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what’s inside 

The Mercer County Wildlife Center was born in 
the basement of the Mercer County Correction 
Center in June of 1983 when Joseph Schmeltz, 
now-retired county naturalist, recognized the 
need to take over wildlife rehabilitation in the 
area after the nature center at Washington 
Crossing State Park stopped accepting animals. 
As the county naturalist, Joe was inundated 
with calls from people who wanted to help wild-
life in distress but had no means or facility to 
help.  
 
Joe also saw an opportunity for this fledgling 
rehabilitation center to meet another need: a 
new work program was beginning for the in-
mates at the correction center, and there was 
plenty of work the inmates could do with the 
animals. Over time, the inmates became a vital 
part of the operation, feeding and cleaning 
more than 500 wildlife patients accepted each 
year. The correction center provided 24-hour 
security and plenty of help, and Joe provided 
the knowledge and the permits needed to run a 
state and federally licensed rehabilitation cen-
ter.  
 
The Center’s physical beginnings were humble, 
but functional. The room was a small, 10’ × 15’ 
space under the warden’s office. Wire cages 
were stacked on top of makeshift tables made 
of sawhorses and old doors. Outdoor enclo-
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sures were slowly erected for pre-release condi-
tioning, including a pool for the first patient that 
was admitted and subsequently released—a fe-
male mallard duck. 
 
In 1991, the Center experienced its first set of 
growing pains. The prison was expanding, and 
the animal enclosures had to come down to 
make room for a new wing. The rehabilitation 
operation was expanding also, now accepting 
more than 900 animals a year. Since its begin-

(Continued on page 16) 
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Dear Friends, 

 

There has never been a more exciting time to be part of the Mercer County 

Wildlife Center. Our Wildlife Center is a unique, modern facility that not 

only allows greater possibilities for treatment and rehabilitation of injured 

and displaced wildlife, but new opportunities to engage and teach the public 

about nature. This facility is one of the only sites of its kind in all of New 

Jersey, and it is part of our continuing commitment to be respectful and re-

sponsible stewards of our native environment. 

 

Over the past 30 years, the Mercer County Wildlife Center has provided an 

invaluable service to County residents and to our surrounding communities. 

In 2013, our staff and volunteers accepted and treated 2,100 birds, mam-

mals and reptiles at the facility and handled more than 13,000 telephone 

inquiries from the public. As County Executive, I am grateful for the num-

ber of our residents who choose to volunteer their time in the effort to aid 

the native wildlife of the area and I am equally thankful for the many busi-

nesses, organizations, veterinarians and others who donate a variety of 

goods and services. The Wildlife Center would not be operational were it 

not for this spirit of volunteerism. 

 

Inside this newsletter, you will find a wealth of information on everything 

from unfamiliar animals, diseases that threaten our wildlife, and facts and 

insight from our staff and volunteers. Best wishes in the year ahead. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Brian M. Hughes 

County Executive 

Dream List 
$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$  
 

Office Supplies 
Copier paper:  8 1/2” x 11”  
Printing services 
Liquid Paper 
Ink cartridges for: 
   HP deskjet 6940 
   HP Office jet Pro 8000   

   Canon MP620  
Surge Protector Strips  
 

Animal Care and Handling 
Arm & Hammer laundry detergent  
Bleach 
Food storage bags-gallon size 
Heating pads (without auto-off) 
“Kennel Kabs” - any size 
Paper towels 
Pet bowls 
“Pet Taxis” - any size 
Receiving blankets 
 

Animal Food 

Wellness  dry cat food 
Canned Wellness Canine  
Beechnut jarred baby food chicken -2.5 oz.  
Gerbers jarred baby food bananas – 2.5 oz. 
Pedialyte 
 

Medical Supplies 
Fr feeding tubes: 3-1/2, 5 & 8 
Gauze Pads: 4”x4” & 2”x2”  
Non-adherent Pad 
Hemostats  
Kling Wrap: 
    1” x 60” 
    2” x 60” 
    3” x 60” 
Latex exam gloves: medium and large 
Nutri-cal 
Vet Wrap 

    2” & 4” 
Tegaderm 1620 
 

 
***PLEASE NOTE*** 

WHERE BRAND NAMES ARE SPECIFIED WE 
CANNOT ACCEPT SUBSTITUTES  
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HHHOWOWOW   WWWEEE   GGGETETET   IIITTT   DDDONEONEONE.........   

The Mercer County Wildlife Center is 

operated and maintained by the  

Mercer County Park Commission. 

 

Kevin B. Bannon, Executive Director 
www.mercercountyparks.org 

VOLUNTEERS 

http://www.mercercountyparks.org
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TTHEHE  WWILDLIFEILDLIFE  CCENTERENTER, I, INCNC..  

A LETTER FROM THE PRA LETTER FROM THE PR ESIDENTESIDENT   
 
B Y  S H A R O N  L A U C H A I R E ,  P R E S I D E N T ,  B O A R D  O F  D I R E C T O R S ,  W I L D L I F E  C E N T E R  I N C .  

