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CHAPTER I 

OVERVIEW 

 Currently, more humans that ever are building and living in urban areas. 

Continued urbanization and increasing invasion of humanity into habitats that were 

formerly wild has led to almost 80% of Americans in the lower 48 states living in areas 

classified as urban (Adams et al. 2006). As the world becomes more urbanized, humans 

and wildlife must increasingly coexist in built-up areas that were once wild but are 

rapidly changing and becoming more urbanized (Adams and Lindsey 2009). This creates 

complex environmental challenges, including interactions with native species and the 

introduction of species not native to the region or even continent (Vitousek et al. 1997, 

Olden et al. 2006, Mitchell et al. 2008, Adams and Lindsey 2009). Interactions between 

humans and wildlife often lead to injured, sick, displaced, or orphaned wildlife. Wildlife 

rehabilitation centers offer a venue for animals that have suffered the encounters that 

occur between humans and wildlife in an urban ecosystem.  

 Each year, wildlife rehabilitation centers accept a variety of animals, including 

birds, mammals, and even reptiles and amphibians, many of which are non-native to the 

region. Many rehabilitation centers keep animal admittance records for each animal that 

is admitted. These records include information such as what species it is, where it was 

found, injuries sustained (if any), disposition, and other relevant information. Admission 

records provide a record of the numbers and species of animals (both native and non-

native) in the area and how these change over time. Indirectly, they provide a record of 

the interactions of urban residents with wildlife. Finally, they provide a look into 
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common wildlife encounters and common urban wildlife problems. We use the 

admittance records of the South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center, located in 

Lubbock, Texas, to access the magnitude of human-wildlife interactions in a mid-sized 

city, which will offer an example of what many other urban centers across the nation 

experience. 

 Wildlife rehabilitators provide urban wildlife casualties the time and care needed 

to regain the health and skills required to live a healthy and self-sufficient life after 

release (International Wildlife Rehabilitation Council), while also providing a humane 

place to die or be euthanized for those animals too injured to recover. The exact number 

is unknown (National Wildlife Rehabilitators Association 2008), but it is estimated that 

there are between 500-1,000 certified wildlife rehabilitators in the United States 

(Southeastern Outdoors 2009, The Wildlife Rehabilitation Information Directory 2008). 

Wildlife rehabilitation is mostly a volunteer-based avocation and depends heavily on both 

the time and emotional commitment of compassionate wildlife rehabilitators (Kidd et al. 

1996). People willingly volunteer or make a career out of saving wildlife even though it 

is hard work and does not always have a happy outcome. Wildlife rehabilitators in the 

state of Texas were surveyed in order to find out what kind of person makes the 

commitment to rehabilitate and release sick, injured, displaced, and orphaned wildlife, as 

well as to test their knowledge and beliefs about some basic urban wildlife issues. 
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Thesis Structure 

 This thesis is made up of three main chapters, each of which is a separate and 

complete paper and includes literature cited, tables, figures, etc. Each paper is formatted 

for journal submission. “Herpetofauna Admitted to the South Plains Wildlife 

Rehabilitation Center (Lubbock, Texas): A Two-decade Perspective” is formatted for 

submission to IRCF Reptiles & Amphibians, “Mammal Admittance to the South Plains 

Wildlife Rehabilitation Center (Lubbock, TX) from 1991 to 2010” is formatted for 

submission to Human-Wildlife Interactions, and “Survey of Wildlife Rehabilitators in 

Texas: Attitudes, Motivations, and Knowledge” is formatted for submission to the 

Journal of Wildlife Rehabilitation.  
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CHAPTER II 

HERPETOFAUNA ADMITTED TO THE SOUTH PLAINS 

WILDLIFE REHABILITATION CENTER (LUBBOCK, TEXAS): 

A TWO-DECADE PERSPECTIVE 

 

Introduction 

 More humans than ever live in urban areas, creating complex environmental 

challenges including interactions with native species and the introduction of species not 

native to the region or even continent (Vitousek et al. 1997, Olden et al. 2006, Mitchell et 

al. 2008, Adams and Lindsey 2009). Wildlife rehabilitation centers offer a venue for 

animals that have suffered from the inevitable encounters that occur between humans and 

animals, whether wild (e.g., animals injured by cars or pets) or captive (e.g., escaped 

pets; Karesh 1995). The exact number of certified wildlife rehabilitators in the United 

States is unknown (National Wildlife Rehabilitators Association 2008), but estimated at 

500-1,000 (Southeastern Outdoors 2009, The Wildlife Rehabilitation Information 

Directory 2008). 

 The South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center (SPWRC), located in Lubbock, 

Texas and serving a large area in the South Plains, rehabilitates and releases injured, sick, 

displaced, or orphaned wildlife (South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center 1988). Each 

year, SPWRC accepts a variety of animals, many of which are non-native to the region. 

The admissions records kept by the center provide a unique record of the interactions of 

residents with reptiles and amphibians, a valuable record of the propagule pressure 
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contributing to the growing number of invasive herpetofauna (Kraus 2009, Powell et al. 

2010), and how these change over time. Here we report the numbers of native and non-

native amphibians and reptiles admitted to the SPWRC over two decades and analyze 

both taxonomic and temporal patterns. Our aim is to assess the magnitude of human-

herpetofauna interactions in this mid-sized city, which will hopefully offer an example of 

what many other urban centers across the nation experience. Such data can be used to 

better manage such interactions at a community level and assist in preparing a realistic 

response plan to non-native species arrivals.  

 

Methods 

 We examined all SPWRC admission records for the years 1991-2009. For each 

we recorded species identified by SPWRC staff (until recently, identifications were 

provided by non-herpetologists and could not be independently verified by us), arrival 

date, why the animal was brought in, where it was found, injuries sustained (if any), and 

ultimate disposition (died, had to be euthanized, or was released). We categorized each 

record as belonging to a native or non-native to the South Plains region. Records varied 

in detail, and not all data were available for each individual animal. 

 

Results 

 Almost 700 individuals, belonging to at least 43 identified species, were admitted 

to the SPWRC between 1991 and 2009. The majority of these, 626 individuals (616 

reptiles and 10 amphibians belonging to at least 19 species) were native, and another 52 
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(48 reptiles and 4 amphibians) belonging to at least 24 species were non-native (Figure 

1). By far, most admitted individuals were native chelonians, primarily Ornate Box 

Turtles (Terrapene ornata ornata, n = 342) and Red-Eared Sliders (Trachemys scripta 

elegans, n = 138). Although the latter species is native to the broad region, all or some of 

these likely originated in the pet trade. Other native turtles included Common Snapping 

Turtle (Chelydra serpentine, n = 20) and Yellow Mud Turtle (Kinosternon flavescens 

flavescens, n = 15). The most common lizard was the Texas Horned Lizard (Phrynosoma 

cornutum, n = 36), with 1-2 individuals each of Eastern Collared Lizard (Crotaphytus 

collaris), Lesser Earless Lizard (Holbrookia maculata maculata), and unidentified skink 

(which may or may not be native; and therefore, was not included with the non-natives). 

The most common snakes were Bullsnake (Pituophis catenifer sayi, n = 15) and 

Checkered Garter Snake (Thamnophis marcianus, n = 13), with 1-2 individuals each of a 

King Snake species (Lampropeltis sp.) (which, like the skink, may or may not be native), 

Great Plains Rat Snake (Elaphe emoryi), Western Diamondback (Crotalus atrox), 

Western Hognose (Heterodon nasicus), and Western Rattlesnake (Crotalus viridis). 

Among native amphibians the most common was the Barred Tiger Salamander 

(Ambystoma tigrinum mavortium, n = 5), with smaller numbers of unidentified 

spadefoots, toads, and “frogs” (which also may or may not be native) completing the list. 

 Turtles also dominated among non-natives, with Common Musk Turtle 

(Sternotherus odoratus, n = 9), Desert Box Turtle (Terrapene ornata luteola, n = 6), and 

African Spurred Tortoise (Geochelone sulcata, n = 4) being the most common, followed 

by one or two each of Desert Tortoise (Gopherus agassizii), Texas Tortoise (Gopherus 
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berlandieri), Red-Footed Tortoise (Chelonoidis carbonaria), Alligator Snapping Turtle 

(Macroclemys temminckii), Horsfield's Tortoise (Testudo horsfieldii), Eastern Box Turtle 

(Terrapene carolina), Sabine Map Turtle (Graptemys ouachitensis sabinensis), and 

Western Spiny Soft-Shell Turtle (Apalone spinifera hartwegi). Identified non-native 

arrivals also included 1-3 individuals each of unknown gecko (presumed non-native 

because no species is native to the region), Green Iguana (Iguana iguana), Monitor 

Lizard (Varanus sp.), Striped Plateau Lizard (Sceloporus virgatus), Boa (Boa 

constrictor), Corn Snake (Elaphe guttata), Texas Indigo Snake (Drymarchon corais 

erebennus), Western Plains Garter Snake (Thamnophis radix), Bullfrog (Rana 

catesbeiana), American Toad (Bufo americanus), and Western Spadefoot Toad (Spea 

hammondii). Perhaps most surprising was the number of crocodilians, most of which 

were American Alligators (Alligator mississippiensis, n = 5). Herpetological admissions 

gradually increased during the 1990s and remained roughly stable during the decade that 

followed (Figure 2). The proportion of non-natives ranged from 0-30% of total 

admissions for a given year, averaging 7.6%. Turtles dominated admissions during the 

entire study period (Figure 3). Their proportion of all herpetological admissions ranged 

from 70-100% (including three years in which all recorded admissions were turtles), 

averaging about 85%. 

 Of the known reasons for admittance of natives, 216 individuals were reported 

“injured” (the most common injury being “hit by a car;” others included cracked shell, 

impaled with a fishing hook, attacked by a dog or cat, and disease); 57 were found in or 

near the road, yard, home, or park; 18 were surrendered pets; and one was brought in for 
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injuring a human. Among non-natives, known reasons for admittance were overall 

similar: 11 were found in the yard, road, or home; seven were injured; and three were 

confiscated by authorities (Texas Parks and Wildlife or Animal Control). 

 Of the known dispositions for native species, 361 were released (location usually 

unspecified), 54 were euthanized, 23 died, three were returned to the finder, and two were 

transferred to a local pet shop. Unfortunately, dispositions of non-natives followed a 

similar pattern, with 21 being “released,” seven transferred to a local science museum or 

a zoo, three dead, and two euthanized. 

 

Discussion 

 Native reptiles and amphibians made up the majority of all herpetofauna entering 

SPWRC from 1991-2009. Overall numbers increased during the 1990s, presumably a 

result of the greater exposure the Center has achieved during this period, following its 

establishment in 1988. Most animals were brought in because of an injury and about 

twenty percent either died or had to be euthanized. This left the SPWRC with a 

substantial number of now-healthy animals needing to be disposed of, most of which 

were released in town or nearby.  

