pointed ears.

e Large cream fur patch on back of ears.

e  Adults weigh between 1.5 and 4kg.

Short-eared Possum (previously called the Mountain Brushtail Possum)

o Very dark grey above , light under, some animals totally
black.

e Bushy, black tail tapering towards the tip, with naked area
under. The fur is denser than the Common Brushtail.

e  Ears smaller and more rounded than the Common
Brushtail.

e Abigger, more robust possum than the Common Brushtail
reaching up to 4kg.

Common Ringtail Possum

e Small, rounded ears.

e Long, thin, finely furred tail usually with a white tip.
e Adults average about 1kg.

o Unfurred joeys have darkish brown skin, furred joeys look like little grizzly bears.

All photos: EM Hanger

Information extracted from Possums of South-east Queensland; The Care and Management of the Common Brushtail Possum, the
Short-eared Possum and the Ringtail Possum (EM Hanger) prepared for Wildcare Australia Inc.
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