All of you know what the Mercer County Wildlife Center does -- it rehabilitates wildlife with the hope that they can be 
released back into their habitats to lead full and productive lives. Under the leadership of its Director, Diane Nickerson, 

her staff and an army of volunteers, thousands of animals are cared for each year. 

 
You may not know what the Wildlife Center, Inc. does -- The Wildlife Center, Inc. is a non-profit organization that exists 

to further the mission of the Mercer County Wildlife Center. We all know that government cannot do everything by itself. 
The non-profit is there to fill in the gaps. We raise funds through various efforts including our annual membership drive 

(if you need to renew your membership now is the time!), our No Ball at All, events, on-line and on-site gifts. 
 

We use those funds to pay for a myriad of things – the waterfowl pre-release conditioning enclosure, new incubators 

and the canine enclosure are examples.  In addition, each year, we send Diane to the annual National Wildlife Rehabili-
tators Association (NWRA) Symposium. This allows Diane to maintain her wildlife rehabilitator license, network with her 

colleagues from across the country, lecture on various topics and learn the latest methods for wildlife care.  The next 
meeting of the NWRA will be held in Princeton, New Jersey.  As the host committee, we will welcome wildlife rehabilita-

tors from around the world to Mercer County.   

 
As many of you know, it has long been planned for an outdoor education space to be added to the existing hospital and 

rehabilitation center. The Board of the Wildlife Center, Inc., is in the process of working with the Mercer County Park 
Commission to create this space.  The Wildlife Center, Inc. has reserved funds to be spent on construction projects and 

is currently working to hire a professional to prepare design documents so that the Mercer County Park Commission can 
begin the first phase of this exciting project. The Park Commission and the Wildlife Center, Inc. are dedicated to the 

continued improvement of the Wildlife Center.  This step marks the first phase of this project and will allow us to create 

an overall design for the space. 
  

This is very exciting time for the Center. One of the missions of the Center is to educate the public about wildlife. Cur-
rently, the public is not allowed to tour the hospital and rehabilitation center. That doesn’t stop Diane and members of 

her staff from conducting numerous education presentations every year, but it does mean that the presentations are all 

done off-site, away from the center. It will be a wonderful opportunity to allow school groups, scouting troops and inter-
ested individuals to come to the Center and see first-hand the wonderful work that takes place there every day. The 

outdoor education space will allow us to fully meet our public education mission. 
  

We will be sure to let you know how the project is progressing! 

 

Sharon Lauchaire 
President 
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B Y  D I A N E  N I C K E R S O N  

 
As I write, this first day of spring of 2014, I must ad-
mit that I never thought I would see a blade of 
grass, again!! I actually, usually prefer the winter 
months to the hot, humid months of summer in New 
Jersey. However, I am truly looking forward to spring 
this year. I can only imagine how the local wildlife 
feels! Thankfully, the grass is starting to peek 
through out there. Still a little on the brown side, but 
recovering from one of the longest, coldest winters 
in recent memory.   
 
As you read this, our new volunteer orientations will 
be complete and new and returning Volunteer Wild-
life Technicians and interns will be busy at work as 
the spring season kicks into high gear. It is a very 
busy time of year – but, equally rewarding and excit-
ing. Looking back at 2013, the rhythms of nature 
appeared to be askew. Normally, there is an influx of 
neo-nate squirrels in early spring. That did not hap-
pen in 2013. Instead we treated a handful of squir-
rels and wondered what had happened. What hap-
pened was that they all showed up in the fall! Go to 
page 13 to read Jane’s article about this unusual oc-
currence all up and down the east coast. 
 
As MCWC worked through its 30th year in existence, 
we became a bit nostalgic. I firmly believe that we 
need to know from where we come in order to plot a 
path to where we are going. Not wanting to lose 
touch with our history and humble beginnings, we 
spent more time with retired County Naturalist, Jo-
seph Schmeltz. I hope that this will be an on-going 
process to gather all of the available historical infor-
mation and anecdotes that helped to make us what 
we are today and will be in the future. Be sure to 
read Nicole’s article about the history of MCWC. 
 
MCWC is very lucky to have Erica Miller, DVM assist-
ing us with wildlife care. As an adjunct professor at 
the University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary 
Medicine, she sometimes has students interested in 
wildlife medicine.  Anne Staudenmaier was one such 
student in 2013.  Read about her study on page 15.  

OBSERVATIONS  

As always, our new volunteer article (page 14) 
shines a light for us on the wonder of working with 
wildlife for the first time. As staff, we tend to not be 
quite as awed as we once were. It is nice to be re-
minded how very lucky we are on a daily basis. 
 
Again, this year, I would like to extend a heartfelt 
thank you to Ron Kobli, owner of the Decoys and 
Wildlife Art Gallery in Frenchtown. Ron holds an open 
house every year on the last Sunday in February. He 
invites us to come, present education programs, so-
licit donations and memberships and sell raffle tick-
ets. At the end of the day he donates pieces from his 
gallery for the raffle. It is always a great afternoon of 
old friends, tasty refreshments and making of new 
acquaintances. We will look forward to seeing every-
one next year on February 22, 2015. Many thanks to 
Ron for the exposure to possible, new supporters 
and the many gifts he sends our way.  
 