 Non-native species, most of them likely former pets, average about eight percent 

of annual admissions. This number may be a gross under-estimate, because many of the 

Red-Eared Sliders received by the Center may have originated in the pet trade and likely 

represent non-local genetics. Even ignoring this, there are several alarming features about 

the data. First, the number of non-native species being admitted is slightly larger than that 
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of natives. Second, large and potentially aggressive species such as crocodilians are 

common. Third, at least some of them, such as the monitor lizard (a Savannah Monitor, 

Varanus exanthematicus, captured in a back yard; G. Perry, unpublished data), the Red-

Eared Sliders, and the Bullfrogs, are capable or may be capable of surviving in the 

Lubbock region. Fourth, our data represent a far from complete listing of such animals 

found in the city. For example, a large albino Burmese Python (Python molurus 

bivittatus) had been captured by city personnel and not delivered to the SPWRC (G. 

Perry, unpublished data). Finally, the disposition of many of these animals is far from 

satisfactory. The python mentioned above was “released” into a city park (G. Perry, 

unpublished data), and nearly all surviving non-natives were similarly “released” by 

SPWRC staff. Our data thus show both introduction pathways identified by Kraus (2009), 

unintentional (escape of pets) and intentional (poorly-considered “release”). For Lubbock 

they also support the contention of Kraus (2009) and others that the pet-trade is currently 

the primary source of animals establishing invasive populations. For example, many of 

the non-native turtle and tortoise species admitted to SPWRC are those described by 

Ceballos and Fitzgerald (2004) as being traded in Texas for pets and/or food.  

 Ornate Box Turtles comprised about half of the chelonians admitted to the 

SPWRC. The species is common in Lubbock and often encountered by residents, who 

tend to view it favorably (Sosa 2009, Sosa et al. 2010). Unfortunately, the outcomes for 

“released” box turtles are rarely happy (Cook 2004, Sosa 2009), a pattern that is common 

in translocated amphibians and reptiles (Dodd and Siegel 1991, Siegel and Dodd 2002, 

Germano and Bishop 2008). 
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 Other chelonians were also very common among admitted herpetofauna, perhaps 

because to the public, turtles are the most charismatic and non-threatening of all of the 

reptiles and amphibians. Considering the fear that they often invoke (Morris and Morris 

1965), we were pleasantly surprising that quite a few snakes and lizards were also 

admitted. 

 Our study suggests that rehabilitation centers at other locations may also be 

receiving substantial numbers of amphibians and reptiles, an issue that future research 

will hopefully address. It also identifies two areas of concern. First, over the years, 

SPWRC staff have not been properly educated about non-native species issues and the 

consequences of “releasing” such animals. This is unlikely to be limited to admissions of 

amphibians and reptiles. Thus, well-meaning people helping address urban human-

wildlife interactions may be contributing to future problems with invasive species. 

Clearly there is room for improved education at this, and likely many other, rehabilitation 

centers. Second, more solutions are needed for disposition of rehabilitated native and 

non-native wildlife alike: the latter certainly should not be “released” and the record for 

outcomes in the former is poorly documented and generally discouraging. For example, 

Rodríguez et al. (2010) reported on the reasons raptors were brought in to a rehabilitation 

center and stated that over 1000 were “released into the wild,” but not what happened to 

them afterwards. In one of the few studies which looked at post-“release” survival, 

Bennett (1992) reported that >90% of gibbons (Hylobates muelleri) quickly died. 

Survival of translocated carnivores can also be poor (Linnell et al. 1997). Success rates 

for translocated amphibians and reptiles are also discouraging, even where the process is 
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much more carefully thought-out than the typical “release” from a rehabilitation center 

(Dodd and Siegel 1991, Siegel and Dodd 2002, Germano and Bishop 2008). Both the 

logic and the ethics of investing considerable resources in nursing a sick or injured 

animal back to health, only to have it die upon leaving the center, are suspect.  
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Figure 2.1. Numbers of amphibians and reptiles admitted by the South Plains Wildlife 

Rehabilitation Center over the entire period 1991-2009. 
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Figure 2.2. Numbers of natives and non-natives admitted by the South Plains Wildlife 

Rehabilitation Center from 1991-2009.  
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Figure 2.3. Relative importance of chelonians in herpetological admissions by the South 

Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center from 1991-2009.	  
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CHAPTER III 

MAMMAL ADMITTANCE TO THE SOUTH PLAINS WILDLIFE 

REHABILITATION CENTER (LUBBOCK, TX) FROM 1991 TO 2010 

 

Abstract 

 The South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center (SPWRC) serves the South 

Plains and helps address humans-wildlife conflicts. We examined all SPWRC mammal 

admission records for the years 1991-2010 in order to assess interactions of urban 

residents with mammals and to provide an example of what urban rehabilitation centers 

experience. Admitted mammals totaled 6,581 individuals belonging to 57 identified 

species. The majority of these were native (6,524 individuals belonging to 48 species), 

and another 57 individuals belonging to 9 species were non-native. Eastern cottontails, 

eastern gray squirrels, and Virginia opossums made up the majority (82%) of admitted 

mammals. Admission numbers gradually increased during the 1990s. Admissions were 

highest during the breeding season, and the majority of mammals admitted were young. 

Most were encountered “down” (including those “kidnapped”) and the most common 

disposition was “released.” More solutions are needed to decreases the number of 

kidnapped juveniles and young being admitted to rehabilitation centers, and more studies 

are needed on post-release survival rates of rehabilitated and released wildlife.  
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Introduction 

As the world becomes more urbanized, humans and wildlife must increasingly 

coexist in built-up areas (Adams and Lindsey 2009). Interactions between humans and 

wildlife often end in animals becoming injured, sick, displaced, or orphaned. Wildlife 

rehabilitation centers offer urban wildlife casualties a safe haven in which to regain the 

health and skills required to live a healthy and self-sufficient life after release 

(International Wildlife Rehabilitation Council). The exact number is unknown (National 

Wildlife Rehabilitators Association 2008), but between 500-1,000 certified wildlife 

rehabilitators are currently active in the United States (The Wildlife Rehabilitation 

Information Directory 2008, Southeastern Outdoors 2009). 

The South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center (SPWRC), located in Lubbock, 

Texas and serving the southern plains, rehabilitates and releases injured, sick, displaced, 

or orphaned wildlife (South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center 1988). Each year 

SPWRC accepts a wide variety of animals, many of which require intensive care. The 

admission records kept by SPWRC provide a look into the interactions of residents with 

urban wildlife and how these change over time. We previously reported on the patterns 

for amphibians and reptiles (McGaughey et al. 2011). In the current study we report the 

numbers of all mammals admitted to SPWRC from 1991-2010 and analyze the 

taxonomic and temporal patters of admittance. Our objective is to assess the interactions 

of residents with mammals in an urbanized area and provide an example of what urban 

rehabilitation centers experience. These data can be used to better manage similar human-

wildlife interactions, offer solutions to the most common rehabilitation problems (e.g., 
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the unintended kidnapping of young), and assist in having successful release and survival 

of rehabilitated wildlife. 

 

Methods 

Study Area 

The South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center is located in Lubbock, Texas. 

Lubbock is a mid-sized city in the panhandle of Texas and is of interest because with 

more than 200,000 people living in this urban area (City of Lubbock, Texas 2010), 

encounters between humans and wildlife are inevitable.  

Data and Analysis 

We examined all SPWRC admission records from 1991-2010. For each individual 

we recorded species (as identified by SPWRC staff), month of admittance, the reason it 

was brought in, injuries sustained (if any), age, and ultimate disposition (adopted/placed, 

retained/kept, transferred, died, euthanized, or released back into the wild). We 

categorized admission by taxonomic groups and separated native from non-native 

species. Natives were defined as any species that is indigenous to the region, as well as 

any species that is common to the region (e.g., eastern gray squirrel and red fox). Non-

natives were defined as any species that is not indigenous to the region, as well as 

domestic species (e.g., domestic rabbits). Records varied in detail, and not all data were 

available for each year or individual animal. Rehabilitators (non-mammalogists) 

performed species identifications, so we cannot verify that all species identifications are 

correct. To analyze the data collected from SPWRC admittance records, we totaled 
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admittance frequencies for each species, month of arrival, reason for admittance, age, and 

disposition for the entire study period of 1991-2010, as well as over each year.  

 

Results 

Between 1991-2010, 6,581 individual mammals belonging to 57 identified 

species were admitted to the SPWRC. Mammal admissions to SPWRC gradually 

increased over the 1990s, and then remained relatively stable over the next decade (Fig. 

1). The number of mammals admitted over the two-decade study was highest from early 

spring through early fall (March through September), while admission rates during the 

rest of the year were much lower (Fig. 2). Of admissions with a recorded age the 

majority, 3,463 individuals, were young (this included individuals recorded as infants, 

nestlings, fawns, kittens, and pups), 1,617 were juveniles (older than infants and nestlings 

but not yet adults), and only 691 were adults (Fig. 3).  

The majority of admitted individuals were native (99%; 6,524 individuals 

belonging to 48 species) and only 57 (1%) belonged to 9 non-native species. Domestic 

dogs and cats are occasionally dropped off at the center but are not admitted and thus not 

counted and reported here. Of natives, the most admitted group was rabbits (2,542 

individuals; Fig. 4), with the primary species being eastern cottontails (Sylvilagus 

floridanus; N = 2,344), followed by black-tailed jackrabbits (Lepus californicus; N = 

172). An additional 26 rabbits were unidentified to species in center records. The second 

most admitted group was rodents (2,265 individuals), with the primary species being 

eastern gray squirrels (Sciurus carolinensis; N = 1,985), followed by 13-lined ground 



	   Texas Tech University, E. Kathleen McGaughey, August, 2012 
	  

	   	   	  22	  

squirrels (Spermophilus tridecemlineatus; N = 155). Other rodents admitted included 

black-tailed prairie dogs (Cynomys ludovicianus; N = 41), a pocket gopher of 

undetermined species (N = 17; likely Geomys bursarius, of which N = 7 individuals were 

admitted), eastern fox squirrels (Sciurus niger; N = 14), porcupines (Erethizon dorsatum; 

N = 14), western harvest mouse (Reithrodontomys megalotis; N = 7), deer mouse 

(Peromyscus maniculatus; N = 6), gray-footed chipmunks (Tamias canipes; N = 3), 

white-throated woodrats (Neotoma albigula; N = 3), and one individual each of attwater’s 

pocket gopher (Geomys attwateri), hispid cotton rat (Sigmodon hispidus), mexican 

ground squirrel (Spermophilus mexicanus), and plains pocket mouse (Perognathus 

flavescens). Additional animals unidentified to species included mouse (N = 6), woodrat 

(N = 2), and a single cotton rat. 

