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EDITORIAL 
. 
 

Requests for Information 

 
Once again in this issue of The Rehabilitator we include notices of requests from investigators for 

information from rehabilitation units.  Rehabilitators are in a unique position to provide material and 

information on many aspects of the biology and health of wild animals. Although, the collection of 

information about wildlife casualties is of secondary significance to their welfare, it is still an aspect of 

rehabilitation that could receive far more emphasis in the debate on the value of wildlife casualty 

rehabilitation units.  

 

This emphasis can only be made if people handling casualties are prepared to assist in the supply of 

information and materials. 

 
The Release of Rehabilitated Non-native Species 
 

Just occasionally we are able to bring some good news regarding the legislation that affects the 

handling of wildlife casualties.  In this edition of the Newsletter there are details of a proposal from 

Defra to allow, under licence, the release to the wild of casualties of certain non-native species that 

have come from free-living self-sustaining populations.  This is to  

be welcomed as it removes the somewhat ridiculous situation where the release of a casualty, such as a 

grey squirrel, which had come from an established wild population, is an offence with a potential 

penalty of a fine of £5000 and/or a 6-month custodial sentence. 

 

The proposal is to issue a general licence that will apply to certain specified species and in certain 

circumstances. These details are yet to be decided and will, hopefully, apply only exclude species or 

circumstances where the release might have a significant effect on the environment or public safety

             A Thank You and a Gentle Reminder  
 
   We would like to thank all those supporters of the BWRC who have repeated their 

contributions this year either with a standing order from their bank or by a direct payment.  

 
This assistance is essential for the continued functioning of the Council and we would wish to 

respectfully remind any supporters who have yet to make their annual contribution to send it 

to our treasurer, Janet Peto, The Bungalow, Muskham Woodhouse Farm, Caunton, 

                                     Newark, Nottinghamshire.  NG23 6BD 



TThhee  HHoouussee  MMaarrttiinn  DDeelliicchhoonn  uurrbbiiccaa..  

AA  BBrriieeff  OOvveerrvviieeww  aanndd  PPiilloott  SSttuuddyy  ffrroomm  aa  

RReehhaabbiilliittaattoorr’’ss  VViieeww  
 

 

Simon Allen, Gower Bird Hospital  

 
 

 
Every year numbers of house martin nestlings 

arrive at Gower Bird Hospital from all over 

South Wales for hand rearing. Nest collapse is 

the main reason for their admission to the 

centre. There are two possible causes for this:  

 

• The combined weight of nestlings 

• Deliberate destruction by people 

 

The numbers of House martin nestlings 

admitted at the centre each year are at their 

highest during July.  

They arrive at the centre at various stages of 

development, but most are only days away 

from fledging. This may be due to the fact that 

during development the house martins’ weight 

peaks at a value above that of an adult and, 

during this period of peak weight, the nest is 

vulnerable from collapse.  Other factors may 

also be involved. The nest can dry out during 

long periods of dry weather, then act like a 

sponge during wet spells, soaking up the water 

and becoming unstable. Modern construction 

materials used in building houses and repairing 

roofs, such as UPVC, may also be another 

factor. 

  

Nest collapse from deliberate destruction by 

people is not uncommon. The most common 

complaint that initiates deliberate destruction 

is faeces dropping onto patios and windowsills 

situated below the nest site. Roof repairs and 

exterior decorating have also been recorded for 

the deliberate destruction or removal of nests. 

The nestlings that arrive at the centre at an 

early stage of development, sometimes still 

bald, may be the victims of such deliberate 

acts. 

  

 

 

Hand-rearing protocol 

 

Once the details of the individuals are recorded 

they are weighed and given an examination. At 

this stage if any fractures or congenital defects 

are detected the bird will be euthanased. Given 

the natural history of the house martin and the 

fact that it is a migratory species, on welfare 

grounds we feel this is the most humane 

option. 

The next step is to stabilise the nestlings and 

get them feeding. The main problem with 

receiving advanced nestlings is that their fear 

instinct is also advanced and they may not 

accept being in captivity. This can usually be 

overcome by placing the birds into a group that 

are already feeding from tweezers. It is 

important to have a social group to place the 

birds into. 

Hand-rearing a single nestling to release is 

likely to fail due to imprinting and other 

psychological problems. 

Once the birds accept being hand fed they are 

placed into an outside aviary that has a 

sheltered section where the pseudo nests are 

placed in line on a shelf. 