As always, more thanks than I can express to our 
volunteers. They show up week after week, month 
after month, and many, year after year. We could 
not do our work and be successful without them. 
Thanks to their efforts, MCWC treated 2,081 patients 
during 2013, releasing 64.8% back into the wild for a 
second chance. In total, our volunteers provided ap-
proximately 14,000 hours to MCWC and the native 
wildlife of New Jersey. A big thanks also to our vol-
unteers who do not have the ability to commit to ani-
mal care. They write thank you letters, organize and 
run events, staff the board of directors, design publi-
cations, handle donations and stuff envelopes. We 
would be lost without their help, as well.  
 
Finally, thanks to you, our members. We spoke to 
over 13,000 of you this year by telephone, trying to 
answer your questions and concerns about your wild 
neighbors. We also visited your schools and civic 
groups and reached out to about 40,000 of you with 
our education programs. We continue to be here to 
serve you because you care enough to be there to 
support us. 
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Welcome to the 2013 Patient Log. Find out about 
some of the more interesting cases that passed 
through our doors 
during 2013. The 
year brought 2,081 
new patients. Hap-
pily, we were able to 
treat and return 
64.8% of those pa-
tients to their native 
wild habitats. 
 
Patient number 
2012-02217 was a 
short-eared owl (Asio 
flammeus) that was 
presented for care on 
the day before 
Christmas in 2012. 
The owls’ care con-
tinued into 2013 as 
we tried to find a 
way to fix what a hu-
man had broken. 
 

Found on the ground 
at the Assunpink 
Wildlife Management 
Area in Upper Free-
hold, the owl was 
transported to us by 
Shannon Martiak 
from the New Jersey 
Division of Fish and 
Wildlife. A cursory 
exam revealed an 
injury to the left wing which had made flight im-
possible and had grounded the bird. A radiograph 
indicated a medial fracture of the left humerus – 

or, the large bone between the shoulder and the 
elbow was broken in the middle. The culprit??  A 

pellet – as clear as can 
be on the radiograph. 
The owl had been shot.  
  
It is important to add at 
this point that, as a 
group, I have found 
hunters to be responsi-
ble stewards of the en-
vironment and the wild-
life in the habitats that 
they use for hunting. 
Perhaps for no other 
reason than they want 
the resources available 
for more of what they 
like to do. We have had 
hunters stop a day of 
hunting to bring an in-
jured baby bird that 
they found on the 
ground or a nest of rab-
bits carried in their hat. 
However, like any other 
large group of people, 
there are the “Oh-So-
Bad”, bad apples. And, 
hunters who take target 
practice on federally 
protected species be-
long to that group. 
 

The owl endured two 
surgeries in an attempt 

to repair the wing. A pin was placed in the bone 
to stabilize the fracture for healing. Shortly after 
the second surgery, the owl removed the pin on 

PATIENT LOG  
M C W C  T R E A T E D  2 , 0 8 1  AM C W C  T R E A T E D  2 , 0 8 1  AM C W C  T R E A T E D  2 , 0 8 1  A N I M A L S  D U R I N G  2 0 1 3N I M A L S  D U R I N G  2 0 1 3N I M A L S  D U R I N G  2 0 1 3    

Case #2012-02217: short-eared owl 
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education purposes was far more likely than 
that of an adult bird. So, on the 19th of April he 
underwent his last surgery to place a perma-
nent pin in the bone. Now, he is able to hold 
the wing in a more natural position and the 
constant movement in the unhealed fracture 
does not cause discomfort. He made his first 
appearance as an education ambassador at the 
Kobli Gallery event in February of 2014. 
 

Had the eye injury and the original wing injury 
occurred at the same time? How had the bird 
survived those injuries and healed well enough 
to fly? Had it occurred while the bird was still a 
nestling – giving the wing a chance to heal 
while flight was not necessary? Those are ques-
tions that will never be answered. What we do 
know – his will to survive got him through an 
original injury that should have been a death 
sentence for a wild bird. Hopefully, we will be 
telling his story for many years to come. 

 

At the end of April case number 2013-00245 
arrived in the form of a 463g - just a bit over a 
pound - gray fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus). 
The young kit had been found along the side of 
a road in Pemberton three days earlier, cold 
and wet. His mother had probably dropped him 
trying to re-locate him after a storm. 
 

If you have read this publication before, you 
know that with fox kits comes cuteness that is 

its own. We can only imagine that the wing was 
very painful and the bird was trying to somehow 
alleviate the pain by getting rid of anything that it 
felt did not belong. Sadly, a second radiograph 
on January 9th indicated that the owl had done 
more damage trying to remove the pin and the 
fracture was beyond repair. The owl was hu-
manely euthanized. A very sad ending to a point-
less act of violence. 

 

Late in January of 2013, case number 2013-
00034 arrived. The first year red tail hawk 
(Buteo jamaicensis) had a story to tell us. If only 
he could, it would be a fascinating tale of strug-
gle and a will to survive. He was found in a 
wooded area behind a residential neighborhood 
in Raritan Township, on the ground.  
 