Marsupials were the third most admitted group with 1,094 individuals, all of them 

Virginia opossums (Didelphis virginiana). Carnivores admitted included 471 individuals, 

most of them common raccoons (Procyon lotor; N = 216). However, the SPWRC 

stopped accepting common raccoons in 2007 because of lack of resources needed to 

rehabilitate and release these animals (Gail Barnes, personal communication). Other 

carnivores included striped skunks (Mephitis mephitis; N = 154), bobcats (Lynx rufus; N 

= 53), coyotes (Canis latrans; N = 22), common gray fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus; N 

= 11), red fox (Vulpes vulpes; N = 6), ringtail cats (Bassariscus astutus; N = 4), American 

badgers (Taxidea taxus; N = 2), swift fox (Vulpes velox; N = 1), and unidentified foxes 

(N = 2). SPWRC admitted 94 ungulates, most of them white-tailed deer (Odocoileus 

virginianus; N = 56) and mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus; N = 32). Other ungulates 
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were pronghorns (Antilocapra americana; N = 5) and an unknown deer species (N = 1). 

Though bats are not cared for at SPWRC (they are taken to a rehabilitator who 

specializes in and has the facilities for bats; G. Barnes, personal communication), 46 

individuals belonging to 8 species were admitted to SPWRC. The most common bat 

admitted was the Brazilian free-tailed bat (or the Mexican free-tailed bat) (Tadarida 

brasiliensis; N = 23), followed by the hoary bat (Lasiurus cinereus; N = 10), eastern red 

bats (Lasiurus borealis; N = 3), brown bats (Eptesicus fuscus; N = 2), eastern pipistrelles 

(Pipistrellus subflavus; N = 2), silver-haired bats (Lasionycteris noctivagans; N = 2), a 

freetail bat species (N = 1), and unknown bat species (N = 3). Other native species that 

were admitted to SPWRC, but were not in any of the above categories were 9-banded 

armadillos (Dasypus novemcinctus; N = 7), javelina/collared peccary (Tayassu tajacu; N 

= 2), a least shrew (Cryptotis parva; N = 1), an unidentified mole (N = 1), and one 

unidentified mammal. 

Non-native mammals received by the SWPRC included 57 individuals belonging 

to 9 species, some domestic and some wild. The most admitted non-native species were 

red squirrels (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus; N = 36), followed by feral hogs (Sus scrofa; N = 

9). Other non-natives were an unidentified field mouse (N = 2), an unidentified fruit bat 

(N = 2), and a least weasel (Mustela nivalis; N = 1). Domestic rabbits (Oryctolagus 

cuniculus; N = 3), ferrets (Mustela putorius furo; N = 1), unidentified wallabies (N = 2), 

and an unidentified hedgehog (N = 1) also came into SPWRC.  

Of the known reasons for admittance (terms are rehabilitation terms, and were not 

created by the authors; Fig. 5), 1,147 individuals were found down (on the ground, caught 
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or trapped in something, “kidnapped” (N = 807; individuals that are found alone and 

assumed to be orphaned), 937 had an animal encounter (mostly domestic dogs and cats, 

but also coyotes, snakes, ants, and birds, including owls), 773 were orphaned (which 

differ from “kidnapped” because the parents are actually dead), 758 were injured (e.g., hit 

by vehicle (N = 174), lawn tools (N = 193), abused (N = 8), collision (N = 9), 

electrocution (N = 11), fire (N = 8), drowning (N = 9), etc.), 438 fell or were blown from 

the nest/tree, 302 had health problems (sick, diseased, covered in oil/tar/waste, 

poisoning/toxicity (N = 17), being too young to survive, etc.), 176 were displaced (home 

(nest/den) destroyed), 110 were abandoned (when the parents are gone for unknown 

reasons – these situations are probably either “kidnapped” or “orphaned” but were 

recorded under “abandoned”), 92 were found inside a house, building, or other structure, 

86 had weather exposure or were a storm casualty, 62 were pets or were being kept 

illegally (some of these were confiscated), and one was transferred from a different 

rehabilitation center. Finally, 1,699 individuals were admitted for undocumented reasons. 

Of the known dispositions for mammals, 2,725 (41%) were released (the location usually 

unspecified), 1,617 died (25%), 672 were euthanized (10%), 26 were transferred (to 

another rehabilitator or rehabilitation center) (0.4%), 12 were retained or kept at SPWRC 

(0.2%), 3 were adopted or placed (0.05%), and 1,526 (23.35%) had unknown dispositions 

(Fig. 6).  
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Discussion 

Eastern cottontails, eastern gray squirrels and Virginia opossums made up the 

majority (82%; 5,423 individuals) of 6,581 mammals admitted to SPWRC from 1991-

2010. Admission increased gradually during the 1990s, presumably because of the 

greater exposure the center achieved during this period, as well as the better record 

keeping practices of rehabilitators. We observed a similar trend in admissions of reptiles 

and amphibians (McGaughey et al. 2011). Mammal admissions were highest from March 

to September, the breeding season for many species. Indeed, the majority of mammals 

admitted were young (infants, nestlings, fawns, kittens, pups), most of them encountered 

down (on the ground, caught or trapped in something). Non-natives made up less than 1% 

of all mammal admissions. A handful of these (3 domestic rabbits, 1 ferret, 1 hedgehog, 

and 2 wallabies) likely originated as pets. 

The majority of mammal admissions can be linked back to human causes, not 

surprising in an urban area. Many animals were either displaced or seemed to be 

displaced and subsequently picked up and “rescued” by well-meaning humans. 

”Kidnapped” ‘orphaned’ wildlife (meaning, wildlife that are thought to be orphaned and 

are accidentally taken from their home and parents) are commonly brought to 

rehabilitation centers (Sparks and Casey 1998, Fougere 2000, Burton and Doblar 2004, 

Kelly et al. 2010). Another large group was admitted following an encounter with another 

animal, often domestic. Domestic cats are especially common causes for admissions 

reported in the literature (Frink 1994, Dickman 1996, Fougere 2000, Carter 2009). 

Vehicular collisions were another cause of admission common to our study, a situation 
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reported by others as well (Birks 2000, Fougere 2000, Burton and Doblar 2004, Kelly et 

al. 2010). Other reasons for admittance to SPWRC that were also previously reported 

include poisoning, abuse, being accidentally or intentionally trapped, death of parents 

(usually from human actions), and others (Stone et al. 1999, van der Ree 1999, Kelly and 

Sleeman 2003, Burton and Doblar 2004, Kelly et al. 2010)  

Arguably one of the biggest wildlife rehabilitation admittance problems is the 

unintentional “kidnapping” of young and juvenile animals by well-meaning people. 

Young mammals are often found alone and assumed to be ‘orphaned’ and in need of 

rehabilitation. However, in most situations, the infant should be left alone (or a reunion 

with the mother should be attempted) unless absolutely necessary (Sparks and Casey 

1998). Slightly over half of all mammal admittances to SPWRC were young individuals 

and another 25% were juveniles (mostly eastern gray squirrels, eastern cottontails, and 

Virginia opossums). Getting a handle on the kidnaps could greatly reduce the number of 

mammals taken for rehabilitation. Our study gives a good look at what most 

rehabilitation centers in urban areas go through in regards to the high numbers of young 

mammals being kidnapped by well-meaning members of the public. Other studies 

support SPWRC’s numbers of kidnapped mammals (The Ohio Wildlife Center receives 

more than 4,000 calls per month about ‘orphaned’ wild infants; Burton and Doblar 2004). 

One way to help with this problem is to attempt to reunite the young mammals with their 

mothers instead of accepting them in for rehabilitation: in most cases the mother is not far 

away and will most likely return shortly (Sparks and Casey 1998). Reuniting young 

mammals with their mothers has many benefits to both the wildlife and rehabilitators. 
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Wild mammal mothers are better suited to raise their young than are rehabilitators; 

returning young back to their mothers decreases the number of animals in need of care 

from the rehabilitator, thus providing more time and resources to animals that are truly in 

need of rehabilitation. Most importantly is educating the rescuer when it is or is not 

appropriate to rescue an animal to prevent similar kidnapping situations in the future 

(Sparks and Casey 1998). If more reunions can be achieved, both the rehabilitators and 

young mammals will be better off.  

Of the 6,581 mammals that were admitted to SPWRC during the study period, 

2,725 (41%) were rehabilitated and subsequently released. We have no data of post-

release survival for this study. Previous results of studies looking at post-release survival 

rates have ranged from individuals having a low chance of survival to individuals having 

survival rates equal to their wild counterparts. Molony et al. (2006) looked at the survival 

rates for rehabilitated and translocated hedgehogs in rural areas and discovered that the 

rehabilitated hedgehogs released back into the wild had post-release survival rates similar 

to survival rates observed for wild individuals. Kelly et al. (2010) studied the post-release 

survival rates of rehabilitated polecats and found 81% were alive after 14 days and 50% 

were alive after 1 month, showing that rehabilitated animals can survive in the wild post-

release. Other studies have also demonstrated that animals are able to survive (at least in 

the short term) after rehabilitation and release (orphaned pipistrelle bats (Kelly et al. 

2008); orangutans (Cheyne 2007); and Bornean gibbons (Russon 2009); Kelly et al. 

2010). However, there is also some discouraging evidence of low survival rates. In 

another study of gibbons, Bennett (1992) found that >90% of individuals died quickly 
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after release. Low post-release survival rates were also reported in studies on orphaned 

red fox cubs (Robertson and Harris 1995) and black-footed ferrets (Biggins et al. 1998).  

Several factors could affect survival and should be considered before release. 

Handling stress – stress caused by frequent handling by people – is chief among them 

(Monnett et al. 1990, Wauters et al. 1997, Molony et al. 2006). Pre-release conditioning, 

which includes the ability to avoid predators, the ability to identify appropriate food 

sources, the ability to navigate in a novel environment, and the ability to recognize 

hazards is also crucial (O’Bryon and McCullough 1985, Robertson and Harris 1995, 

Suarez et al. 2001). Suitability of the release location should be carefully assessed	  

(Monnett et al. 1990, Molony et al. 2006). While criteria for assessing a suitable release 

site are based on the species as well as situation-specific information, there are some 

basic criteria that may be used. The presence of an existing population, the proximity to 

roads and high traffic areas, level of predator activity in the area, freedom of movement 

by the released individual, risks posed by various factors (pesticides/insecticides, physical 

features – ponds, etc.), and if the householder or landowner is willing to supplement food 

and water are all criteria that can be used to assess a potential release site (Molony et al. 

2006). Another factor to consider pre-release is the length of time in captivity (Molony et 

al. 2006). More time spent in captivity allows the animal to become accustomed to being 

handled (thus reducing handling stress), as well as improving the animal’s physical 

condition and allowing for the buildup of fat reserves, which could be crucial upon 

release (Molony et al. 2006). Though SPWRC does not follow these specific “rules” for 

release, they do take many things into consideration before they release an animal. For 
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raptors, they must learn to hunt and be flight conditioned before release; and for deer, 

they must be released on land where there is water (especially during droughts) and 

where there is no hunting (G. Barnes, personal communication). More work needs to be 

done on post-release survival rates of rehabilitated animals, but these factors are 

important to remember while trying to rehabilitate and release mammals back into the 

wild, successfully.  

