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Case # 88
Redhead

Admitted April 5
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Species Profile
Redheads are North American diving ducks taking their
common name from the rufous head and neck of the male.
Other distinguishing characteristics are a yellowish eye
and blue bill with a black tip. Females are primarily
brownish.
Foods are aquatic vegetation and invertebrates.
The primary breeding region is the “prairie pothole”
region of Canada and the United States. Wintering areas
include the Finger Lakes region of New York and the
Atlantic coast, mostly south of Long Island. Redheads are
usually seen in Maine only during their migration; spring
migration peaks between mid March and mid April.
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Case History and Notes
This bird was rescued in the Damariscotta area, and brought
originally to the Damariscotta Veterinary Clinic. The bird was
lethargic and unable to hold his head up. His left wing seemed
especially weak.
We took a radiograph and
found no fractures, but did see
some tiny roundish objects
among the pebbles in the gizzard.
On a suspicion that they might
be lead, we ran a blood lead test,
which showed a high level of lead.
The bird was also extremely
anemic.

We started him on a chelating
agent and iron supplements.
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The first foods we offered were simple, easy-to-digest
liquids that were tube fed. Within a few days, the bird was
more alert and active. More bloodwork on April 10 indicated
that the anemia was resolving, though the lead level was still
high.
On April 12, the bird spent
several hours in a small indoor
pool, and seemed to enjoy being
in water.

6

7

On April 17, the blood lead level was down, but although
we had hoped that, with the aid of laxatives, the pieces
would be defecated, they were still in the gizzard. It was
time for a break from the chelating agent. Just a few days
later, as expected, the blood lead level was back up. This
pattern was to repeat itself twice over the next few weeks.
We could not continue chelation therapy indefinitely; we
had to find a way to get the lead out of the GI tract.
We consulted with Dr. Erica Miller at Tri-State Bird
Rescue and Research (www.tristatebird.org) in DE. She
had used a technique called gastric lavage to remove lead
from the GI tracts of water birds, and with her coaching,
we decided to give it a try on May 19.
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The bird is placed
under general
anesthesia, first
using a mask, then
with a tube inserted
into the trachea.
Next a tube is
inserted into the
mouth, down through
the esophagus and into
the gizzard. Warm
water is directed
through this tube.

With the bird positioned
at a downward angle . . .
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. . . the water will run back out
the mouth, carrying with it the
contents of the gizzard.
The first flush did remove at
least some of the target pieces.
But we couldn’t be sure whether
we had gotten them all.
With the bird still under
anesthesia, a quick radiograph
was taken; it revealed one more
piece remaining (shown in photo to
the left). The lavage was repeated,
and this time, the follow-up
radiograph showed no more lead
pieces!
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We did one more round of chelation
therapy. In early June, the bird’s
exuberance in a (turquoise) kiddie pool
reflected his return to overall health.
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A few days later, he was moved to a habitat with an in-ground
pool. He seemed equally happy in or out of the water.
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By late June, the weakness in the left wing had resolved,
and we felt that the bird could be released.
The normal summer locations of this species were far, far
away, but Aroostook County birder extraordinaire Bill
Sheehan (http://northernmainebirds.blogspot.com) had seen
Redheads at Lake Josephine that month!
According to Bill, a pair of Redheads had summered at Lake
Jo since 2005; he first found them with young in 2008. In
2011 there were two pairs with at least one brood. It is the
only location in New England with nesting Redheads.
Our friends and volunteers Tami and Ed Slowey – also pilots
– said “YES!” when we asked if they would consider flying the
bird up to Lake Jo for release. Unfortunately, Bill was away
that weekend, but his friend Russ Mount was happy to serve
as host and guide.
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Release at Lake Josephine, July 2

Shelley unpacks the bird
while Ed observes.

Photos by Russ Mount

He’s in
the
water . . .
and
swims on
out to a
second
chance.

15

And then what happened? After release, Bill and Russ kept
an eye out for our bird. On July 22, Bill was confident that
he observed our bird hanging out with two pairs, plus a
brood of 8 young, in a pond about half a mile south of the
release point.