The initial exam revealed a fractured left hume-
rus and what appeared to be an old injury to the 
left eye. Perhaps the poor vision in the left eye 
had contributed to the injury of the left wing?  
Radiographs were taken. The fracture that had 
been discovered during the initial exam was in 
the bottom one third of the large bone (distal), 
closer to the elbow. What had not been discov-
ered during the exam was an already healed 
fracture in the top one third of the same bone 
(proximal), closer to the shoulder. 
 

The bird underwent surgery on January 31st to 
place a pin in the bone in order to stabilize the 
most recent fracture. Several bandage changes 
later, the pin was removed and another radio-
graph was taken. The bone had not calcified 
(healed). On March 15th a second surgery to re-
pair the fracture was performed. The wing was 
wrapped to his body to eliminate any movement 
in the healing fracture. He stayed that way for 
three weeks. The bandage was removed on April 
4th and the pin was removed. Sadly, radiographs 
indicated that the bone still had not calcified. 
That left two options; euthanize the bird or try to 
permanently stabilize the wing so he could be 
placed in our education programs. 
 

As a juvenile bird, his inclination to be trained for 

7 

Red tail hawk 

Photo credit: Eric Sambol 
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not to be believed. They have a vocaliza-
tion that sounds like a cross between a 
puppy and a crow called "gekkering." It is 
a guttural chattering with occasional yelps 
and howls, like an ack-ack-ack-ackawoooo
-ack-ack-ack. They are a little ball of fluff 
with big blue-gray eyes. And, oh yeah, they 
hate us! At least temporarily they hate us. If 
they are not raised with other foxes, their need 
for being a social creature over takes their need 
to be aggressive. They are far too easily social-
ized to people.  
 

So, with that in mind, we went on a statewide 
search for another gray fox kit in a rehabilita-
tion facility. Thankfully, one was located quickly 
and on May 2nd he was transferred to his new 
temporary home to be raised and released with 
other gray foxes and most important, to remain 
wild. 
 

Case number 2013-00571 had one of the 
shortest stays on record at the wildlife center. 
The northern copperhead (Agkistrodon contor-
trix mokasen) arrived on May 20th – rather un-

(Continued from page 7) 

ceremoniously attached to a glue board 
trap.  
 

A word about glue board traps. If you 
chose to use them to catch mice and 
rats, please make sure that you do not 
inadvertently catch non-target species. 
Close the glue boards into a square to 
make a tunnel for the mouse. Most are 
made to be used in this fashion. Then 
place the trap against a wall so that the 
mouse has to go through it to move 
along the perimeter of a space.  Mice 
and rats use perimeters and stick close 
to walls as they move. If glue boards are 
used in this fashion, bats, snakes and 
birds will not be accidently caught in 
them.  

  
VERY CAREFULLY, we 
used a non-toxic sol-
vent to remove it from 
the trap and then very 
quickly, bathed it to 
remove the solvent 
from the fragile scales. 
The snake was on its 
way home the next 

morning! This is one of two venomous 
snakes found in New Jersey. It is an un-
common snake in its range and is a state 
species of special concern. No one has 
ever died from a copperhead bite in New 
Jersey. These snakes will not chase you, 
but they will defend themselves if they 
feel threatened. Keep your distance!  

 

Arriving on June 3rd, our next notewor-
thy patient was a green heron (Butorides 
virescens), case number 2013- 
00797. As adults, green herons are all 
legs, neck and beak. They look like a 
gangly teenager who has not grown into 
his limbs. As a nestling, they look a bit 
like prehistoric fuzz! They have big feet 
that, thus far, they are unable to use for 
standing. They are also encumbered with 
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Case #2013Case #2013--00245: Gray fox kit00245: Gray fox kit  
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a long beak, over which they do not have con-
trol and huge eyes that do not quite focus - yet. 
It takes a long time for all of these parts to de-
velop into the precise predator that treads so 
lightly along waterway edges and snatches un-
suspecting fish and amphibians. 

 

This nestling had been found along the canal 
path in Princeton. For unknown reasons he was 
out of a nest and far from the nesting area in 
Princeton. He was emaciated, dehydrated and 
hypothermic. He also had a few superficial 
abrasions. Over the next few weeks he gradu-
ated from being tube fed a slurry mixture of 
fish to being hand fed small pieces of fish, to 
picking up pieces on his own. We were not, 
however, able to convince him that he needed 
to catch live, moving fish from a pan of water. 
 

We reached out to our colleagues to the north, 
The Raptor Trust in Millington, New Jersey.  
Luckily, they happened to be caring for a young 
green heron, as well. A week or so older than 
the one we had, he had figured out the art of 
catching a meal. So, on June 29th, we packed 

up our stubborn patient and sent him to 
north Jersey for some lessons in compet-
ing for food. It worked like a charm! 
Within a few days they were like old 
fishin’ buddies and within a few weeks 
had been introduced and released into a 
suitable habitat near The Raptor Trust. 
  
The Fourth of July holiday brought case 
number 2014-01188, a nestling fish 
crow (Corvus ossifragus). He had been 
found, out of the nest, on the ground, in 
a yard in Flemington. Young crows look 
a bit    like miniature pterodactyls - all 
bright pink (almost purple) skin, huge 
feet and even larger mouths. 
 