The South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center cares about getting the best 

outcome for each individual animal, as well as educating the public about wildlife and 

wildlife related issues. However, there are a few areas which could be improved. The 

following suggestions could also apply to other wildlife rehabilitation centers in the 

United Sates. Though the record-keeping practices have improved significantly over the 

past decade, it is always important to remember to take the most accurate, in-depth 

records. This can be helpful in seeing trends in admittance data over the years, as well as 

assist in preparing response plans to deal with problems. Since unintentionally 

“kidnapped” young wildlife contributes to such a large amount of wildlife admittances 

each year, it is important to find ways to better manage this common urban problem. 

Better education about preventative measures, as well as more reunions (with parents) 

attempted in order to try to reduce this preventable wildlife issue. Based on the varying 

results of previous post-release studies, more work needs to be done on post-release 

survival rates of rehabilitated animals. However, since the chance of survival for each 

released animal is generally unknown, it is important for rehabilitators to pay close 

attention to the factors that could affect survival (handling stress, pre-release 
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conditioning, suitability of release location, and time in captivity). These factors may 

give the animal the best chance to reintegrate back into the wild successfully.  
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Figure 3.1. Total number of mammals admitted to SPWRC over each year from 1991-

2010 (no data available for 1995). 
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Figure 3.2. The total number of mammals admitted to SPWRC per month from 1991-

2010. 
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Figure 3.3. Age of mammals admitted to SPWRC from 1991-2010. 
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Figure 3.4. Total number of mammals (by group) admitted to SPWRC over the entire 

study period (1991-2010).  
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Figure 3.5. Reason for admission of mammals to SPWRC from 1991-2010. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   Texas Tech University, E. Kathleen McGaughey, August, 2012 
	  

	   	   	  40	  

 

Figure 3.6. Disposition of mammals admitted to SPWRC from 1991-2010. 
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CHAPTER IV 

SURVEY OF WILDLIFE REHABILITATORS IN TEXAS: 

ATTITUDES, MOTIVATIONS, AND KNOWLEDGE 

 

Abstract 

 Wildlife rehabilitators rehabilitate injured, sick, displaced, or orphaned wildlife.  

We surveyed all wildlife rehabilitators in the state of Texas in order to assess their 

characteristics, knowledge and beliefs of some basic wildlife and rehabilitation issues, 

attitudes towards animals, reasons for rehabilitating, as well as how these things impact 

their desire and ability to properly educate the public about wildlife, specifically in urban 

areas. Rehabilitators primarily show moralistic and ecologistic attitudes and rehabilitate 

for a mixture of personal and emotional reasons and ecological and wildlife reasons. The 

majority of rehabilitators felt they have a sufficient ecological background and would like 

to further their knowledge, but they considered “the education of the public” as a less 

important reason for rehabilitating. They believe that wildlife rehabilitation has a positive 

impact on populations of species in the wild and that it will ensure species’ continued 

persistence, and they believe that most of the animals released back into the wild will 

survive. Non-permitted rehabilitators also more strongly believe that non-native species 

should be rehabilitated and released, just like native wildlife. Rehabilitators need to 

improve in both their desire and ability to properly educate the public about wildlife. We 

would recommend more (or better) education and training for rehabilitators (e.g., a class 

created and taught by experience rehabilitators, universities, and Texas Parks and 
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Wildlife). Since the education of the public is (or should be) the most important part of 

wildlife rehabilitation, this improved education of rehabilitators would most likely lead to 

a better education of the public. 

Keywords: attitudes, beliefs, educate, education, knowledge, motivations, rehabilitation, 

rehabilitator, survey, urban, wildlife 

 

Introduction 

 Currently, more humans than ever are building and living in urban areas. 

Continued urbanization and increasing expansion of humanity into habitats that were 

formerly wild has led to almost 80% of Americans in the lower 48 states living in areas 

classified as urban (Adams et al. 2006). As the world becomes more urbanized, humans 

and wildlife are forced to coexist in areas that were once wild but are rapidly changing 

and becoming urbanized (Adams and Lindsey 2009). Interactions between humans and 

wildlife often lead to injured, sick, displaced, or orphaned wildlife. Wildlife rehabilitators 

saw this need and stepped in to care for these wildlife casualties. Rehabilitators, whether 

at a facility or at home, offer wildlife the time and care needed to regain both health and 

skills required to live a healthy and self-sufficient life after release (International Wildlife 

Rehabilitation Council). For those animals too injured to recover, they provide a place to 

humanely die or be euthanized. 

 The exact number of certified wildlife rehabilitators in the United States is 

unknown (National Wildlife Rehabilitators Association 2008), but is estimated between 

500-1,000 (Southeastern Outdoors 2009, The Wildlife Rehabilitation Information 
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Directory 2008). Of the over 200 permitted wildlife rehabilitators in Texas (Texas Parks 

and Wildlife Department 2008), many rehabilitate from centers or facilities, while others 

are individuals who rehabilitate from the home. 

 Wildlife rehabilitation is mostly a volunteer-based avocation and depends heavily 

on both the time and emotional commitment of individuals (Kidd et al. 1996). 

Rehabilitating wildlife is not always easy and requires many menial tasks such as 

laundry, cleaning cages, and feeding animals.  Many animals are injured too severely or 

are too sick to make a full recovery and be released, which means that many individuals 

die or are euthanized each year.  However, even with these downsides, people still 

willingly volunteer or make a career out of saving wildlife.  

 Few studies have been conducted on wildlife rehabilitators, and none have dealt 

with wildlife rehabilitators in Texas. The aim of this study was to better characterize the 

kind of person who rehabilitates sick, injured, and orphaned wildlife. We assessed their 

knowledge of basic wildlife issues, core beliefs, attitudes towards animals, and their 

reasons for rehabilitating. Using this information we then assessed how their knowledge 

and beliefs, as well as attitudes and motivations impact their desire and ability to properly 

educate the public about wildlife, specifically in an urban area. Though the rehabilitation 

and release of wildlife is the most obvious goal of wildlife rehabilitation, arguably the 

most important goal is the education of the public. Many wildlife rehabilitation 

admittances are a result of the ignorance of the public about how to interact with wildlife, 

how to prevent and protect wildlife from common injuries, and the appropriate response 

when finding wildlife in certain situations. Wildlife rehabilitators are on the front line of 
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wildlife information to the public and it is important that they know the correct 

information in order to properly educate the public about wildlife and wildlife issues.  

 

Materials & Methods 

Study Population 

 There are close to 200 permitted wildlife rehabilitators in the state of Texas 

(Texas Parks and Wildlife Department 2008), ranging from individuals who rehabilitate 

from the home to stand-alone wildlife rehabilitation facilities. Between June 2 and July 

25, 2011, we surveyed all permitted wildlife rehabilitators in the state of Texas, as well as 

all volunteers and workers who work with the permitted rehabilitators. This included both 

wildlife rehabilitators who work or volunteer at a stand-alone wildlife rehabilitation 

facility, as well as individuals who rehabilitate from the home. Rehabilitators who rescue 

and rehabilitate all species of animals, as well as rehabilitators who rescue and 

rehabilitate only a few species or specialize in one species (e.g., squirrel rescue) were 

included in the study.  

Survey Instrument and Development 

 In order to learn more about the people who volunteer their time to rehabilitate 

and release injured, sick, displaced, and orphaned wildlife in Texas, we asked a series of 

background questions to determine the overall characteristics of wildlife rehabilitators in 

Texas. These include questions about sex, occupation, residential area, level of education 

completed, years experience rehabilitating wildlife, time spent rehabilitating wildlife, 
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source of rehabilitation knowledge, whether permitted or non-permitted, and if they 

rehabilitate at a facility or at-home (Appendix A).  

 Rehabilitators were then asked a number of Likert-type questions to survey their 

views and opinions on various urban wildlife and rehabilitation issues. These questions 

dealt with beliefs about urban ecology, common urban species, the impact of wildlife 

rehabilitation on individual animals and populations of species, rehabilitating and 

releasing non-native species, and animal survival post-release. These questions also dealt 

with views on the importance of education in rehabilitation, as well as if the rehabilitators 

feel knowledgeable enough to educate, and if they have any interest in furthering their 

knowledge.  

 We wanted to determine rehabilitators’ attitudes towards animals and wildlife. To 

do this, we based our question on the 10 attitudes towards animals identified by Kellert 

(1976). However, a person volunteering their time and resources to help care for and 

rehabilitate injured and sick animals is unlikely to hold Dominionistic, Negativistic, 

Utilitarian, or Neutralistic attitudes, all involving a dislike of, control over, use of, or 

neutral view of animals. Therefore, we only used the six attitudes that were relevant to 

our study: Naturalistic, Ecologistic, Humanistic, Moralistic, Scientistic, and Aesthetic. 

We created a statement that represented each category, and rehabilitators were asked to 

rank these statements from most to least important. We predicted that wildlife 

rehabilitators would be primarily humanistic and moralistic. 

 We also wanted to determine whether wildlife rehabilitators are volunteering for 

personal and emotional reasons (i.e., it makes them feel good about themselves) or for 
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ecological and wildlife reasons (i.e., for the good of the animals and ecological world). 

Based on previous work on the motivations of volunteers (Kidd et al. 1996, Papadakis et 

al. 2004), we predicted that many wildlife rehabilitators might say their motivations for 

rehabilitating are ecological and wildlife related, but that their survey responses will 

indicate personal and emotional reasons. Permitted rehabilitators and non-permitted 

rehabilitators were asked to rank 7 reasons for rehabilitating (My love of wildlife and 

animals; The responsibility I feel, as a human, to help care for wildlife that are 

injured/displaced due to the presence and effects of humans; It makes me feel good about 

myself to help injured, sick, or orphaned wildlife; It gives me the opportunity to 

contribute something useful to the community; The rescue and rehabilitation of injured, 

sick, displaced, or orphaned wildlife; The education of the public about wildlife and 

related issues; The conservation of species.) from most to least important. 

 Finally, rehabilitators should know what to tell callers in certain situations. 

Rehabilitators were given hypothetical scenarios based on handouts found on the South 

Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center website and asked to choose the response they 

would give.  

 Pre-testing this survey with a focus group would have been useful. However, 

restrictions on time and money prevented this step in the process.  

Data Collection 

 We obtained contact information through wildlife rehabilitation websites, 

including: Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, Southeastern Outdoors, and individual 

rehabilitation facility websites. We explained the purpose of the survey and asked 
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primary contacts to also provide contact information or forward our request to their 

volunteers and workers. When email addresses were not available, phone calls to initiate 

contact were made. Potential respondents were given 3-3.5 weeks to respond to the 

online survey before the first reminder email was sent. This email contained a link to the 

survey, thanked those who had already completed the survey, and served as a reminder to 

those who had yet to complete it. After two more weeks, a final reminder email was sent 

to all wildlife rehabilitators, informing those who had not responded that they would be 

given two more weeks to complete the survey. The survey was administered through the 

survey website Qualtrics (http://www.qualtrics.com/) and available from June 2 to 25, 

2011.  