The lavage technique, which
we used for the first time
with this bird, was to become
one of our most valuable
tools. You’ll see it again in
this slide show!
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Case # 100
Red-necked Grebe

Admitted April 14
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Species Profile
Grebes are diving birds
whose feet have an unusual
feature: lobed toes.
As suggested by the common name, Red-necked Grebes have
russet-colored necks and chests; other distinguishing features
include a black cap on the head, gray cheek patches on a whiter
background, and large bills. Males and females have similar
appearances.

They breed in freshwater lakes or marshes, mostly in northwestern Canada; they are rarely seen in Maine during the
summer. Wintering areas are along both coasts of North
America.
Foods include a variety of fish, crustaceans, and aquatic
insects.
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Case History and Notes
On the morning of April 14, Jill Roland, a science teacher at
King Middle School in Portland, was told by another teacher
that there was an injured bird at Deering Oakes Park. Jill
called us for pointers on how to retrieve the bird, then went
back with her class, prepared with appropriate capture and
safety gear. The bird was in the midfield of a baseball
diamond, and though it hissed and vocalized when approached,
made no attempt to move. Jill and a colleague were able to get
the bird into a box, and return with it to the King School.
Meanwhile, we had assembled a relay team; volunteer
transporters Kathy Stager and Lloyd Ferriss had the bird here
within a couple of hours.
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The bird had a large
laceration on the neck; the
area was covered with dried
bloody scabs. We did little
on intake other than apply
antiseptic cream and a
wound dressing so that the
crusty areas would be
softened up by morning.
The Grebe seemed very
stressed; we did not want to
do any more than necessary
until she could calm down
and settle in.
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The next morning, we allowed the bird to swim, then went to
work on the neck. The wound was quite serious, though
fortunately the esophagus and trachea were intact. Shelley
did some cleaning and debriding (removal of dead tissue), but
it was obvious that quite a lot more would be needed. There
did not appear to be enough viable skin to suture, and in any
event, we did not want to risk constricting the throat area.
After the procedure, we covered
the wound area with a dressing,
then settled the bird onto a soft
padded surface, and offered her a
bowl of krill. As mentioned earlier,
the sexes have similar appearance,
but females are somewhat smaller
than males, and we judged this bird
female on a weight basis.
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On April 17, with the bird under general anesthesia, Shelley
did the first major work on the wound area. The procedure
went well, and was repeated on the 19th.

First, the hydrocolloid dressing
from the previous procedure is
peeled off. Then pieces of dead
tissue are carefully removed from
the wound area.
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The wound area is cleaned, and antiseptic applied.
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The wound area is covered
with a transparent,
breathable dressing.

After the procedure,
Diane holds the bird,
who is still groggy from
the anesthesia.
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The basic procedure shown on the previous slide was
repeated every few days for the next two weeks. As the
edges of the wound were progressively cleaned, the wound
began to granulate in. The area over the trachea required
special careful attention, and was the last segment to heal.
There were two challenges in the last half of April and the
first half of May. One was keeping the wound area as dry as
possible, while still allowing her to swim as much as possible.
For a diving bird, so-called water-tight dressings worked only
to a point!
The other challenge was feeding. For the first few weeks,
she did not eat on her own, either because dead fish were not
appealing, or because it hurt to swallow. We tube fed her all
that time. Early in May, inserting the feeding tube became
more difficult, as scar tissue constricted the throat.
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On May 18, we put some small
live minnows in the pool. She
went right for them, but could
not swallow them. As can be
seen in the photo to the right,
the fish would stay just above
the neck wound while she tried
repeatedly to get them down;
eventually, they were thrown up.
She was still coming inside at
the end of the day, and we began
applying softening creams
overnight.
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The good news, however, was that the wound had almost
completely healed, and she could now spend more time in the
water.
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May 26
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On May 27, for the first time, she was able to swallow
minnows, and over the next few days, gorged herself, catching
and eating as many fish as we could give her.
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May 30
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May 30,
cont’d.
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The three photos below, taken in close succession,
demonstrate that she CAN swallow past the wound area.

