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If the tip of a birds toenail breaks or frays, it can lose a scary looking amount of blood. However, you can
handle such an emergency when you know the right techniques.

First Aid for Injured ~irds
If you stay calm and use proper restraining techniques, you can confidently
handle bleeding injuries in your store birds. By Dr. Susan L. Clubb

Emergencies always seem to happen at
inconvenient times, like weekends or

holidays. To cope with them, you need to
be able to administer basic first aid and
know when veterinary care is required.

The emergencies you're most likely to
encounter involve injuries resulting in
bleeding. They can be scary because it
usually looks like the bird has lost much
more blood than it actually has due to
spattering and smearing on the feathers.
Let's look at ways to handle those situa-
tions without losing your cool.

Restraint Techniques
Before you can assess an Injury or

provide first aid, you must be able to
properly restrain the bird. Restraint is
very stressful to birds, so make sure the
first aid kit is at hand so you'll be ready
to treat them quickly.

An injured bird will be fearful and
resist handling. Talk to it in a calm,
soothing voice as you approach it with
a towel. Ideally, you can place the open
towel behind the bird as it faces you and
gently drop the cloth over its head. Then
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gently secure the head with one hand,
wrapping the towel gently around the
lower body, wing tips and legs. Once the
bird is quiet in the towel, shift your hands
under the towel, secure the bird's neck
and remove the towel.

Many people prefer to keep the bird
wrapped in the towel. However, this can
impede a thorough examination. If you
keep the towel, leave it open in the front

Before you try to assessa birds injury or provide
first aid, gently wrap a towel around its lower body,
wing tips and legs. Leave the towel open in the
front so you can watch the birds breathing.

so you can watch the bird's breathing.
To properly restrain a parrot, encircle

its neck with your hand, keeping your
thumb under its chin. This will keep the
birds neck extended so it can't move its
head around and bite. Fully restrain even
tame birds-they may bite if frightened
or in pain.

Parrots have complete tracheal rings,
which prevent collapse of the trachea.
You cannot inadvertently choke a parrot.

Do not hold a bird firmly around
the chest, however. That can restrict its
breathing. Always watch a restrained
bird's chest to ensure that it is breathing.

If the bird shows signs of stress when
restrained, immediately release it on the
floor or it may die. Death can occur
if its heart rate becomes dangerously
rapid or its blood pressure become dan-
gerously high. Signs of stress include
panting, arching the head back, quiver-
ing and dilated pupils. Allow the bird
time to recover before capturing it again.
Subsequent handling should be done
only with extreme caution.

Estimating Blood Loss
First, remain calm and estimate the

amount of blood lost.
A bird can safely lose 10 percent of

its blood volume or 1 percent of its
body weight in blood without immediate
danger. This equals 1 milliliter, or 1 cubic
centimeter, of blood for every ioO grams
of body weight. (Milliliters and cubic cen-
timeters are the same thing.) This would
be approximately 1 mL for a cockatiel
or conure; 4 to 6 mLs for an Amazon or
African grey; 4 to 8 mLs for a cockatoo;
and 9 to 12 mLs for a macaw. Draw the
lost blood into an empty syringe to get an
idea of these volumes.

If blood loss is slight, allow the bird to
rest, preferably in a warm environment
and subdued light, and have it examined
by your veterinarian as soon as possible.
If blood loss is greater than the amounts
referenced above, the bird will need flu-
ids and maybe blood to survive.

If blood is dripping from the bird,
you'll need to restrain it so you can gently
determine the site of bleeding. This may
be painful to the bird, so talk soothingly
and watch for signs of stress.

The most common causes of bleeding
are a broken blood feather, broken nail
or fractured tip of the beak. The bleeding
also might be from a skin laceration.



Broken Blood Feather
A blood feather represents a nor-

mal growth phase when new feathers
replace old ones. If one breaks, you may
see blood dripping under the bird or
smeared on its body feathers. Or the bird
may sling blood when flapping its wings.
This type of injury usually looks much
worse than it is.

Restrain the bird in a towel, leaving
it open in the front. Gently extend the
wing out of the towel. Locate the bleed-
ing feather. Holding the wing too firmly
could break a bone if the bird tries to flap
it, so hold it gently and try to move your
hand with the movement of the wing.

Make sure the blood is coming from a
feather and not a skin wound or fracture.
Apply a generous amount of cornstarch
to the source of the bleeding. Place a
gauze sponge around the feather and
gently apply pressure with your fingers
for approximately one to two minutes.
These feathers are sensitive and the bird
will experience some discomfort.

After the bleeding stops, put the bird
in its cage or in a transport container and

watch for signs of additional blood for at
least five minutes.

Without picking the bird up, use a
penlight or flashlight to inspect the floor
of the cage or carrier. If you see drops
of blood, repeat the steps above. If not,
leave the bird in subdued light for several
hours so it can rest. Make sure it has
adequate food and water.

