
f i r s t  a i df i r s t  a i dShort-term Home Care 
of Sick or Injured Birds

Sick or injured birds usually benefit from a warm environment 
(85-90°F [29-32°C]). This is especially true for juvenile or 
geriatric birds, which are more vulnerable to illness. Birds that 
are sick and trying to conserve body heat will appear fluffed. 
Provide heat by placing the bird in an enclosure on a heating 
pad set on low with a layer of towel between the enclosure 
and the pad, or by placing a heat or light bulb near one side of 
the cage. Use a thermometer to monitor the temperature and 
watch carefully for signs the bird is too hot (rapid breathing, 
holding the wings away from the body). Sick birds that are too 
weak to perch or those with leg fractures or paralysis may be 
placed on soft towels on the bottom of an enclosure. Very 
weak birds may be placed in the middle of a circle created 
with a rolled-up towel. 
   Sick birds are often not eating enough and may become 
hypoglycemic. Food and water containers should be within 
easy reach. Birds that are weak or are not eating may be given 
a few drops of water with pancake syrup by eyedropper or 
syringe. Be extremely careful and allow the bird to swallow 
between drops. Sick birds can aspirate liquids into the lungs, 
which may be fatal. Any bird too weak to swallow must see 
an avian veterinarian immediately. 
   Do not give medications, creams, or ointments for humans 
or other animals unless directed by an experienced avian 
veterinarian. 

“An Ounce of Prevention…”
Sudden illness may be the result of toxin exposure or trauma. 
Common household toxins include odors from overheated 
nonstick cookware, heavy metals and cleaners or air 
fresheners. While accidents happen, many emergencies are 
actually the result of hidden underlying chronic conditions.  
Birds are skilled at hiding signs of illness, and many birds that 
appear suddenly ill have been hiding symptoms for some 
time. A number of illnesses are caused or worsened by poor 
diet and improper housing. As in other species, proper diet is 
linked with a lower incidence of illness in birds. 
   Any new birds should be carefully evaluated before 
purchase, examined by an experienced veterinarian and 
appropriately quarantined in the home for at least 45 days 
before contact with existing birds.
   For help in finding an avian veterinarian in your area, 
contact the Association of Avian Veterinarians (AAV) by 
visiting www.AAV.org and click on “Find a Vet near you” or 
the American Board of Veterinary Practitioners by visiting  
www.abvp.com/diplomate.

FOR COMPANION BIRDS

Before an emergency occurs, it is important to establish a 
relationship with an avian veterinarian so you will have 
medical attention available to you when needed. Many 
veterinarians do not see emergencies without a prior 
client relationship. Alternatively, you might seek an 
emergency clinic that is willing to see birds.

A Quick Reference Guide 
for Emergency Care

First Aid for a 
Bleeding Feather

When feathers are growing in, the shaft is filled with blood 
(“blood feather”). The feather becomes hollow when it 
finishes growing. But if a long flight or tail blood feather 
breaks, a bird can lose a lot of blood very quickly. It is best to 
take your bird to your avian veterinarian to have the feather 
evaluated and treated. If you cannot get your bird to your 
veterinarian in time, you may be faced with treating the 
bleeding yourself. Safe restraint is easiest with two people. 
Identify the bleeding feather by cleaning the area and wetting 
the feathers with water or rubbing alcohol. Most bleeding can 
be stopped with 2-3 minutes of direct pressure. Styptic 
powder, corn starch, or flour 
may be used as well, but may 
not be as effective as direct 
pressure. The bird should be 
discouraged from flapping or 
other vigorous activity, as this 
may restart the bleeding. If 
bleeding persists, apply direct 
pressure again and contact your 
avian veterinarian immediately.

How to Evaluate Your 
Bird’s Droppings

Collect droppings on clean white 
paper or wax paper for easiest 
evaluation. Droppings contain 
three portions: feces, urine 
(variable), and urates (solid 
urine). The normal appearance 
of feces is usually formed, soft, 
and brown or green in color. 
Some pelleted diets or 
pigmented foods may cause 
color changes to the feces. For 
example, red pellets may cause the fecal part to appear red or 
orange and blueberries may turn feces blue to grey. Amounts 
of urine may vary; for example, cockatiels usually produce 
very little urine. Parrots that eat a lot of fruit or vegetables, 
young hand-fed birds, reproductively active female birds, and 
birds that are nervous may produce more urine than normal. 
This is common when birds visit the veterinarian. 
   Normal urates are cream-to-white in color, but may take on 
some pigment from the feces. In this case, pigment may “leak” 
onto the edges of the urates that contact the feces. Persistent, 
even color changes in urate color may be a sign of illness. 
While the appearance of droppings in normal birds may vary 
with diet, marked changes in volume, color, consistency, or 
frequency of droppings may indicate a medical problem. A bird 
that is not eating enough will produce droppings in which the 
fecal portion becomes smaller and darker in color, and then 
may disappear so that all that is produced is urine and urates.

Urine (absorbed in paper)

Urates Feces

Normal Droppings
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