Bird feathers develop inside of some-
thing known as feather sheaths. A 
feather sheath looks a bit like a translu-
cent drinking straw. They are anchored 
to the bird by a feather follicle and are 
supplied blood to accelerate feather 
growth within the sheath. As the feather 
grows, it sprouts from the far end of the 
sheath and the outer end of the sheath 
begins to break away and eventually 
only the feather remains.   

 

Unfortunately, for this young bird, the 
flies had found that nice, warm, blood 
supplied place and it made a wonderful 
place to lay their eggs. There were fly 
eggs and live maggots (the next stage of 
fly development) the length of and inside 
each feather sheath and packed around 
each individual follicle on both of his 
wings and his tail. I had never seen so 
many fly eggs and maggots on an animal 
that was otherwise still very alert and 
active.  
 
My first thought was to euthanize this 
patient to end the suffering before it 
truly began. At just about the same mo-
ment I had reached that decision, he 
started to beg for food – as only a young 

(Continued on page 10) 
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crow can do – at the top of his lungs!  It is 
a sound befitting a much larger animal. I 
was thus persuaded to try a different 
route. 
 

So, first there was a bath to remove as 
many of the eggs and maggots  as possi-
ble by force of water. Next was an irriga-
tion solution containing an anti-parasitic.  
It was applied topically with a syringe to 
the side of each feather sheath, around 
the base of each one at the follicle and up 
inside the sheath. Then, an oral anti-
parasitic was given. And finally, a meal!  
 

He was put in an incubator for the evening 
and we all crossed our fingers. Would that 
tiny body be able to handle so much 
stress? Had there already been unseen 
damage that was beyond repair? In the 
morning our pleasant surprise was that he 
was still alive and begging for food. We 
began a regime of checking for fly eggs 
and any remaining maggots that had been 

(Continued from page 9) 

missed. We also discovered a few wounds on 
his legs from the maggots. With regular ban-
dage changes and appropriate wound care, 
his legs were soon as good as new. As the 
days went on it actually looked like this was 
going to be one lucky bird. Sadly, his luck did 
not see him all the way through to release. 
 

When his damaged feather sheaths molted 
and new ones replaced them to supply a new 
set of flight feathers, it became apparent that 
the maggots had damaged some of the folli-
cles. The damaged follicles were never going 
to produce feathers that would be able to sus-
tain flight. Since we had room in our educa-
tion program for a crow, we decided to start 
training him for programs. He is currently 
housed with our long-time resident American 
crow and we are looking forward to him being 
part of our programs for to many years to 
come. 
The next to arrive on July 16th  were a group 
of big brown bats (Eptesicus fuscus) – twenty
-one of them, to be exact. A homeowner in 
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Princeton was working on renovations to 
replace the chimney on his home. As the old 
chimney was being removed a nursery col-
ony of bats was uncovered. The demolition 
had gone too far to stop and wait for the 
two months it would take for them to be 
done raising their young and moving on to a 
hibernation location. So, Mark Johnson, the 
Princeton Animal Control Officer stepped in 
to assist. He carefully removed all of the 
bats and brought them to the wildlife cen-
ter. 
 
Once they arrived, we identified two of the 
group that were adults and could be re-
turned to the neighborhood where they had 
been found to locate a new roost for the 
summer. That left us with nineteen infants, 
of varying stages of development, to hand 
raise. It was an interesting month and a half 
of “bottle feeding” – yes, they are mammals 
that nurse from their mothers – trying to 
wean them to insects and then flight condi-
tioning. It was an arduous task to catch, 
identify and weigh them each morning to 
ensure that no one was being missed in the 
daily feeding regime. In the end, we lost 
two of the smallest ones within the first few 
days.  However, we had seventeen healthy 
young bats to put back out in the world at 
the end of August. 
 
MacKenzie Hall, our colleague from the Con-
serve Wildlife Foundation, provided invalu-
able assistance with the release of these 
bats. She identified a location with bat 
boxes that were already in use by a small 
group of bats. She tagged the females – 
who generally have a roost loyalty – and put 
our bats into the small group in the boxes. 
She provided supplemental feedings for a 
short time, as well.  The homeowner re-
ported seeing them going in and out of the 
boxes until they left in the fall to go into hi-
bernation. This spring will tell if any of them 
will return to the boxes to raise young. 
  
Normally, rehabilitation is about the individ-

ual animal and does not have much impact, 
if any, on the populations. In the last five 
years our bats have been devastated by 
white nose syndrome, a fungus that has 
killed over 90% of the little brown bats in 
this state. That makes each individual ex-
tremely important. We were so pleased to 
be able to return the majority of the dis-
turbed colony to the wild population of New 
Jersey’s bats. 
 
The last noteworthy case of 2013 arrived on 
the August 29th and was assigned case 
number 2013-01756. The osprey 
(Pandion haliaetus) had been found in a 
residential area of Chesterfield Township, 
just standing like a lawn ornament in some-
one’s front yard. 
 
