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The Kidnapping Epidemic!
Hundreds of babies are kidnapped every year! Being apart from their mothers many babies do not survive while the frantic mothers look everywhere for them. I am not talking about human babies; I am talking about the many different species of wildlife babies: squirrels, bunnies, deer, various birds, etc. Most are kidnapped by well intentioned humans who think that the animals’ mothers have abandoned them; some are taken by people who want the baby as a “pet.” Whatever the intention of the kidnapper the baby should usually be left just where it is. 
As a wildlife rehabilitator, I get phone calls all the time about babies that have been found in various locations. In most instances I reply with “Put them back!” Many different species of wildlife mothers will leave their young unattended for hours every day while they forage for food. Often they are nearby and will come straight back if they hear their babies calling out in distress. Their most important goal is to raise their babies and I have heard extraordinary stories of the lengths that mothers will go to get back their little ones. 

Several baby raccoons of various ages were found trapped in a garbage skip. The babies were sorted out according to size and left in boxes near the edge of the woods while their human rescuers looked on. Come evening three mother raccoons emerged from the forest and gathered them up, going from box to box to make sure they had them all, and to make sure that they had the right ones! A sadder story involves a frantic mother cottontail rabbit trying to get back to her babies in someone’s yard. The gate had been shut and she couldn’t get in, but all night she tried to dig under the gate. At some point she became trapped and was found dead the next morning from exhaustion and worry. After a big storm several squirrel nests came down. A rehabilitator left a bunch of babies in a box under the tree where she thought the nest had come from. The mother squirrel soon arrived and grabbed all the babies, one at a time, and even came back for the blanket to help build a nice new cozy nest! A baby bird was found on the ground with the remains of a nest. A make-shift nest was made out of a margarine tub (with holes poked in the bottom), lined with bits of the old nest and dry grass, and nailed to the tree with the baby placed inside. Within an hour the parents had found the baby and successfully continued to use the makeshift nest until the young one was ready to fledge (when they get ready to leave the nest).

No matter how capable humans are, we are not a replacement for a wild animal mother and whenever possible babies should be reunited with their mothers. Not only do wild mothers teach their young the proper behavior in order to survive, they also provide them with all of the exact right nutrients to become healthy. In some species, especially the Eastern Cottontail Rabbit, babies younger than 10 or so days almost never survive in rehabilitation as they need the unique formula of their mother’s milk in order to digest properly and absorb all of their needed nutrients. Ironically, and sadly, cottontails are probably the most common babies brought to rehabilitators. Often their finders simply found the nest in the yard and thought their pets might disturb it so they bring the babies to a rehabilitator. If this is the case I still tell the finders to put the nest back in the exact same spot (even if they have to rebuild it) and watch to see if the mother returns (and keep pets away for 1-3 weeks while the babies mature- at 3 weeks they go off on their own), baby bunnies have a better chance of surviving in the wild than even with the most experienced rehabilitator.
 

NB: Mothers of all species will accept their babies regardless of whether they have been touched by humans.

But in what instances is it OK to take the baby? When do you call a wildlife rehabilitator for help? Sometimes it’s obvious- you’ve seen the mother or baby hit by a car, the baby has a broken limb or an obvious injury; but other times it’s harder to be sure. Below is a list of instances when babies should be brought into rehabilitation:

1) The baby has been brought in/toyed with by a cat or dog. In these instances there are often internal crush injuries as well as puncture wounds from teeth or claws. You cannot always see the injuries under the fur, but if they are there they are usually fatal within a few days if left untreated. Our beloved pets carry harmful bacteria that are essentially “injected” into the baby once the baby’s skin is punctured.
2) A baby is found wandering alone, sometimes with its eyes still closed. In this case something has usually happened to the mother and the starving baby has left the nest to go look for help.
3) A baby is cold, emaciated or weak, vomiting and/or disorientated (stumbling around)
4) You can see parasites on or around the babies- fleas, flies, ticks

5) The baby is crying persistently and the mother is not answering their cry

As for adult animals, if in doubt about whether they need help, know that if you are able to get close to an adult animal without it running away, something is usually wrong.

By following these simple guidelines we all have the ability to ensure the safety and survival of our native wildlife babies. Don’t look upon it as an inconvenience if a mother animal has decided to nest near or around your home- she probably picked that spot because larger predators won’t come near a human household with human pets around- look upon it as a compliment and a privilege! 

� Another good point here is that fledglings often hop about on the ground for the first few days after leaving the nest. Many get scooped up and brought to wildlife rehabiltators at this age as their rescuers think that they have been abandoned. However this is normal fledgling behavior and their parents are usually close by and will continue feeding the little fledgling until it is ready to eat and fly on its own.


� How can you tell if the mother bunny returns? Get some yarn or string and make a tic-tac-toe pattern over the nest. If the mother comes back to feed the babies this pattern will be destroyed. You can also pick up the babies and if they feel nice and pudgy, their mother has been back to feed them.