These pseudo nest boxes mimic the original 

nests in as much as they have a roof covering 

the nest area, and an anterior opening through 

which the house martins can see out of. They 

often perch in a line at the entrance looking out 

into the aviary, where they can see the 

occupants of the adjacent nest boxes. This acts 

like a pseudo-nesting colony and helps to 

reduce stress, it also assists in the natural 

psychological development of the nestlings. 

Feeding is done once every hour, with blunt 

plastic tweezers used to offer a variety of 

foodstuffs, such as: 

 

• Mealworm (Tenebrio molitor) 
• Waxworm (Galleria mellonella) 
• Eukanuba puppy food* 

 

Similar to the hand rearing of other species, 

the feeding is done as efficiently as possible to 

limit the time spent with the birds. Talking is 

not allowed whilst hand feeding to avoid 

association with human voice. 

 

 

* Eukanuba puppy food is a complete dry dog 

food, which can be soaked in water to feed to 

young birds. Additional vitamins, pro-biotics 
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and other additives maybe added to the water 

prior to soaking the food.  

 

 

 

 

Weight Recession 

 

The house martin belongs to a group of birds 

that at the time of fledging has well-

developed flight and aerial foraging 

capabilities. This sets them apart from many 

other passerine birds but resembles other 

Hirundines (Bryant 1975). This group of birds 

also experiences the phenomenon known as 

weight recession (Ricklefs 1968). Ricklefs 

carried out an extensive survey of literature on 

the growth of birds, which indicated that the 

phenomenon of weight recession is restricted 

primarily to oceanic species and to the 

swallows and swifts. 

In Procellariiformes the peak weight (above 

adult weight) and the subsequent weight 

recession before fledging is due to a starvation 

period. In Hirundines Ricklefs suggests that it 

is the water constituent of the embryonic 

tissues - especially of the developing feathers - 

that is responsible for pre-fledging weight 

recession. The water content of the developing 

feathers and tissues is known to be much 

higher than that of fully matured tissues. This 

additional water in developing nestlings raises 

the body weight to a level above that of an 

adult. Water lost during the maturation of these 

tissues brings about weight recession before 

fledging. 

 

Release protocol 

 

Over the years we have developed a method 

for the release of the house martin. This 

method is based on the house martins own 

timing for leaving the nest. We believe that the 

phenomenon of weight recession plays a part 

in the timing or triggering mechanism for 

leaving the nest. 

 

Things to consider when hand rearing house 

martins are: 

 

• Over feeding. Trying to compensate for 

natural weight recession may lead to birds 

becoming over-weight before being 

released. 

• Birds kept too long in an aviary after 

fledging may lose condition through stress 

and/or restricted flight distances. 

 

 

As soon as an individual leaves the pseudo 

nest and flies a circuit around the aviary it is 

ready for release. Siblings from the same nest 

usually fledge around the same time with just a 

day or two between them. Once the brood has 

fledged and are flying around in the aviary 

their behaviour changes and they refuse or are 

reluctant to accept hand feeding. This change 

of behaviour is good from the rehabilitator’s 

viewpoint. The birds at this stage are showing 

a natural fear response, which we do not wish 

to influence. This change in behaviour is 

infectious and can influence nestlings in the 

other nests to stop feeding; it seems to trigger 

their fear instinct. At this point, to avoid 

disruption to the feeding routine, the fledged 

martins are caught and placed back into the 

pseudo nest box and a cover placed over it. 

They are then transported a short distance to 

the release sight. The release sight is the edge 

of a golf course, which is behind a housing 

estate that has a nesting colony of house 

martins. When the cover is removed from the 

nest box the birds are allowed to leave in their 

own time. They often leave as soon as they 

hear the contact calls of the resident martins, or 

the contact calls from their own siblings as 

they leave one at a time. 

 

In an ideal world it would be preferable to 

release the birds back at the original nest site. 

This is done when the site is near, but since the 

birds are from all across South Wales it isn’t 

always possible due to limited resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post Release Monitoring overview 

 

In 2003 we set up the house martin project. We 

wanted to achieve two things:  

 

1. To use a tail mounted transmitter on a 

house martin 

2. To see if a hand reared house martin could 

survive post release. 

 

We purchased the radio tag from Biotrack, 

Dorset (See Table 1 for specifications). The 

bird was first anaesthetised by our veterinary 

surgeon using Isoflurane. The tag was then 

attached to a central tail feather shaft using 

Superglue and tied in place with 3-0 Vicryl 

using a surgeon’s knot, and Superglue applied 
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to the knot. When the bird was fully recovered 

from the anaesthesia it was taken to the release 

site. For the biometrics of the bird see Table 1. 