Preening seems like a good idea afterwards.
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June 9 is her last day in captivity. The feathers in the wound
area have not completely re-grown, but she is nevertheless
waterproof as well as able to dive, catch and eat live fish.
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Release
For this species, migration to the breeding area was long
since over, and there was no practical way to take our bird the
long distance to the northwest. We discussed release options
at length with ME DIFW biologists specializing in water birds.
Their recommendation was to release the bird offshore,
albeit farther north than where she might have spent the
winter. It would be her choice whether to stick around the
Gulf of Maine, head toward the Great Lakes, or make her way
to a nearby freshwater site for the remainder of the summer.
Our friends William and Kyle Nichols took Marc and the
Grebe out in their boat toward Sears Island – an area known
for hosting occasional oddball species. As you’ll see in the next
slide, after the bird swam away from the boat, she took off
from the water, and was last seen flying north.
34

June 10: Release Day

Kyle lowers the bird over the side . . . she swims away . . .

Photos: Marc Payne

. . . and then flies off.
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We thought that would be the last we would know of her.
But on July 11, a Red-necked Grebe was observed near Sears
Island, and reported to the Maine-birds listserv
(http://groups.google.com/group/maine-birds). The person
posting the observation commented: “This bird was in full adult
plumage; quite a beauty, if displaced.” Was it our bird? We
thought the “beauty” part applied . . . .
And then on
July 18, TWO
Red-necked
Grebes were
reported on
Maine-birds as
seen near Sears
Island.
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Case # 1058

Common Loon

Admitted June 2
37

Species Profile
Common Loons are a familiar and beloved summer presence
on Maine’s lakes; their haunting yodel call is one of the most
well-known sounds of summer lakes. In the northeast, the
species also breeds in other northern New England states,
with the remainder of the breeding territory from the
Great Lakes north, throughout much of Canada. Wintering
areas are along both coasts of North America.
Breeding adults of both sexes have similar plumage: black
sides, wings, neck and back, with white patches on wings and
neck and white chests. Females are somewhat smaller than
males.
Foods are primarily live fish, which the birds locate by
searching underwater, and pursue in foot-propelled dives.
Digestion of fish is aided by the grinding action of pebbles in
the gizzard.
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Case History and Notes
This individual had been seen on a small pond near Kingfield
for several days prior to capture. The property owners were
concerned that the pond was too small for a Loon to take off.
The bird did try, but did not get far. He was found in a puddle
several hundred feet from the pond on the morning of June 2.
Wildlife Biologist Chuck Hulsey retrieved the bird and brought
him to us.
We took a radiograph, which revealed
an astonishing assortment of fishing
gear in the gizzard – possibly the bird
had eaten a fish that had escaped from
an angler. The collection included
swivels, lures, hooks, and other objects
that could not be readily identified.
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Basic blood work results raised a concern about what
might be going on in the bird’s abdomen. Some lures have
sharp edges that could cut into the walls of the gizzard,
leading to abscesses or even peritonitis.
We consulted with several wildlife veterinarians who had
experience with Loons – there was general agreement that
an attempt should be made to remove the fishing gear, but
no consensus as to whether endoscopy or lavage would be
the best bet.
At the moment, however,
the bird seemed too
debilitated for either
procedure; we opted to
wait a few days and try to
let him build up strength.
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We took blood again on June 4 and June 7. The parameter
of concern was not improving, and the bird was losing weight.
Clearly something was wrong. We decided to try lavage the
next morning, and the procedure went well! We removed all
the fishing gear, as well as an assortment of pebbles.
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Over the next few days, we gradually saw a return of
appetite, some weight gain, and a partial recovery of normal
blood values. On June 13, the photos captured by Glori’s
camera reveal a bird that is feeling much better!
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June 13, cont’d.
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On the morning of June 15, blood values were finally within
normal ranges. Not knowing the bird’s origin, and not
wanting to risk the consequences of releasing him on a lake
already occupied by a breeding pair, Shelley took him for
release on neutral territory -- at the coast.
For travel, he’s packed
in a box with plenty of
soft padding. The
release site is shown in
the photo below.
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The Loon swam from the shallow water near the shore out
to open water, flapping one last time before disappearing
from view.