Statistical Analysis 

 We used Chi-square tests to compare the responses of permitted rehabilitators vs. 

non-permitted rehabilitators, rehabilitators at facilities vs. at-home rehabilitators, 

education levels, non-permitted rehabilitators with training vs. non-permitted 

rehabilitators with no training, and evaluate the importance of prior experience, in order 

to find out if there were any significant differences in the characteristics, education, 

knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and motivations between these groups of rehabilitators.   

 

Results 

 We contacted 193 people, 154 primary and 39 secondary, and received 248 

survey responses, 222 of them complete. Thus, we do not know the actual response rate 

because we do not know the total number of individuals to whom our email was 
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forwarded by one of our primary or secondary contacts. However, we had contacted 71 

facilities or at-home rehabilitation operations, of which 39 took the survey, representing 

an overall response rate of 55%.  

 Wildlife rehabilitators in the state of Texas are mostly women (89% female). 

Although they have a wide range of occupations, the most common category was retired, 

unemployed, or stay-at-home moms (29%; Table 1). They live in all residential areas 

(urban areas have the most: 40%; Table 2) and are relatively well educated (highest 

percentage have bachelor’s degrees: 33%; Table 3). The majority are non-permitted 

volunteers or workers (57%; Table 4), rehabilitate from a wildlife facility (60%; Table 5), 

and have 5 years or less of experience (48%; Table 6). Rehabilitators typically either 

spend two hours or less per week (29%) or 20 or more hours per week rehabilitating 

(37%; Table 7). Most (72%) have taken at least one basic ecology or biology class since 

high school and gained their rehabilitation knowledge through a mixture of formal 

training and informal training (Tables 8a, 8b). The majority of permitted rehabilitators 

(80%; Table 9) required training of non-permitted volunteers and workers under them, 

and the majority of non-permitted (89%; Table 10) received such training. Most were 

able to correctly (as identified by the flyers put together by the South Plains Wildlife 

Rehabilitation Center) respond to common rehabilitation scenarios (Table 11). Wildlife 

rehabilitators primarily show moralistic and ecologistic attitudes (ranked 1 and 2, 

respectively; Table 12) and rehabilitate for a mixture of personal and emotional reasons 

(top ranked reason) and ecological and wildlife reasons (2nd ranked reason; Table 13). 
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 Rehabilitators overwhelmingly felt they have a sufficient ecological background 

to properly inform the public about wildlife (75%; Table 14). However, permitted 

rehabilitators (p < 0.001, X2 = 40.707, df = 3; Table 15), at-home rehabilitators (p = 

0.007, X2 = 12.178, df = 3; Table 16), and rehabilitators with 16 or more years of 

experience (p < 0.001, X2 = 31.735, df = 6; Table 17) were more likely to feel that they 

have a sufficient ecological background to properly inform the public compared to non-

permitted rehabilitators, facility rehabilitators, and rehabilitators with 5 years or less 

experience.  

 Most rehabilitators would like to further their knowledge through training or 

classes in order to become a better wildlife rehabilitator and ambassador to the public 

(82%; Table 14). Rehabilitators with 5 years or less of experience more strongly agreed 

that they would like to further their knowledge (p = 0.050, X2 = 9.479, df = 4; Table 18) 

compared to rehabilitators with 16 or more years of experience.  

 Permitted rehabilitators found “The education of the public about wildlife and 

related issues” as a much more important reason for rehabilitating than non-permitted 

rehabilitators (p < 0.001, X2 = 24.435, df = 6; Table 19). Similarly, rehabilitators with 

more than 16 years of experience were more likely to rank this statement as relatively 

important, relative to rehabilitators with 5 years or less of experience (p = 0.031, X2 = 

22.638, df = 12; Table 20). Compared to other reasons for rehabilitating, “The education 

of the public” was a less important reason for rehabilitating for the majority of 

rehabilitators (Table 13); however, it was more important to permitted rehabilitators and 

rehabilitators with the most experience.  
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 The majority of rehabilitators strongly believe that wildlife rehabilitation makes a 

positive impact on the individual animals that are rehabilitated and released (97%; Table 

14), on the populations of species in the wild (84%), and that it helps ensure the 

continued persistence of species in the area (75%). However, permitted rehabilitators 

more strongly disagreed that rehabilitation makes a positive impact on the populations of 

the species compared to non-permitted rehabilitators (p = 0.001, X2 = 13.387, df = 2; 

Table 21).  

 Wildlife rehabilitators also believe that most of the animals released back into the 

wild will survive (76%; Table 14). However, rehabilitators with higher education 

(bachelor’s and graduate degrees) disagreed more strongly that wildlife will survive post-

release compared to rehabilitators with less education (high school or less and 

associate’s/technical degrees) (p = 0.038, X2 = 13.341, df = 6; Table 22).  

 A small majority of rehabilitators believes that non-native species should not be 

released back into the wild (51.1%; Table 14). However, non-permitted (p = 0.002, X2 = 

17.313, df = 4; Table 23) and facility rehabilitators (25%; p = 0.044, X2 = 9.775, df = 4; 

Table 24) more strongly believe that non-natives should be released.  

 Analyses for other data did not yield any relevant results, and thus were not 

included.  

 

Discussion 

 Though rehabilitation and release of wildlife is an important goal of wildlife 

rehabilitation, the most important goal should be the education of the public. Our findings 
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indicate that rehabilitators could improve in both their desire and ability to properly 

educate the public about wildlife.  

 Rehabilitators considered “the education of the public” as a less important reason 

for rehabilitating (though, permitted rehabilitators and those with 16 or more years of 

experience found it more important). Rehabilitators are on the front line of wildlife 

information to the public, but if they don’t consider education to be an important (if not 

the most important) part of rehabilitation, then they are not doing all that they can to help 

wildlife. However, it is a positive sign that the majority of rehabilitators would like to 

further their knowledge in order to become better rehabilitators and ambassadors to the 

public. Rehabilitators also need to improve their ability to properly educate the public. 

While they overwhelmingly feel they have a sufficient ecological background to properly 

inform the public (permitted, at-home, and experienced felt most strongly), and while 

they did correctly respond to common rehabilitation scenarios, there were a few answers 

that yielded concern.  

 The majority of wildlife rehabilitators believed that wildlife rehabilitation makes a 

positive impact on the populations of species in the wild and that wildlife rehabilitation 

helps to ensure species’ continued persistence in the area. It is logical to believe that 

wildlife rehabilitation makes a positive impact on individual animals being rehabilitated, 

as the majority of rehabilitators stated. The rehabilitation of threatened and endangered 

animals could have a positive impact on populations as the rehabilitation and release of a 

healthy individual could lead to a successful breeding adult in the wild and the fewer 

animals in the population the greater the impact of a released individual (Fraser and Moss 
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1985, Karesh 1995, Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, Wild Things 

Sanctuary). The reintroduction of rehabilitated orangutans and gibbons in Borneo 

contributed to the conservation of these species, for example (Cheyne 2007, Russon 

2009). However, most examples of species conservation are from restocking or 

translocation programs, and rarely (if at all) have rehabilitation programs been sought out 

or initiated to save a population or species from extinction (Karesh 1995). For example, 

Bald Eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), Peregrine Falcons (Falco peregrinus), Ospreys 

(Pandion haliaetus) and Whooping Cranes (Grus americana) are all species that have 

been brought back from near extinction, but not as a result of wildlife rehabilitation (U.S. 

Fish & Wildlife Service).  In most cases, rehabilitation is unlikely to have a significant 

impact on the population or the continued persistence of the species (Karesh 1995, Aitken 

2004) primarily because the majority of rehabilitation is performed on common species 

with secure populations (Siemer et al. 1991). An analysis of free-ranging populations of 

orangutans (Anonymous 1993) and gibbons (Anonymous 1994) where rehabilitated 

individuals were introduced to the existing population indicated no effect on population 

viability (Karesh 1995). Some rehabilitators (e.g., Wild Things Sanctuary: 

http://www.wildthingssanctuary.org/wild-things-newsletters-articles--press-releases.html; 

and Cascades Raptor Center: http://www.eraptors.org/whatgood.htm) acknowledge this, 

but most respondents in our survey believe otherwise. Permitted rehabilitators were less 

likely to believe (26% disagreed) that rehabilitation makes a positive impact on the 

populations than non-permitted rehabilitators (8% disagreed). Even though this difference 

is positive, because if any rehabilitator should know about the realistic effects of 
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rehabilitation it should be the permitted rehabilitators (who are teaching and training the 

non-permitted rehabilitators), the prevalence of the overall belief is somewhat 

concerning. Rehabilitators need to have a realistic grasp on the facts of wildlife 

rehabilitation in order to be able to properly educate the public about a variety of wildlife 

and urban wildlife issues.  

 Another question that yielded some concern was about animal survival post-

release. The majority of rehabilitators believe that most of the animals released back into 

the wild after rehabilitation survive. Studies that have looked at post-release survival 

rates have had very different outcomes, ranging from a low chance of survival to rates 

equal to wild counterparts. There are quite a few discouraging examples of low survival 

rates. Fajardo et al. (2000) studied the survival rates of rehabilitated barn owls (Tyto alba) 

and discovered that compared to the wild population (life expectancy: 365.7 days), the 

rehabilitated barn owls only had a life expectancy of 77.9 days. In a study of gibbons 

(Hylobates muelleri), Bennett (1992) found that >90% of individuals died quickly after 

release. Fischer and Lindenmayer (2000) found that out of 116 reintroductions, only 26% 

could be considered successful. Other studies on orphaned red fox cubs (Vulpes vulpes) 

(Robertson and Harris 1995), oiled guillemots (Uria aalge) (Werner et al. 1997), black-

footed ferrets (Mustela nigripes) (Biggins et al. 1998), and ornate box turtles (Terrapene 

ornata ornata) (Sosa 2009) reported low post-release survival rates, as well. However, 

not all post-release outcomes have been so discouraging. Molony et al. (2006) studied the 

survival rates of rehabilitated and translocated hedgehogs and discovered that 

rehabilitated hedgehogs released back into the wild had post-release survival rates similar 
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to those of wild hedgehogs. Other studies have also demonstrated that animals are able to 

survive in the wild (at least in the short-term) after rehabilitation and release (Cheyne 

2007, Kelly et al. 2008, Leighton et al. 2008, Russon 2009, Kelly et al. 2010). 

Rehabilitation is hard work and requires a big time and emotional commitment. Many 

rehabilitators probably need to feel like the work they are doing ends in success more 

often than not, and the reality of many (if not most) of the rehabilitated and released 

individuals not surviving is something many rehabilitators may not wish to believe. 

Rehabilitators with higher education (bachelor’s and graduate degrees) were more likely 

to recognize this, with 34% and 35% expecting survival to be low, compared to 16% and 

11% of rehabilitators with less education (high school or less and associate’s/technical 

degrees). Thus, additional education results in rehabilitators with more awareness of the 

fate of the animals that are rehabilitated and released, and more realistic expectations.  