Some sources recommend pulling the
blood feather. Please be aware that this
can injure the feather follicle, break the
feather off in the follicle or damage wing
structures. Pulling the blood feather
should be done only as a last resort if you
cannot get professional assistance. If you
feel you must pull the feather, be sure to
hold the wing firmly and pull the feather
gently but firmly in the direction that it
emerges from the follicle. Apply pressure
to the follicle for approximately one to
two minutes to stop bleeding.

If the feather has fallen from the
follicle or it has been pulled and the
follicle is dripping blood, restrain the
bird again. Pack an amount of cornstarch
equivalent to the size of a pea into

::

the feather follicle, and apply pressure
for one to two minutes. Never put any
coagulant-styptic powder, silver nitrate,
etc.-into a feather follicle. Place the bird
back in the container again and look for
dripping blood.

If this is not effective, you must
seek veterinary care. If the bird did
not respond quickly to application of
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pressure, it may indicate an underlying
health problem.

Bleeding Nail
A toenail may bleed excessively if the

nail is cut too short, or if the tip becomes
broken or frayed. You may see blood
dripping from the nail, or smeared on the
perch or other cage surfaces.

Restrain the bird in a towel, gently
extend its foot out of the towel and locate
the bleeding nail. Hold the foot firmly but
gently. If the bird struggles, try to move
your hand with the movement of its foot.
Don't twist the foot or leg as this can cause
injury. Make sure the blood is coming
from a broken nail and not a skin wound
or fracture.

Smooth the end of the nail with an
emery board to make sure the surface
is not frayed. Clean the nail with gauze
sponges. Apply gentle pressure with your
fingers to the toe above the nail to reduce
blood flow to the nail. Rub the smoothed
surface with silver nitrate (styptic pencil).
For the silver nitrate to work properly, the
tip of the nail must be dry. You may need
to use more than one pencil. Conversely,
you can pack the end of the nail with styp-
tic powder or cornstarch. Apply pressure
for one to two minutes.

Put the bird in its cage or in a transport
container and allow it to rest quietly. If it
climbs around, it could dislodge the clot
from the tip of the nail and cause the nail
to bleed again. Watch for signs of addi-
tional blood for five minutes or longer.

If the nail continues to bleed for more

than five minutes after the initial treat-
ment, you can try to stop it by sticking the
nail into a bar of soap. Before you restrain
the bird in the towel again, cut a short
strip (1 to 2 inches) of elastic bandage.
Clean and dry the tip of the nail, then
push it into the soap and twist the bar
slightly to force the soap into the tip of
the nail.

Gently but firmly wrap the toe, includ-
ing the tip of the nail, with an elastic
bandage. This will prevent the clot from
becoming dislodged again. Be careful not
to wrap it too tightly. Remove the wrap
the next day. Moisten the wrap before
removing. Slit the wrap to remove it,
being careful not to pull the clot from the
tip of the nail. Or have your veterinarian
remove the wrap.

If there are no signs of dripping blood,
leave the bird in subdued light for several
hours so it can rest. Make sure it has
adequate food and water.

Broken Beak Tip
Birds may break the tip of their beak

if they fall and hit it on a hard surface.
When this happens, blood may be in the
birds mouth or dripping from its beak.

Restrain the bird in a towel, leaving
it open in the front so you can watch
its breathing. Extend the bird's neck to
immobilize its head. Make sure the blood
is coming from a broken beak tip and not
from inside its mouth, a skin wound or
fracture. If the bird starts to cough blood,
set it down right away and seek veterinary
care immediately.

CPR for Birds
CPR PROBABLY WON'T help a severely
injured or ill bird, but may be useful if
a bird loses consciousness and stops
breathing due to the stress of restraint
and handling. Here are the steps:

• Place the bird on its back on a table.
Listento its chest to detect a heartbeat.

• Ifyou detect a heartbeat, extend the
bird's neck and make short puff breaths
into its mouth approximately every three
seconds. Watch for expansion of the
chest.

• Ifyou do not hear orfeel a heartbeat,
you can attempt thoracic compressions
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between breaths. Place your thumb and
fingers on opposite sides of the chest.
Make approximately five rapid lateral
compressions of the chest between
breaths. Break periodically to listen for a
heartbeat,

• If the heartbeat resumes, watch
carefully for breathing. Suspend
resuscitation attempts when the bird
starts to breathe on its own.

• Place the bird in a warm container
with subdued light to rest.

-Dr. Susan L.Clubb

Clean the beak tip and dry with gauze.
Hold the beak closed and examine the tip
for tiny cracks. When the beak is clean
and dry, smooth the tip of the beak with
an emery board. Pack the tip of the beak
with cornstarch.

Put the bird in its cage or in a transport
container and allow it to rest quietly. If it
climbs around, it could dislodge the clot.
Watch for blood for five minutes or longer.

If the beak tip continues to bleed after
five minutes, repeat the treatment. Then,
while holding the beak closed, push the
tip of the beak firmly into a bar of soap
and hold for 30 seconds to one minute.
Don't worry if the bird swallows some
soap; it won't cause any harm beyond an
upset stomach.