 

The house martin was radio tracked for 13 

days. The bird joined the local juveniles and 

moved between colonies in the Pennard and 

Bishopston Area. The feeding range during the 

radio-tracking period was approximately 14 

square miles. The birds came together in the 

evenings splitting off into smaller groups 

before going to roost. The birds chose different 

roost sites every night. Eleven roost sights 

were recorded, some in rural and some in 

urban areas. The radio tag seemed to have no 

effect on the birds posture or behaviour.

 

 

 

Table 1 

Weight of house martin at release 16.2g  

Wing length 110mm 

Tarsal length 24mm 

Transmitter Type PIP3 single celled 

Transmitter weight 370mg 

Percentage of body weight 2.28% 

Battery Type AG337 

Battery Life expectancy 10 days Actual: 13days 

Signal Range Line of site: 0.8 to 3km 

Above ground: 150 to 600m 

Ground to ground: 80 to 300m 

Receiver Type Mariner M57 

  
 

 

 

 

 

This pilot study was a great success in 

demonstrating the use of tail-mounted 

transmitters for post release monitoring of this 

species, and the survival and reintegration of 

our hand-reared house martin. Although this is 

not a definitive study it is very encouraging for 

success of hand-reared house martins and 

future projects. We hope to replicate this 

project in 2005 with two more birds.  

Collaboration with other organisations is the 

way forward, increasing sample size and 

sharing costs.  

 

Post release research is part of Gower Bird 

Hospitals prime directive.  

Rehabilitation is a relatively new science. If, as 

rehabilitators, we want to advance in our 

chosen field and make a worthy contribution to 

animal welfare and conservation, then post 

release monitoring is essential. 

 

Simon Allen, Gower Bird Hospital 

simon@gowerbirdhospital.org.uk 
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RReevviieeww  ooff  WWiillddlliiffee  aanndd  CCoouunnttrryyssiiddee  AAcctt  
 

 

 

The Department for Environment, Food, 

and Rural Affairs have published a review 

of  Part 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside 

Act 1981.  Part 1 of the Act is the 

principal piece of legislation covering the 

conservation and protection of birds, other 

animals and plants. The review is wide 

ranging   and does contain several 

proposals that would have an affect on 

wildlife rehabilitation. 

 

The proposal that would have the most 

obvious effect on the work of 

rehabilitators is a proposal to allow, under 

licence, the release on rehabilitated non-

native species.  A further proposal would 

make lawful the removal of bats from 

within the living space of a house. 

 

 

Release of Rehabilitated Non-native 

Species 

 
To quote directly from the published 

Review :- 

 
“There are circumstances where non-
native species become injured and are 
brought into wildlife hospitals for 
rehabilitation by concerned members of 
the public.  In such cases there is an 
animal welfare dilemma in that such 
animals cannot currently be lawfully 
released back to the wild when they have 
recovered, as this would contravene 
section 14 of the Act. To comply with the 
law, the animal would have to be put 
down or kept in captivity for the rest of its 
life.  Euthanasia of animals that are likely 
to make a full recovery is publicly 
unacceptable in cases where its releases 
back to the wild would cause no 
ecological impact, for example where 
populations are already well establishes 
in the wild, or where the release of a small 
number of individuals is unlikely to have 
effects at a population level. 

 
Provision already exists to allow the 
limited release of muntjac deer, which are 

listed on Section 9, [mostly non-native 

species, whose release to the wild is 

prohibited - Ed] under the terms of a 
licence, which restricts the release to 
certain areas and under certain 
conditions. It would be possible to go 
further and allow the licensed release of 
other rehabilitated non-native species 
where this can be undertaken without 
adverse consequences. 

 
There are two options:- 

 
1. individual licences issued to allow the 

release of individual specified 
specimens taken into care, or 

2. general licences which would be 
applicable to a list of species 
considered not to pose a threat to the 
environment or to public safety.  A 
general licence would also specify the 
conditions of release, for example 
release at or near the place from 
which the specimen was recovered 
from the wild: and require prior 
consultation with local airports for 
species identified as a potential air 
safety risk [primarily Canada geese – 

Ed]. 
 
A general licence limited to species not 
considered to pose a threat to the environment 
would in out view provide a better solution, as 
there would be less of an administrative 
burden on government.” 
 
Bats in Houses 

 

Problems can arise when  bats are found within 

the living space of a house and need to be 

caught for immediate release outside.  At 

present such capture would be an offence 

under the Act. 