Photos: Shelley Spanswick
45

Sidebar:
Lead Poisoning in Common Loons
Lead jig-heads and sinkers on lake bottoms may be mistaken
for pebbles and eaten by Loons; or alternatively, escaped fish
with attached lead fishing gear may be taken. The bird whose
story was told in the previous slides did not have lead objects
among the gear in his GI tract, but many other Loons are not
as fortunate. Long-term studies conducted at Tufts
University’s Wildlife Clinic indicate that lead poisoning is the
leading cause of adult Loon mortality.
In Maine, the sale of lead sinkers weighing less than ½ ounce
was banned in 2002; but it is still legal to sell lead jig-heads
and legal to use all lead fishing tackle.
Lead poisoning in Loons is suspect in a beached bird with
labored, open-mouth breathing. That diagnosis is supported by
seeing metallic objects on a radiograph of the abdominal area,
and confirmed by running a blood test.
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By the time Loons that have ingested lead are sick
enough to beach themselves (and be captured), it is
virtually always too late to save them. We know of no Loon
in New England that has survived lead ingestion, but as
recounted in our 2010 Year-End Report, we came close in a
bird rescued in the summer of that year.
We tried again in 2011, with
a Loon beached on China Lake,
admitted on August 26. He
was already in respiratory
distress on admission; a sinker
was evident on the radiograph,
and the blood lead level was
extremely high. We knew the
bird’s chance of survival was
extremely poor, even with the
sinker removed. But lavage
was worth attempting.
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The China Lake Loon was under anesthesia for only about 8
minutes; the actual flush took about 1 minute. We got the sinker
out (along with the pebbles in the gizzard); it weighed about ¼ oz.

The bird had no difficulty with the
procedure, and we started chelation
therapy immediately. Sadly but not
surprisingly, however, it was already too
late; the Loon died by evening.
On a brighter side: we now know we
can use the procedure successfully and
safely, even in a debilitated patient.
Maybe we’ll get the next lead-poisoned
Loon in time for a better outcome.

Anglers can swap old lead tackle
for Loon-safe alternatives
through Maine’s Soil and Water
Conservation District Lead
Fishing Tackle Exchange
Program. Contact information
for participating counties can be
found at www.mainewcds.org.
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Case #s 688 and 887
Great Shearwaters

Admitted July 13 and August 1
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Species Profile
Shearwaters are among the pelagic
species with an anatomical feature
known as a tubenose. Excess salt
from the seawater the birds drink
is excreted from the tubenose.
The common name reflects the “shearing”
appearance of their flight – dipping from side to side
with wings extended. Foods are mostly fish captured
at or near the surface by plunge-diving.
Several Shearwater species may be seen in the Gulf of Maine in
summer; like most others in this group, Great Shearwaters have
largely dark upperparts and white underparts, but this species is
distinguished by a brownish belly patch. And unlike other
Shearwaters seen locally, Great Shearwaters breed in our winter
months, on islands in the South Atlantic. Great Shearwaters head
north for the summer in April, making their way up the coasts of
South and North America. They depart for the breeding grounds in
50
October.

Case History and Notes
The first of the two birds was found beached at Rockland Harbor
on July 13. Staff member Selkie O’Mira retrieved the bird from
the Harbormaster, and drove it here. The bird’s feathers were
covered in something oily that had a petroleum smell. After
ensuring that the bird was stable, we bathed him the next day.

Photos:
Terry
Heitz
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But neither this bath, nor a repeat washing on the 17th restored
waterproofing. If put into a pool, he went for a haul-out almost
immediately; and he seemed to become wet after only a short time
in water.