An examination upon arrival revealed a con-
dition we see in many young raptors. They 
have a case of “I have not figured this out, 
yet!” In other words, they arrive emaciated, 
dehydrated, lethargic and sometimes hypo-
thermic. They have left their parents and 
have not been able to master the art of 
catching food to sustain themselves. The 
good news was that our job was quickly 
simplified.  All we needed to do was feed 

(Continued on page 19) 
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Many of us are coffee lovers. Americans consume over 2.5 
billion pounds of coffee every year which is cultivated in 
more than 80 tropical countries around the world. With over 
$150 billion in annual retail sales as well as providing em-
ployment for more than 100 million people, coffee's eco-
nomic value is second only to petroleum. In addition, more 
than 124 million acres are currently cultivated with coffee in 
the most biologically diverse tropical lands of the world. 
These are the lands that also support our wintering migra-
tory birds. 
 
About 200 species of birds are known as neo-tropical migrants, breeding in the habitat and back-
yards of North America and migrating south to Mexico, Central and South America, and the Carib-
bean Islands for the winter. There, the multi-layered vegetation of shade-grown coffee plantations 
provide abundant food and cover. 
 
Traditionally, all coffee was shade grown. The coffee plant evolved in Africa under the rainforest 
canopy. Most varieties of coffee are naturally intolerant of direct sun and prefer a canopy of sun-
filtering shade trees. The trees not only protect the coffee from direct sun, they also mulch the soil 
with their fallen leaves, which helps retain soil moisture. 
 
The nitrogen-fixing shade trees enhance the soil, and also provide valuable habitat for birds. The 
birds in turn provide natural insect control with their constant foraging. This sustainable method of 
farming uses little or no chemical fertilizers, pesticides or herbicides. 
 
However, in the past 20 years, shade coffee plantations are a threatened habitat. Coffee has begun 
to be grown with no shade canopy at all and uses a sun hybrid variety which produces a larger cof-
fee bean with an increased harvest. Unfortunately, the new varieties of sun coffee came with an 
additional cost: the hybrids were dependent on high doses of pesticides and chemical fertilizers. 
Soil erosion, water runoff and soil depletion caused large scale producers to clear vast tracts of 
rainforest for new soil to plant more coffee trees. 
 
Today, sales of organically grown, shade coffee only represents about 1% or 30 million, of the U.S 
market for coffee beans. If this trend continues, the destruction of the rainforest and decline of our 
migratory birds may reach critical levels with extinction of species. 
 
The only way to encourage shade grown coffee is to buy the product. Production follows demand, 
and many farmers are switching back to shade-grown methods as consumer awareness increases. 
It is a little more expensive than regular coffee, but a few more dollars per pound is a far less cost 
compared to the devastating environmental damage. 
 

B Y  J A N E  R A K O S - Y A T E S  
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UNUSUALLY LOW NUMBERS IN THE 
SPRING PRODUCE RECORD NUMBERS 
IN THE FALL 
 

B Y  J A N E  R A K O S - Y A T E S  

 
It was the end of August, 2013 and the 
busy season should have been winding 
down at the Mercer County Wildlife Cen-
ter…..at least, that is what we thought 
should happen.  Instead we admitted 179 
Eastern gray squirrels, a new record, from 
the end of August through the end of Sep-
tember. Earlier that spring, there had been 
a record low number of squirrels admitted - 
only 18. Similar stories were being told by 
rehabilitators all over New Jersey about a 
quiet 2013 spring squirrel season and erup-
tion for the second round in the fall. Squir-
rels normally produce two litters each year: 
one in early spring and one in early fall. So, 
why so few in spring and so many in the 
fall?   
 
One theory for the slow spring squirrel sea-
son was that Hurricane Sandy hit all of New 
Jersey with a fury in late October of 2012, 
destroying many stands of trees with nests 
and possibly killing many squirrels that were 
hunkered down in those nests during the 
storm. Squirrels prefer tree cavity nests and 
the hurricane felled many large, older trees 
that may have contained groups of squirrels. 
The hurricane casualty may have led to 
fewer 2013 spring squirrels able to repro-
duce and less numbers of squirrels ending 
up on rehabilitator’s doorsteps for help.  
 
Another theory for the slow spring squirrel 
season was the record amount of rain and 

(Continued on page 18) 

EASTERN GRAY SQUIRREEASTERN GRAY SQUIRREEASTERN GRAY SQUIRRELSLSLS   
(SCIURUS CAROLINENSIS) 

Here are some of the benefits of 

shade-grown coffee: 

1. Taste. Because the coffee beans mature more 

slowly in the shade, natural sugars increase and en-
hance the flavor of the coffee. 

2.  Health. Next to tobacco, coffee is sprayed with 

more chemicals than any other product consumed by 
humans. Shade-grown coffee is most often organically 
grown, free of chemical use. 

3.  Habitat. Provides bird habitat and greater bio-

diversity. Migrating bird populations have been in 
rapid decline since the introduction of sun coffee and 
the consequent destruction of rainforest for more cof-
fee plantations. As many as 200 species of birds have 
been identified on shade-coffee farms. 

4.  Conservation. Promotes a healthy environ-

ment. Shade grown coffee requires little or no chemi-
cal fertilizers, pesticides or herbicides. The shade 
trees filter carbon dioxide which causes global warm-
ing, and aid in soil moisture retention which minimizes 
erosion. 
 