 When asked about their opinion on the rehabilitation and release of non-native 

species, the majority of all rehabilitators believed that non-natives should not be released 

back into the wild. There is some concern about rehabilitators choosing the most 

“socially acceptable” answer to this survey question; because while the majority said that 

non-natives should not be released, there are examples of non-natives being released, 

which shows that they may be choosing the answer that they think they are expected to 

choose, rather than what they truly believe. Even so, as non-native species can wreak 

havoc on native vegetation and wildlife (Savidge 1987, Atkinson and Cameron 1993, 

Lang and Mengak 2007), this is the appropriate belief for rehabilitators to hold. However, 

we found that about a quarter of all non-permitted and facility rehabilitators believe that 
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non-natives should be released. Not surprisingly, looking at the admission records of 

reptiles and amphibians for a rehabilitation center in Texas over two decades, non-natives 

averaged ~8% of annual admissions and many were subsequently ‘released’ after 

rehabilitation (e.g., McGaughey et al. 2011). There have been other instances of well-

meaning people releasing non-natives and unintentionally impacting native species. In 

1988, a wildlife rehabilitation group in Southern California illegally relocated two non-

native red foxes to Sequoia National Park, home of the threatened Sierra Nevada red fox 

(Jurek 1992). Non-permitted rehabilitators (and those at facilities), who more strongly 

believed that non-natives should be released back into the wild, may not have been 

properly educated about non-native species issues and the consequences of releasing non-

natives back into the wild, and it is important for them to have the correct information to 

properly educate the public. Although rehabilitators cannot stop non-natives that are 

already in the wild, they should keep from adding to the problem. What to do with non-

natives that are brought in is a non-trivial matter, however. Rehabilitators generally loath 

to choose euthanasia for healthy animals, and appropriate facilities for long-term housing 

of non-natives are in short supply. 

 Wildlife rehabilitators in the state of Texas are moralistic people who care about 

nature and wildlife and feel an obligation to help wildlife that are injured, displaced, or 

orphaned as a result of the impact of humans on the world. However, they need to 

improve in both their desire and ability to properly educate the public about wildlife, 

specifically in an urban area. Rehabilitators need to view education as a much more 

important part of wildlife rehabilitation than they currently view it. Rehabilitators also 
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seem to have some misconceptions, or false hopes, about the impact of rehabilitation on 

populations and the continued persistence of species, the fate of released animals, and the 

consequences of releasing non-natives. We would recommend more (or better) education 

and training for rehabilitators (and most were interested in furthering their knowledge 

when asked). Our idea to better educate these rehabilitators is the creation of a mandatory 

class that rehabilitators must take in order to be permitted. This is a perfect opportunity 

for universities to get involved and to help create and provide a class to local 

rehabilitators. We believe that the most beneficial class is one that is a cooperative effort 

between biologists/professors, experienced rehabilitators, and Texas Parks and Wildlife. 

A class created (and taught) with the input from these three groups of people will give an 

all-encompassing look at wildlife and rehabilitation issues. A standardized and 

mandatory class for all rehabilitators across the state of Texas will provide rehabilitators 

a consistent basis of wildlife and rehabilitation knowledge and will hopefully prevent the 

range of beliefs and opinions that we found in our study. An example of how education 

could benefit rehabilitators as well as the animals they rehabilitate is a study on ornate 

box turtles. Sosa (2009) reported low post-release survival rates of ornate box turtles after 

rehabilitation and release. However, one of the causes of these low survival rates was that 

the turtles were being released into new locations that were not their original homes 

(translocated). Once released, the turtles were moving back to their original locations, 

which resulted in many of the turtles being killed along the way. Educating rehabilitators 

to ask for a specific location where the turtle were found in order to place it back in the 
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original location increases the turtle’s chance of survival post-release, which is the goal 

of rehabilitators.  

 Since the education of the public is (or should be) the most important part of 

wildlife rehabilitation, this improved education of rehabilitators would most likely lead to 

a better education of the public. The public is what can really make a difference when it 

comes to improved interactions with wildlife (specifically, urban wildlife) and the best 

way to make this difference is with the help of rehabilitators. 

 If a further survey was conducted on wildlife rehabilitators, we have some 

suggestions for improving the survey instrument. Questions should focus mainly on the 

importance of education to rehabilitators and the ways in which rehabilitators are 

currently trying to educate the public (as well as the content of the education). Also, there 

should be more true knowledge questions in order to get a more in-depth look at their 

current level of rehabilitation knowledge. Finally, there should be time and money 

allowed for at least one pre-test and focus group in order to have the chance to make 

improvements before the final survey is implemented.  
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Table 1. Occupations of Texas wildlife rehabilitators 

Occupations (n = 235) % 
Non-traditional job (retired, 
unemployed, stay-at-home mom) 

28.9 

Animal-related job (wildlife 
rehabilitator, vet, vet tech, field tech, 
rancher, animal shelter) 

15.3 

Medical Field (doctor, nurse, pharmacy, 
tech, psychiatrist)  

11.5 

Self-employed/Business Owner 9.4 
Managers/Administrators/Directors 8.1 
Students/Volunteers/Interns 7.2 
Educators (teacher, professor, 
environmental educator) 

3.4 

Scientists/Engineers 3 
Finance (banker, insurance, accountant) 3 

Law (legal and law enforcement) 1.7 
Secretarial/Reception/Assistant Position 1.7 

"Other" (repairman, agent/consultant, 
analyst, hair dresser, florist, airport 
instructor, customer service, marketer, 
inventory control, and training) 

6.8 

 

 

Table 2. Residential areas of wildlife rehabilitators 

Overall Results - Residential Area # % 
Urban (inside city limits) 96 40.9 
Suburban (Just outside city limits) 67 28.5 
Rural (away from city) 72 30.6 
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Table 3. Education levels of wildlife rehabilitators 

Overall Results - Education Level # % 
High School Degree or Less 62 26.4 
Associate's/Technical Degrees 51 21.7 
Bachelor's Degree 78 33.2 
Graduate Degrees (Master's or Ph.D.) 44 18.7 

 

 

Table 4. Number and percentage of permitted rehabilitators (permitted by the state of 
Texas) and non-permitted rehabilitators (volunteers/workers) 

Overall Results - Permitted 
Rehabilitators vs. Non-Permitted 
Rehabilitators 

# % 

Permitted 100 42.9 
Non-Permitted 133 57.1 
 

 

Table 5. Number and percentage of rehabilitators at facilities compared to at-home 
rehabilitators 

Overall Results - Rehabilitators at 
Facilities vs. At-home 
Rehabilitators 

# % 

Facility 135 59.5 
At-home 92 40.5 
 

 

Table 6. Number of years of experience rehabilitating for wildlife rehabilitators 

Overall Results - Years of 
Experience Rehabilitating 

# % 

5 years or less 104 47.5 
6-15 years 62 28.3 
More than 16 years 53 24.2 
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Table 7. Number of hours per week spent rehabilitating for rehabilitators 

Overall Results - Hours Per Week 
Spent Rehabilitating 

# % 

2 hours or less 64 29 
3-10 hours 43 19.5 
11-19 hours 32 14.4 
20 hours or more 82 37.1 
 

 

Table 8a. Source of rehabilitation knowledge 

Source of Rehabilitation Knowledge (n = 
381) 

% 

Formal Classes or Training (college classes, 
rehabilitation training programs, etc.) 

57 

Informal Training (no formal classes; gained 
knowledge just by working at a rehabilitation 
center and being around other rehabilitators) 

78 

Other Sources (breakdown in Table 8b) 30 

Did not feel sufficiently trained 5 
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Table 8b. “Other” sources of rehabilitation knowledge 

Other Sources of Rehabilitation 
Knowledge (n = 68) 

% 

Formal Knowledge (college classes, 
wildlife courses & training, continuing 
education, attending wildlife 
conferences) 

22.9 

Informal Knowledge (observation, 
hands-on experience, internship, 
networking with other rehabilitators) 

21.7 

Self-taught (trial and error/personal 
experiences, personal research - 
reading, internet, etc.) 

38.5 

Previous Animal Experience (vet/vet 
tech, living on a ranch/farm, working 
for TPWD, banding birds, etc.) 

16.9 

 

 

Table 9. Number and percentage of permitted rehabilitators who require, or do not 
require, training of non-permitted rehabilitators before they can help rehabilitate wildlife 

Overall Results - Permitted 
rehabilitators who required 
training for volunteers/workers 

# % 

Yes, require training 76 80 
No, don't require training 19 20 
 

 

Table 10. Non-permitted rehabilitators who were trained, or were not trained, by 
permitted rehabilitators before they could help rehabilitate wildlife  

Overall Results - Non-permitted 
rehabilitators who were trained by 
permitted rehabilitators  

# % 

Yes, trained 123 89.1 
No, not trained 15 10.9 
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Table 11. Overall results to hypothetical bird/squirrel scenarios 

Overall Results - 
Hypothetical 
Scenarios 

Bring the 
bird/ 
squirrel 
into the 
wildlife 
rehabili-
tation 
center. (%) 

Take the 
bird/squirrel 
inside, care 
for it 
overnight, 
and release it 
in the 
morning. (%) 

Leave 
the 
bird/ 
squirrel 
alone. 
(%) 

Put the 
bird/ 
squirrel 
back in 
the 
nearest 
tree. (%) 

We do not 
accept 
birds/ 
squirrels at 
our 
rehabili-
tation 
center. (%) 

Bird Scenario: You 
receive a call from a 
member of the public 
about a bird on the 
ground. The young 
bird appears unhurt 
and healthy, in no 
immediate danger, 
and is hopping around 
and trying to flutter 
away. Of the 
following responses, 
which would you tell 
the caller? (n = 213)  

2.3 1.9 76.5 17.8 1.4 

Squirrel Scenario: 
You receive a call 
from a member of the 
public about a baby 
squirrel on the 
ground. The young 
squirrel appears to be 
unhurt and healthy. 
The caller says she 
has been watching 
from afar for a few 
hours and has not seen 
any sign of the 
mother. Of the 
following responses, 
which would you tell 
the caller? (n = 211) 

45.5 0.9 37 15.6 0.9 
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Table 12. Overall ranking results to attitudes towards animals  

Overall Results - 
Attitudes Towards 
Animals (Ranked) 

1 - most 
important 
(%) 

2  
(%) 

3  
(%) 

4  
(%) 

5  
(%) 

6 - least 
important 
(%) 

1 - Moralistic: “I have an 
ethical concern for 
animals and nature; and 
the proper, non-
exploitative, and non-
cruel treatment of animals 
is a priority for me” (n = 
198) 

36.4 22.2 10.6 12.6 10.6 7.6 

2 - Ecologistic: “I am 
concerned about the 
environment as a system, 
and the wild species 
within natural habitats” (n 
= 198) 