Return the bird to the cage or transport
box. Allow it to rest and watch for addi-
tional signs of bleeding.

If the beak tip continues to drip after
five more minutes of rest, seek veterinary
care. If this is not possible, you can try to
stop the bleeding with a silver nitrate stick
(styptic pencil). You must be very careful
that the bird does not bite off the tip of
the stick and swallow it; silver nitrate can
burn the tissues of the mouth or esopha-
gus and can be toxic.

Before applying silver nitrate, make sure
the bird's neck is fully extended and the
head is immobilized. Hold the beak firmly
closed, cleanse and dry it, and smooth the
tip with the emery board. Rub the tip of
the silver nitrate stick into the tip of the
beak with moderate pressure. Continue to
hold the beak closed for 30 seconds to one
minute. If the bird is becoming stressed,
put it down immediately.

Return the bird to the container and
again look for dripping blood.

Contact your avian veterinarian for an
examination. This is especially important
for beak injuries and fine cracks because
they may cause pain and can reduce a
bird's appetite. In addition, large cracks
may make the tip of the beak unstable;
your veterinarian will need to grind the
tip to remove such cracks.

Bleeding Skin Wounds
If you determine that a skin wound

is associated with a bone fracture, place
the bird gently in a transport container
and seek immediate veterinary care. Do
not wrap the bird in a towelfor transport
as this could cause the bone fragments to
break through the skin.

See us at the SuperZoo, Booth 1608---- ..••~
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If you determine the bleeding is from a
skin injury, first try to assess the severity
of the injury and whether it is old or new.
A new injury will appear clean, moist
(bleeding) with soft, thin edges. An old
injury that has re-opened usually will
have some scab formation, crusty mate-
rial or thickened, hard edges.

If the wound is not dripping blood, it
is best to allow the bird to rest, and then
seek veterinary care as soon as possible.
If you remove the feathers around the
wound, you might tear the skin and
make the injury worse.

If the wound is dripping blood, gently
wash the area with eye wash solution
and pat dry with gauze sponges. Apply
pressure to the wound with clean gauze
sponges to stop the dripping. The feath-
ers may become matted with blood.

Place the bird in its cage or transport
box. Watch it for approximately five min-
utes. If blood continues to drip from the
wound, repeat the treatment. Then apply
a liberal amount of cornstarch to the area
wound, cover it with a gauze sponge and
gently apply pressure with your fingers
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for approximately one to two minutes.
Return the bird to its cage or transport

container and watch for more bleeding.
Bleeding skin wounds definitely

require veterinary care and may require
surgical closure. Unlike in mammals, an
older wound on a bird can be surgically
closed. So if your regular veterinarian
is not available immediately, and the
wound is not bleeding, the bird should
be OK for a little while. But get the bird
to the vet as soon as possible for profes-
sional evaluation.

If you cannot reach the veterinarian,
immediately, apply a small amount of
antibiotic ointment to prevent infection.
Be careful not to apply large amounts
that will cause matting of the feathers.

Never use silver nitrate or styptic pow-
der in skin wounds as it will kill tissue and
cause pain.

Old wounds often are associated with
self-mutilation. It is not uncommon to
miss these wounds because the feathers
can hide them.

If the bird is mutilating its skin, you
must seek ve~erinary care. Mutilation is

"

a chronic problem associated with pain
and infection that could lead to death.
But if the wound is not dripping blood,
you can wait to see your vet for a regular
appointment the next day.

Long-term management is required
for mutilation sites. In most cases, it
requires pain management, wound treat-
ment and the use of a collar or other pro-
tection to keep the bird from picking at
the wound so it can heal. Unfortunately,
mutilation wounds tend to reoccur and
may be an ongoing problem .•

Dr. Susan L. Clubb is an internationally
respected avian and reptile veterinar-
ian. An honors graduate of the Auburn
University School of Veterinary Medicine
(Auburn, Ala.), Clubb is owner/operator of
Rainforest Clinic for Birds and Exotics Inc
and Hurricane Aviaries Inc.Sheisstaffveter-
inarian at Jungle Island in Miami (formerly
Parrot Jungle) and a consultant to zoos. In
addition, she is a consulting veterinarian
for the Pet Industry Joint Advisory Council
(Washington) and for Kaytee Products Inc.
(Chilton, Wis.).

PETAGE was the first publication I read when

I started my business six years ago. Since we

recently opened a physical store along with our

online company, I can always find great articles

pertaining to our every need that inspire and

give knowledge on things such as marketing,

management, new products, nutrition, in-depth

legislation decisions, etc. The pet industry is ever-

changing [and] I can always rely on PET AGE to

keep me updated and informed."

-Andrea Demetropoulos, Owner of RoccoAndJezebel.com
and Rocco and Jezebel for Pets (Brooklyn, N.Y.)
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