Look for shade-grown coffee beans and grounds at 
Whole Foods, health food stores, Wild Birds Unlimited 
retail stores, and online sites, such as Amazon. Make 
sure it is listed as bird friendly or shade-grown and 
certified by the Rainforest Alliance, Smithsonian Mi-
gratory Bird Center, Arbor Day, Defenders of Wildlife, 
or Organic Fair Trade.   
 
References: websites:  
Organic Fair Trade Shade Grown Coffee 
Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center 
Chesapeake Bay Field Office/Migratory Birds 
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I could go to when I had questions. I became profi-
cient at cleaning cages, doing laundry, scrubbing 
equipment, preparing food dishes, digging sod for 
rabbits and anything else that needed to be done. 
 
During the summer months the volunteer ranks 
grow due an influx of college students.  Usually by 
the time the students leave in August, the workload 
gets lighter since the spring babies have grown up 
and have been released or transferred to outside 
pens.  However, this past August, Mother Nature 
delivered a late bumper crop of baby squirrels. 
There were barely enough hands to cover the in-
tense twelve-hour feeding schedule. I still cannot 
believe that I was allowed to care for these tiny 
helpless infants. 
 
Here are some highlights of my tenure as a Wildlife 
Center volunteer: finding myself face to face with a 
magnificent bald eagle in the lab, feeding formula to 
infant squirrels and opossums, losing two young 
rabbits that escaped from their incubator (they were 
later found), getting to work with amazingly smart 
crows, a barn owlet so unattractive that it was 
beautiful, the education woodchuck and her pen-
chant for peanuts, the African spurred tortoise that 
had escaped from his home in Trenton and of 
course, all raptors. 
 
For a number of years I worked for large corpora-
tions and recall once attending a meeting to cele-
brate some major company achievement. The direc-
tor sobered the staff by telling us that “Hard work 
will be rewarded with more hard work.” The Wildlife 
Center staff lives this every day. It is a physically 
demanding and absolutely essential job and the 
staff does this 24/7/365 because they believe and 
are committed to the welfare of the animals. A four-
hour shift still kicks my butt! 
 
This is a good time to express my gratitude to the 
staff for teaching me so much about the care of 
wildlife and more importantly, for trusting me to do 
the job right. Thank you to the Mercer County Wild-
life Center staff for doing what you do. 

  Volunteers 
don’t get paid, not because they are  

worthless, but because they are priceless! 

B Y  M I C H E L E  M A R I A N O  

When Diane asked me to write about my experience 
as a first year volunteer at the Center, I jumped 
(almost) at the chance. I can sum up the past seven 
months in one word – Fantastic!  
  
A few years ago I found myself unexpectedly “semi-
retired” and I knew that I had to find ways to produc-
tively fill my time and more importantly to interact 
with like-minded people. Since I enjoy working with 
animals, the Wildlife Center seemed like an interesting 
opportunity. So I attended the New Volunteer Orien-
tation last March and my mind was made up. Al-
though a little cowed by Diane’s warning “If I find 
anyone cuddling the animals, they will be shown the 
door,” I could not wait to begin. Finally, the long 
awaited email arrived telling me that I had been as-
signed to the Thursday morning shift beginning in 
May.   
  
My first few shifts were in the pond room which at 
that time of the year housed not only its permanent 
residents, the saw-whet and screech owls and kes-
trels, but a seemingly endless parade of ducklings and 
goslings. Caring for them was rather like the movie 
Groundhog Day. Clean their housing, replace sheets/
towels, feed, water, clean, replace sheets/towels, 
feed, water, etc, etc, etc. However, the most difficult 
task for me was to verify the number of ducklings in 
each container. Have you ever tried to count a con-
stantly moving herd of identical, fuzzy little creatures? 
It was cause for personal celebration whenever my 
count reconciled with the number in the log book!   
 
Eventually, I graduated from duckling duty and was 
able to be useful in other areas. The staff plus vet-
eran volunteers taught me how to properly tend to 
the other animals that lived at the Center. Every spe-
cies has different housing and dietary needs which I 
needed to learn. It took a while but I got the hang of 
it. Thank goodness there was always a staff member 
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We use vaccines to protect our families and pets from disease, but have 
you ever wondered about wildlife vaccination?  Wildlife can be-

come infected with and spread many different illnesses, and 
wildlife centers use vaccination to stop these diseases in their 

tracks. 
 

Canine distemper and feline panleukopenia viruses represent 
important infectious disease risks to many different species 

worldwide. They can infect many different species – everything 
from dogs and cats to lions, bears, hyenas, and ferrets.  In recent 

years, studies have also called into question whether humans are at 
risk for becoming infected. 