22.2 31.8 18.2 13.6 10.1 4 

3 - Naturalistic: “I get 
satisfaction from being 
out in nature with 
wildlife” 

11.6 15.2 21.2 22.7 17.7 11.6 

4 - Humanistic: “I have a 
strong affection for nature 
and I love spending time 
with animals on a 
personal level (i.e. pets) 
(n = 198) 

16.2 16.7 14.6 17.7 15.7 19.2 

5 - Scientistic: “I enjoy 
gaining knowledge about 
the biology and science of 
nature and animals” (n = 
198) 

6.6 7.1 20.2 15.7 26.3 24.2 

6 - Aesthetic: “Wildlife 
and nature are important 
to me because of the 
innate beauty and peace 
of nature” (n = 198) 

7.1 7.1 15.2 17.7 19.7 33.3 
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Table 13. Overall ranking results to reasons for rehabilitating  

Overall Results - 
Reasons for 
Rehabilitating 
(Ranked) 

1 - most 
important 
(%) 

2 
(%) 

3 
(%) 

4 
(%) 

5 
(%) 

6 
(%) 

7 - least 
important 
(%) 

1 - The responsibility I 
feel, as a human, to 
help care for wildlife 
that are 
injured/displaced due 
to the presence and 
effects of humans. (n = 
199) 

37.7 29.6 13.6 7.5 7 4 0.5 

2 - The rescue and 
rehabilitation of 
injured, sick, 
displaced, or orphaned 
wildlife. (n = 199)  

19.6 27.1 25.1 11.6 11.1 5.5 0 

3 - My love of wildlife 
and animals. (n = 199) 

24.6 12.1 17.1 15.1 10.6 14.6 6 

4 - The education of 
the public about 
wildlife and related 
issues. (n = 199)  

5.5 12.1 16.1 15.6 20.6 19.1 11.1 

5 - It gives me the 
opportunity to 
contribute something 
useful to the 
community. (n = 199) 

1.5 6.5 11.6 21.1 18.1 25.1 16.1 

6 - The conservation of 
species. (n = 199) 

8.5 10.6 7 13.6 18.1 13.6 28.6 

7 - It makes me feel 
good about myself to 
help injured, sick, or 
orphaned wildlife. (n = 
199) 

2.5 2 9.5 15.6 14.6 18.1 37.7 
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Table 14. Overall results to Likert questions 

Overall Results - 
Likert Questions 

Strongly 
Disagree 
(%) 

Disagree 
(%) 

Undecided/ 
Neutral 
(%) 

Agree 
(%) 

Strongly 
Agree 
(%) 

I feel I have a 
sufficient 
ecological 
background to 
properly inform 
the public about 
issues relating to 
wildlife 
rehabilitation and 
urban wildlife. (n 
= 220)  

0.9 4.5 20 41.8 32.7 

I would like to 
further my 
knowledge 
through training or 
classes to become 
a better wildlife 
rehabilitator and 
ambassador to the 
public. (n = 218)  

0 3.2 14.7 44.5 37.6 

Education is an 
important part of 
my wildlife 
rehabilitation 
center's mission. 
(n = 212) 

0 1.9 5.2 44.8 48.1 

Urban ecology is 
the study of the 
interactions of 
wildlife and 
habitats within an 
urban setting. (n = 
215)  

0 0.5 12.6 55.8 31.2 
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Table 14. Continued 

Overall Results - 
Likert Questions 

Strongly 
Disagree 
(%) 

Disagree 
(%) 

Undecided/ 
Neutral 
(%) 

Agree 
(%) 

Strongly 
Agree 
(%) 

Common urban 
species, like 
squirrels, 
opossums, 
raccoons, and 
grackles, are an 
important aspect 
of the urban 
ecosystem. (n = 
223) 

0.9 1.3 3.6 28.7 65.5 

Common urban 
species (squirrels, 
opossums, 
raccoons, grackles, 
etc.) have just as 
much of a right as 
less common 
species (Swift 
Fox, Black-tailed 
Prairie Dog, Texas 
Horned Lizard, 
Mississippi Kite, 
etc.) to be rescued, 
rehabilitated, and 
released back into 
the wild. (n = 219) 

0.9 2.3 5.5 24.2 67.1 

Wildlife 
rehabilitation 
makes a positive 
impact on the 
individual animals 
that are 
rehabilitated and 
released. (n = 217) 

0.9 0 1.8 18.4 78.8 

Wildlife 
rehabilitation 
makes a positive 
impact on the 
populations fo 
species in the wild. 
(n = 215) 

0 2.3 13.5 32.6 51.6 
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Table 14. Continued 

Overall Results - 
Likert Questions 

Strongly 
Disagree 
(%) 

Disagree 
(%) 

Undecided/ 
Neutral 
(%) 

Agree 
(%) 

Strongly 
Agree 
(%) 

Wildlife 
rehabilitation is 
important because 
it helps ensure the 
species' continued 
persistence in the 
area. (n = 214)  

1.4 5.6 18.2 39.3 35.5 

I believe most of 
the animals we 
release in the wild 
will survive. (n = 
217)  

0.5 3.2 20.7 51.2 24.4 

Species that are 
not native to the 
region should be 
rehabilitated and 
released back into 
the wild, just like 
native species. (n 
= 217) 

22.1 29 28.1 10.6 10.1 
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Table 15. Permitted and non-permitted rehabilitators’ feelings of having a sufficient 
ecological background to inform the public about wildlife rehabilitation and related 
issues 

Belief in having a 
sufficient ecological 
background to inform 
the public about wildlife 
rehabilitation and 
related issues 

Strongly 
Disagree/Disagree/Neutral 
(%) 

Strongly 
Agree/Agree 
(%) 

p < 0.001 

Permitted (n = 92) 6.5 93.5 X2 = 40.707 
Non-Permitted (n = 127) 39.4 60.6 df = 3 
 

 

Table 16. Rehabilitators at facilities and at-home rehabilitators’ feelings of having a 
sufficient ecological background to inform the public about wildlife rehabilitation and 
related issues 

Belief in having a 
sufficient 
ecological 
background to 
inform the public 
about wildlife 
rehabilitation and 
related issues 

Strongly 
Disagree/ 
Disagree 
(%) 

Neutral 
(%) 

Agree (%) Strongly 
Agree (%) 

p = 0.007 

Facility (n = 132)  7.6 25.8 40.1 26.5 X2 = 12.178 
At-home (n = 83) 2.4 10.8 44.6 42.2 df = 3 
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Table 17. Feelings of having a sufficient ecological background to inform the public 
about wildlife rehabilitation and related issues vs. years of experience rehabilitating 

Belief in having a 
sufficient ecological 
background to 
inform the public 
about wildlife 
rehabilitation and 
related issues 

Strongly 
Disagree/ 
Disagree (%) 

Neutral 
(%) 

Agree (%) Strongly 
Agree (%) 

p < 0.001 

5 years or less (n = 
101) 

7.9 30.7 46.5 14.9 X2 = 31.735 

6-15 years (n = 62) 3.2 12.9 41.9 41.9 df = 6 
more than 16 years 
(n = 53) 

3.8 9.4 34 52.8  

 

 

Table 18. The desire to further knowledge in order to become a better wildlife 
rehabilitator vs. years of experience rehabilitating  

Desire to further 
knowledge in order to 
become a better wildlife 
rehabilitator 

Disagree/ 
Neutral (%) 

Agree (%) Strongly 
Agree (%) 

p = 0.050 

5 years or less (n = 102) 8.8 45.1 46.1 X2 = 9.479 
6-15 years (n = 59) 22 44.1 33.9 df = 4 
more than 16 years (n = 
52) 

23.1 48.1 28.8  
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Table 19. Permitted and non-permitted rehabilitators ranking of reasons for 
rehabilitating: personal importance of “The education of the public about wildlife and 
related issues” 

Reasons for 
Rehabilitating: 
Importance of 
"The 
education of 
the public 
about wildlife 
and related 
issues" 

1 - Most 
Important 
(%) 

2 
(%) 

3 
(%) 

4 
(%) 

5 
(%) 

6 
(%) 

7 - Least 
Important 
(%) 

p < 0.001 

Permitted (n = 
83) 

8.4 19.3 25.3 8.4 16.9 14.5 7.2 X2 = 24.435 

Non-Permitted 
(n = 115) 

3.5 7 9.6 20 23.5 22.6 13.9 df = 6 

 

 

Table 20. Years of experience ranking of reasons for rehabilitating: personal importance 
of “The education of the public about wildlife and related issues” 

Reasons for 
Rehabilitating: 
Importance of 
"The 
education of 
the public 
about wildlife 
and related 
issues" 

1 - Most 
Important 
(%) 

2 
(%) 

3 
(%) 

4 
(%) 

5 
(%) 

6 
(%) 

7 - Least 
Important 
(%) 

p = 0.031 

5 years or less 
(n = 97) 

2.1 9.3 11.3 20.6 23.7 23.7 9.3 X2 = 22.638 

6-15 years (n = 
54) 

7.4 14.8 14.8 9.3 18.5 18.5 16.7 df = 12 

more than 16 
years (n = 43) 

11.6 16.3 27.9 14 16.3 9.3 4.7  

 

 

 



	   Texas Tech University, E. Kathleen McGaughey, August, 2012 
	  

	   	   	  76	  

Table 21. Permitted and non-permitted rehabilitators beliefs about wildlife 
rehabilitation’s impact on populations of species in the wild 

Belief that wildlife 
rehabilitation makes a 
positive impact on 
populations of species in 
the wild 

Strongly 
Disagree/Disagree/Neutral 
(%) 

Strongly 
Agree/Agree 
(%) 

p = 0.001 

Permitted (n = 92) 26.1 73.9 X2 = 13.387 
Non-Permitted (n = 122) 8.2 91.8 df = 2 
 

 

Table 22. Beliefs about animal survival after rehabilitation and release back into the wild 
of different education levels 

Belief that animals that are 
rehabilitated and released 
back into the wild will survive 

Disagree/ 
Neutral (%) 

Agree (%) Strongly 
Agree (%) 

p = 0.038 

High School Degree or Less (n 
= 58) 

15.5 55.2 29.3 X2 = 13.341 

Associate's/Technical Degrees 
(n = 45) 

11.1 62.2 26.7 df = 6 

Bachelor's Degrees (n = 73) 34.2 45.2 16.4  
Graduate Degrees (Master's or 
Ph.D.) (n = 40) 

35 42.5 22.5  

 

 

Table 23. Permitted and non-permitted rehabilitators’ beliefs about non-native species 
being released back into the wild after rehabilitation  

Belief that non-
native species 
should be 
released back 
into the wild 

Strongly 
Disagree 
(%) 

Disagree 
(%) 

Neutral 
(%) 

Strongly 
Agree/ 
Agree (%) 

p = 0.002 

Permitted (n = 
91) 

34.1 26.4 27.4 12.1 X2 = 17.313 

Non-Permitted (n 
= 125) 

12.8 31.2 28.8 27.2 df = 4 
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Table 24. Rehabilitators at facilities and at-home rehabilitators’ beliefs about non-native 
species being released back into the wild after rehabilitation  

Belief that non-
native species 
should be 
released back 
into the wild 

Strongly 
Disagree 
(%) 

Disagree 
(%) 

Neutral 
(%) 

Agree 
(%) 

Strongly 
Agree (%) 

p = 0.044 

Facility (n = 
127) 

15.7 32.3 26.8 12.6 12.6 X2 = 9.775 

At-home (n = 
85) 

31.8 23.5 29.4 8.2 7.1 df = 4 
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Appendix A. – Wildlife Rehabilitator Survey 

 

WILDLIFE REHABILITATOR SURVEY 

This survey requests some background information about you and/or the wildlife rehabilitation 
center you work/volunteer for.  The survey also seeks your opinions on issues relating to 
rehabilitating wildlife in an urban setting. Wildlife rehabilitators are the frontline of information 
to the public about wildlife and wildlife related issues. Because of this, our goal is to find out who 
these rehabilitators are and their opinions on wildlife rehabilitation, education, and related issues. 
We seek your most honest responses and there are no right or wrong answers.  