 

The proposal is to issue a general licence to 

allow the temporary taking of a Schedule 5 

species, [protected non-avian species, but in 
this regard aimed mainly at bats –Ed] in the 

living area of a house for the sole purpose of 

releasing it back into the wild at the same site.
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WWiinngg--ttiipp  OOeeddeemmaa  iinn  aa  RReedd  KKiittee  
 

 

 
The editors are very grateful to Chris 
Woodruff BVSc MRSCS  a veterinary surgeon 
working the Old Pound Veterinary Centre, 
Much Wenlock, Shropshire for the following 
article. 

 

On the 5
th

 January 2004, an injured male Red 

Kite was rescued by a farmer in Cwmystwyth. 

He passed through a number of hands and 

arrived at our surgery the next day. 

 

The bird was a male weighing 882g that had 

been ringed in 1994. He and his mate had 

successfully reared a number of live young in 

the Ystwyth valley during the following years. 

 

On examination, we found evidence of an 

original injury to the underside of the left 

elbow joint. This wound was healing relatively 

well, but the main concern was the cold and 

swollen wing tip. The condition of wing-tip 

oedema in raptors is thought to be a result of 

exposure to cold. We surmised that the original 

injury had grounded the bird and that contact 

with the frosty ground had caused the wing tip 

oedema. The original wound was treated with 

antibiotics (Baytril 2.5 %) and Non-Steroidal 

Anti-Inflammatory Drugs (Ketofen 1%) for 3 

days and topical gel (Intracite) for 30 days. 

The oedema was treated with “Vivitonin” 

tablets for 30 days and Preparation-H topical 

cream. The bird was concurrently treated with 

Hammamelis 200c b.d. 8
th

 January, 

Hammamelis 200c 9
th

 January a.m. and Secale 

30c p.m, then Secale 30c b.d. for 5 days. 

Wounds were bathed with diluted Calendula 

Tincture. 

 

Much to everyone’s surprise, both injuries 

healed and the kite was rehabilitated back to 

the rescue site. Unfortunately, the bird’s mate 

had paired up with a new male, and the 

released kite was subsequently seen on his 

own further down the valley. 

 

Despite the kite losing his mate, the successful 

return to the wild after such unpromising 

injuries is very rewarding. Special thanks 

should be extended to Megan Morris-Jones 

and her staff at Cuan House Wild Life Rescue 

for their unstinting nursing and medication of 

the patient. Thanks are also due to all those 

who took part in the initial rescue of the bird 

and its subsequent rehabilitation.

 
________________________________________________________________________________  

  

CCOORRRREESSPPOONNDDEENNCCEE    
 

“Angel Wing” in Waterfowl 
 
Following an article on the rearing of young watewrfowl in the Winter 2004 Newsletter we have 
received the following letter from Hanako Winnacker from USA. 
 
I was glad to see you addressing some 

important issues in your article 

about duckling rearing. From my own 

experiences raising ducklings in 

rehab, I've found the protein fractions are quite 

important for the 

different stages of growth, and I would urge 

those raising ducklings to  

follow those listed in the article closely.  

 

Receiving protein percentages too high at 

certain stages can lead to abnormal growth 

causing "angel wing" and/or "splay leg".  

These are caused by the body 

mass growing too quickly for the bones 

resulting in abnormal weight 

bearing which rotates the limbs to a shape that 

is no longer adapted 

for proper flying or walking, obviously 

detrimental for eventual 

release into the wild!  In the case of angel 

wing, it often appears as 

flight feathers growing laterally outwards from 

the body.  It is 

difficult if not impossible to fix once started, 

and yet is so easy to 

avoid.
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RREEQQUUEESSTTSS  FFOORR  IINNFFOORRMMAATTIIOONN  
 

 

OTTER ROAD CASUALTIES – IN WALES 
 

The Roads and Otters Steering Group Wales was set up in 2001. It aims to contribute to the restoration 

of otter populations in Wales by attempting to limit the accidental killing or injury of otters on roads 

and, by enabling effective otter conservation and enhancement measures to be installed on the road 

network. 

 

 Road mortality is recognised in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan as a major factor influencing the 

recovery of otter populations. Reported casualties in the late 1990s were increasing to around 28-38 per 

year, with potentially 50 or more recorded casualties in 200. This may have been influenced by the 

high flood conditions in the autumn of 2000. The significance of these casualties in terms of the otter 

population is unclear as there is currently no reliable figure for the total population.  

 

By reporting and when possible, collecting dead otters, vital information can be obtained, such as : 

• The location can be used to investigate measures which if applied would try to prevent further 

casualties.  