We ran the case by several water-bird experts who’ve had
extensive experience with washing contaminated birds. We seemed
to be doing everything right, but waterproofing had not been
restored. The possibility was raised that the bird had some
underlying problem to which feather contamination was secondary.
As one colleague asked, “What was a Shearwater doing in a harbor,
anyway?” But blood work results looked good, and our radiographs
looked normal.
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We REALLY wanted the bird to be in at least
shallow water. After trying several set-ups, we
settled on a slightly tilted pool that was nearly
dry at one end, but deep enough for floating at
the other. It seemed that as long as the bird’s
feet could touch something solid, he would
remain in water. And while standing on the pool’s
smooth bottom surface, he was preening and
grooming – actions that would help restore
waterproofing.
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Then on August 1, the Rockland Harbormaster called to report
ANOTHER Shearwater – this one rescued in obvious distress
from the harbor by some swimmers. Volunteer transporter Rita
Buckley fetched the bird and drove it here. This individual had
no petroleum-like smell, but was soaking wet. Our first priority
was getting the bird warm and dry.
The next day, we washed and dried the second bird as well as
the first; but subsequently, neither one wanted to be in water.
A positive note was that they had quickly become inseparable, as
indicated in the photo below, taken on Aug. 4.
We gave them one last
bath on August 12, and
this one finally seemed to
do the trick. The next
day, both birds remained
in the water for about an
hour. It seemed we were
finally making progress
with waterproofing.
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Subsequently, things improved rapidly; the birds remained in water
for increasingly long periods of time, and continued to bathe and
preen. However one bird had developed foot sores from time spent
previously on the haul-out. Their new haul-out was a smooth rock
about 2” underwater; when using it, their feet remained wet. The
photos on this slide and the next were taken on August 18.
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On Aug. 22, bloodwork on the first bird
was fine, but the second bird had signs of
an ongoing infection, and was not spending
as much time in the water as the first
bird. We started her on antibiotics, and
wondered if we should go ahead and
release the other. But their mutual
preening and closeness had continued, and
as long as the first bird continued to
thrive, we did not want to separate them.
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By the end of the month,
things were looking up; the
second bird was increasing
her water time, and bloodwork was improving.
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The first week in September found us exploring options for release.
ME DIFW water bird biologists had already recommended consulting
with folks at the Maine Coastal Islands National Wildlife Refuges
(http://www.fws.gov/northeast/mainecoastal). Refuge biologist
Linda Welch and her crew had spent the summer working with Great
Shearwaters at an offshore location beyond Petit Manan Island; they
were happy to participate, and we fine-tuned plans with Linda. The
birds were ready, but swells from Hurricane Katia were producing
small craft advisories that kept the refuge boats out of the water for
nearly a week. We set our sights on September 12, and for a change,
the weather cooperated beautifully! Marc met the refuge folks at
the Milbridge headquarters that morning, and the group set out
toward Petit Manan Island.
Linda’s crew had work to do on the island
for the day; a decision was made to release
near the island, where there would be a
possibility of keeping an eye on them if they
stayed close by. In this photo, Marc is
holding the birds’ travel carrier, as they
head from the boat toward shore.

Photo: Linda Welch
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After leaving the
carrier, the birds
did some bathing,
preening and
flapping. Then they
both flew a short
distance toward the
island, where they
seemed to take
their bearings.
Photos: Marc Payne
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Photo: Linda Welch

One swam in a large arc, then caught the
wind just right and took off, flying low
to the water. Within a minute, the
second bird repeated the same pattern,
flying in the same direction. Both were
soon out of sight.
Photos: Marc Payne
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As you may have noticed, our water bird case load has been increasing
lately! Just a few examples include . . .

Dovekie (2010)
Red-breasted Merganser (2011)

Leach’s Storm Petrel
(2010)

Red-throated Loon (2011)

Black Guillemot
(2010)

Thick-billed Murre (2010)
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Here’s how we plan to enhance water bird recovery in 2012:
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Our proposed new “Pool House” would house five fiberglass pools
ranging in surface area from roughly 6 to 60 square feet, and in volume
from about 44 to 600 gallons. Each pool would have its own water
supply, overflow standpipe, and drain (with all pool outflows feeding
into a common drain). At least one of the pools would have heat tape
embedded in the fiberglass laminate to allow winter use. Haul-out
areas adjacent to edges of the pools will enable birds to leave and reenter the water on a temporary, as-desired basis.
Individuals that need to spend longer periods
out of water (e.g., birds with wounds or loss
of waterproofing) can be placed in soft-sided,
cushioned enclosures in the “dry-dock” areas.
Each pool would be surrounded by ceiling-topool-edge netting, which would keep individual
birds within their own pool areas. The
structure would have a concrete floor, two
windows on each side, plus several skylights in
a hip roof. The building’s overall dimensions
would be 24’ x 20’ (480 square feet).
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That’s it
for this
issue!

To help fund our new water bird facility
with a tax-deductible donation,
click on the PayPal or credit card icon
on any page of our website
http://www.avianhaven.org
or send a check to
418 N. Palermo Rd.
Freedom, ME 04941

To see more photos by
Glori Berry
visit
http://www.gloriousbirds.com

Thank you!
Diane Winn & Marc Payne
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