 

Questions 1 through 11 are background questions. 

1. Gender (circle one): 
a. Male 
b. Female 

 
2. Occupation (fill in the blank):  

 
3. Current residential area (circle one):  

a. Urban (inside city limits) 
b. Suburban (just outside city limits) 
c. Rural (away from city) 

 
4. Highest level of education completed (circle one):  

a. Less than High School Degree 
b. High School Degree 
c. Associate’s Degree or Technical Degree 
d. Bachelor’s Degree 
e. Master’s Degree 
f. Ph.D. Degree 

 
5. You are a (circle one): 

a. Permitted wildlife rehabilitator in the state of Texas 
o (if they answered A, ask this) Do you require your volunteers to complete any 

training before helping to rehabilitate wildlife? 

Circle one:      YES      NO 
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b. Volunteer working with a permitted wildlife rehabilitator 
o (if they answered B, ask this) Did you have to go through any training to 

volunteer with a wildlife rehabilitator? 

Circle one:      YES      NO 

6. Do you work/volunteer for a stand-alone rehabilitation center/facility or are you an 
individual rehabilitating from your home? (circle one): 
a. Wildlife rehabilitation center or facility 

o (if they answered A, ask this) Name of wildlife rehabilitation center you 
work/volunteer for:  

b. Individual rehabilitating wildlife from home 
o (if they answered B, ask this) If applicable, name of wildlife rehabilitation 

group you are associated with (if you are not associated with any 
rehabilitation group, leave blank): 
 

7. Does your wildlife rehabilitation center (or do you, yourself) do educational outreach 
or have educational programs for the public? 

 Circle one:      YES      NO 

8. How many hours per week do you work/volunteer at the rehabilitation center? OR If 
you are an individual rehabilitator (who rehabilitates from home), how many hours 
per week do you spend rehabilitating? (circle one): 
a. Less than 1 hour 
b. 1 – 2 hours 
c. 3 – 5 hours 
d. 6 – 10 hours 
e. 11 – 15 hours 
f. 16 – 20 hours 
g. 20-40 hours  
h. More than 40 hours 

 
9. How many total years have you been rehabilitating, including previous experiences 

with other rehabilitators or rehabilitation centers? (circle one):  
a. Less than 1 year 
b. 1 – 2 years 
c. 3 – 5 years 
d. 6 – 10 years 
e. 11 – 15 years 
f. 16 – 20 years  
g. More than 20 years 

 
10. I gained the majority of my knowledge about wildlife rehabilitation and urban 

ecology from (circle all that apply): 
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a. Formal classes or training (college classes, rehabilitation training programs, etc.) 
b. Informal training (no formal classes; gained knowledge just by working at a 

rehabilitation center and being around other rehabilitators) 
c. Other (fill in the blank)______________________ 
d. I do not feel sufficiently trained. 

 
11. I have taken (at least) a basic biology (or ecology) class since high school. 

 Circle one:      YES      NO 

  If yes, how many? (fill in the blank):  

 

For questions 12 through 22, rate how strongly you agree or disagree using the 
following scale: 

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = undecided/neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly 
agree 

12. Common urban species, like squirrels, opossums, raccoons, and grackles, are an 
important aspect of the urban ecosystem. 

  1     2     3     4     5  

13. Wildlife rehabilitation makes a positive impact on the individual animals that are 
rehabilitated and released. 

  1     2     3     4     5 

14. I feel I have a sufficient ecological background to properly inform the public about 
issues relating to wildlife rehabilitation and urban wildlife. 

  1     2     3     4     5 

15. Species that are not native to the region should be rehabilitated and released back into 
the wild, just like native species.  

  1     2     3     4     5 

16. Common urban species (squirrels, opossums, raccoons, grackles, etc.) have just as 
much of a right as less common species (Swift Fox, Black-tailed Prairie Dog, Texas 
Horned Lizard, Mississippi Kite, etc.) to be rescued, rehabilitated, and released back 
into the wild.  

  1     2     3     4     5 
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17. Urban ecology is the study of the interaction of wildlife and habitats within an urban 
setting. 

  1     2     3     4     5 

18. I would like to further my knowledge through training or classes in order to become a 
better wildlife rehabilitator and ambassador to the public.  

  1     2     3     4     5  

19. Wildlife rehabilitation makes a positive impact on the populations of species in the 
wild. 

  1     2     3     4     5 

20. I believe most of the animals we release in the wild will survive.  

  1     2     3     4     5 

21. Wildlife rehabilitation is important because it helps ensure the species’ continued 
persistence in the area. 

  1     2     3     4     5 

22. Education is an important part of my wildlife rehabilitation center’s mission.  

  1     2     3     4     5 

 

Questions 23 and 24 are ranking questions. Rank your responses from most 
important to least important. 

23. For me, the most important part of wildlife rehabilitation is:  

 Rank these 7 from most important (1) to least important (7).  

  ____ My love of wildlife and animals. 

  ____ The responsibility I feel, as a human, to help care for wildlife that are 
   injured/displaced due to the presence and effects of    
   humans. 

  ____ It makes me feel good about myself to help injured, sick, or   
   orphaned wildlife. 
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  ____ It gives me the opportunity to contribute something useful to the  
   community.  

  ____ The rescue and rehabilitation of injured, sick, displaced, or orphaned  
   wildlife. 

  ____ The education of the public about wildlife and related issues. 

  ____ The conservation of species. 

 

24. Rank these 6 from most important (1) to least important (6).  

  ____ I get satisfaction from being out in nature with wildlife. 

  ____ I am concerned about the environment as a system, and the wild  
   species within natural habitats.  

  ____ I have a strong affection for nature and I love spending time with  
   animals on a personal level (i.e. pets). 

  ____ I have an ethical concern for animals and nature; and the proper,  
   non-exploitative, and non-cruel treatment of animals is a priority  
   for me. 

  ____ I enjoy gaining knowledge about the biology and science of nature  
   and animals. 

  ____ Wildlife and nature are important to me because of the innate beauty  
   and peace of nature. 

 

Questions 25 and 26 are hypothetical scenario questions. Choose the answer that 
most closely fits what you would do in each scenario. 

25. What would you do in the following scenario? You receive a call from a member of 
the public about a bird on the ground. The young bird appears unhurt and healthy, in 
no immediate danger, and is hopping around and trying to flutter away. Of the 
following responses, which would you tell the caller? 

a. Bring the bird into the wildlife rehabilitation center. 
b. Take the bird inside, care for it overnight, and release it in the morning. 
c. Leave the bird alone.  
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d. Put the bird back in the nearest tree. 
e. We do not accept birds at our rehabilitation center. 

 
26. What would you do in the following scenario? You receive a call from a member of 

the public about a baby squirrel on the ground. The young squirrel appears to be 
unhurt and healthy. The caller says she has been watching from afar for a few hours 
and has not seen any sign of the mother. Of the following responses, which would 
you tell the caller? 

a. Bring the squirrel into the wildlife rehabilitation center. 
b. Take the squirrel inside, care for it overnight, and release it in the 

morning. 
c. Leave the squirrel alone.  
d. Put the squirrel back in the nearest tree. 
e. We do not accept squirrels at our rehabilitation center. 

	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   Texas Tech University, E. Kathleen McGaughey, August, 2012 
	  

	   	   	  84	  

CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

 The increasing urbanization of areas that were once wild has led to interactions 

between humans and wildlife.  These interactions often end in injured, sick, displaced or 

orphaned wildlife. Wildlife rehabilitators and wildlife rehabilitation centers offer a venue 

for these animals to be rehabilitated and released back into the wild, or a humane place to 

be euthanized or die. We were interested in two different aspects of wildlife 

rehabilitation: the admittance records (specifically, records of mammals and 

herpetofauna) and the characteristics, attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge of rehabilitators. 

 Analyzing the taxonomic and temporal patterns of herpetofauna and mammal 

admittance data to the South Plains Wildlife Rehabilitation Center provided a look into 

interactions between humans and wildlife in an urban area. These data gave us 

information about the types of species that live in and around urban centers, as well as the 

types of interactions that occur when humans and wildlife are forced to coexist. It also 

highlighted areas of concern, including the presence and numbers of non-native species, 

as well as the on-going and problematic “kidnapping” of young wildlife. The admittance 

records at SPWRC provide an example of what other urban rehabilitation centers across 

the country might experience, and our hope is that these data can be used to better 

manage similar human-wildlife interactions, offer solutions to the most common urban 

wildlife problems, and assist in having successful release and survival of rehabilitated 

wildlife. 
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 On the human side of wildlife rehabilitation, the survey of wildlife rehabilitators 

in Texas provided a look into the types of people who rehabilitate wildlife. These data 

give a profile of the characteristics of wildlife rehabilitators, a look into their education 

and training, and their reasons for rehabilitating. It also provides insight into their 

attitudes towards animals and their beliefs about various common wildlife rehabilitation 

issues. However, their responses to some questions suggest that many of them are lacking 

in the desire and ability to properly educate the public. Our hope is that these data 

provide a look into the rehabilitation community and help make them more aware of 

areas where rehabilitation education can be improved. Rehabilitators are one of the most 

important resources to the public about wildlife, so it is important that they have all of the 

correct information to properly educate the public. The improved education of 

rehabilitators means the improved education of the public.  

 Surveying wildlife rehabilitators as well as reporting and analyzing animal 

admittance data provided an interesting look into both the human aspect and the wildlife 

aspect of wildlife rehabilitation. Both of these parts of wildlife rehabilitation are 

important to keep track of in order to continue to improve every aspect of wildlife 

rehabilitation. As long as rehabilitators are willing to continue learning and improving, 

they will be able to make a big impact on the animals they rehabilitate, as well as the 

humans that encounter wildlife on a daily basis. 

	  