• Post mortem examinations can: 

o give a useful insight into the health of otter populations and their habitat. 

o provide valuable data on population structure. 

o be used to monitor chemicals in the environment. 

o be used to provide DNA to help investigate the relatedness between populations 

• If the dead animal is a lactating female, vulnerable cubs could be rescued.  

 

If you receive an otter that is a casualty of a road traffic accident in Wales or are aware of an incident, 

especially if a carcase is available, the Roads and Otters Steering Group would be very grateful if you 

contact one of the following:- 

         -      The Environmental Agency Wales (0800807060 – 24hrs)  

- The Countryside Council for Wales (08451306229 – office hours only).  

 

 

Fleas needed 
 
The Biological Records Centre is planning an enlarged second edition of the Atlas of the Distribution 

of British Fleas, originally published in 1974.  For this to be as up-to-date as possible they are 

requesting specimens of fleas from a wide range of hosts, free-living wildlife and domesticated 

animals, both bird and mammal.  

 

The sample should if possible be killed and preserved in methylated spirits, 

70% alcohol [or gin or similar spirit!!] but not kept dry.  Data required includes, 

date of collection, host, sex of host, whether on host, in nest of host or 

loose, locality (grid reference or address). 

 

Send the specimens to Bob George, 54 Richmond Park Avenue, Bournemouth, BH8 9DR                        

(01202 575238).  This is an on-going project and he is always interested to 

receive specimens now and in the future. 
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FFOORRTTHHCCOOMMIINNGG  EEVVEENNTTSS  
 
                    ADVANCED NOTICE 
 

WILDLIFE REHABILITATION SYMPOSIUM 

 

                         November 25-26
th
   

 
This year the annual Symposium jointly held by the Skye Environmental 

Centre, Lower Moss Wood Wildlife Hospital and the BWRC will be held 

in Inverness on Friday 25
th

 and Saturday 26
th

 November. 

 

The programme is still in its infancy but it will include a session on 

“Trade Secrets”.  This is a session when delegates can put forward 

suggestions or tips or seek help with specific problems.  It was first tried 

at the last Inverness event and proved very useful.  Tips can be things like 

how to persuade a certain species to feed itself, how NOT to treat 

something, etc.  So whether or not you are able to attend, please put 

forward any questions, tips or anything else you would like brought up at 

the meeting.   

 

More details will follow – Watch this space. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Members of the BWRC Steering Committee:  
Mr Dick Best, Bristol (Chairman) dick@bwrc.org.uk; Mr Tim Thomas MBE , W. Sussex (Secretary ) tim@bwrc.org.uk;  

Mrs Janet Peto, Nottinghamshire.(Treasurer)janet@bwrc.org.uk; Mrs Anne Maskell, Cambridge (Minutes Secretary)anne@bwrc.org.uk;  

Mrs Carol Scott, Glasgow [Trustee[ carol@bwrc.org.uk; Mr Alf Hardy, Staffordshire[Trustee] alf@bwrc.org.uk;  
Kay Bullen, Cardiff.  kay@bwrc.org.uk;; Mr Nigel Mason, Godmanchester, nigel@bwrc.org.uk;  

Mrs Chris Percival, Cambridge, chris@bwrc.org.uk; Dr Marian Small, Oxford. marian@bwrc.org.uk;  

Mr Ray Jackson, Knutsford. ray@bwrc.org.uk; Stephen Cooke, Maidenhead; Adam Grogan, W.Sussex adam@bwrc.org.uk. 

John Chitty, Andover. john@bwrc.org.uk :  Simon Allen, Gower.simon@bwrc.org.uk: Chris Sperring MBE, Bristol . 

Caroline Gould & Martin Brookes, Tewkesbary.caroline@bwrc.org.uk: Dave Townsend, Lincoln. dave@bwrc.org.uk: 

Tony Nevin, Cheltenham.tony.nevin@bwrc.otg.uk:; Terri Amory, Reaseheathm Cheshire. terri@bwrc.org.uk:  

Grace Yoxon, Isle of Skye. grace@bwrc.org.uk :Mr Ian Robinson, Norfolk;   Tony Sainsbury, London; Prof John Cooper Mr Paul Llewellyn, Swansea;  

  

Address for letters concerning the BWRC to Mrs Anne Maskell, 18 Garlic Row, Cambridge CB5 8HW.   

 

The views represented in this Newsletter are not necessarily those of the membership of the BWRC Steering Committee. 

This document may be produced in whole or part providing the source is acknowledged in full. 

The editor reserves the right to edit letters.  The British Wildlife Rehabilitation Council is a registered charity, number 1073757. 