  
Because raccoons are very susceptible to getting and spreading these 

diseases, wildlife centers commonly vaccinate raccoons against them.  Cat and dog vaccines are used, how-
ever, since there are no vaccines made specifically for raccoons.  Though vaccinating wild raccoons for canine 
distemper and parvovirus has been a common practice in wildlife rehabilitation for the past few decades, little 
is known about how well these vaccines work in animals other than dogs and cats.  I am currently a third 
year veterinary student at the University of Pennsylvania.  Along with Dr. Erica Miller and the Mercer County 
Wildlife Center, I looked at antibody responses in raccoons to a current vaccination protocol in raccoons used 
by many wildlife centers for canine distemper virus and feline panleukopenia.  Orphaned juvenile raccoons 
that were brought into the wildlife center for rehabilitation were enrolled in the study and given a vaccination 
course used in many wildlife centers. 
  
The study found that naïve raccoons – raccoons that have never been exposed to the disease and do not 
have antibodies – overall experienced significant rises in antibody levels following vaccination for both canine 
distemper and feline panleukopenia. Research found, however, that juvenile raccoons whose mothers had 
been exposed to infection and had passed on antibodies, did not develop good immune responses for the 
time frame of vaccination. These findings indicate that wildlife vaccination must be continued for longer peri-
ods of time than dog and cat vaccination, due to the persistence of maternal antibodies in the offspring’s 
blood that interferes with stimulation of the immune system.  Vaccinating for longer periods of time can be 
difficult, however, because animals are released into the wild at 16 weeks of age. In addition,  it would be 
cost prohibitive.   
  
In the end, we were able to demonstrate that raccoon vaccination for these diseases is worthwhile. Sampling 
demonstrated presence of these diseases in multiple New Jersey counties, and the vaccination programs in 
place at wildlife centers target susceptible demographics prone to infection and shedding of virus.  So, the 
next time you go to your doctor for your vaccines, remember that it is not just for humans!     
 
Editor’s note:  Anne is in her last year of school at the University of Pennsylvania School of Veterinary Medi-
cine. She submitted this research to the National Wildlife Rehabilitators Association annual veterinary student 
paper competition.  Anne won the competition and presented her paper at the national symposium in Mur-
freesboro, TN in March of 2014.  Congratulations, Anne. 

DISEASE PREVENTION IDISEASE PREVENTION IDISEASE PREVENTION IN RACCOONSN RACCOONSN RACCOONS:::   
GIVING WILDLIFE VACCINATION A SHOT 

B Y  A N N E  S T A U D E N M A I E R  
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nings, the Center was seeing about a 15 per-
cent yearly increase in phone calls and patients. 
The operation was moved down the driveway 
to the old farmhouse across the street from the 
prison workhouse. All new cages had to be built 
at the new location, and the house needed to 
be modified for rehabilitation work, but the 
move was a good one and the old farmhouse 
served well for the next 15 years.  
 
The house had a kitchen for food preparation, a 
washer and a dryer, and a refrigerator and a 
freezer, as well as a reception area, a small lab 
for examining patients, and an office. No one 
really minded that there was only one bath-
room that served as a restroom, a human dish 
washing area, and (in a large slop sink in the 
former shower) a wash station for animals and 
their dishes!  
  
In 1994, Diane Nickerson became the new di-
rector of the Center, and Joe went back to fo-
cusing on his duties as the county naturalist. 
Diane had been working at the Aark Wildlife 
Rehabilitation and Education Center for eight 
years and was eager to run her own facility 
when the opportunity was presented. Volunteer 
interest grew as the Center grew. Patient load 
continued to increase as public awareness in-
creased.  

(Continued from page 1) 

MCWC: 1983-PRESENT  
By 2005, the farmhouse was too costly to main-
tain. Major repairs needed to be done, but the 
cost was not worthwhile because the Center had 
outgrown its second home. Plans were in the 
works for a new state-of-the-art facility; how-
ever, no location had been settled upon, so we 
moved to a temporary home in trailers on the 
same property in December of that year. Al-
though the quarters were tight, the trailers had 
heat (not always a given in the farmhouse), air 
conditioning (never in the farmhouse), and a roof 
that did not leak (as much), so life was good! As 
with the house, there were a few things to get 
used to: sharing the bathroom with a variety of 
reptiles that would peer at you through the sides 
of their enclosures while you used the facilities, 
hallways lined with baby squirrels in incubators. 
The farmhouse was still used for laundry and 
freezer space, but no animals were housed there 
- well, except for the ones that took over! The 
Center operated in the trailers for the next three 
and a half years while plans were finalized and 
the new building was being constructed. 
 
The new building was completed as the busy 
season was in full swing in June of 2009. The 
Center had to make its third—and, we hope, its 
final—move. Luckily, as before, the move was on 
the same property. Troops of volunteers were 
called in, and the caravan of carriers full of ani-
mals made their way to the new building. Noah 
may have had the right idea only taking two of 
each species! Almost 70 screaming raccoons, 

(Continued on page 17) 
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plus the menagerie of other animals - all in different stages 
of care - were carefully transported by the faithful volunteers 
and interns. The 6,000 square foot building was enormous 
compared to the three trailers, but it was quickly filled. Then 
began the tedious job of organizing and re-organizing, which 
still continues to this day! 
 
The facilities have expanded and changed greatly over the 
last 30 years. The new building has a surgical suite, digital x-
ray, an indoor pool for waterfowl, and many more upgrades. 
I do feel the need to add that the new building provides us 
with TWO human bathrooms; one even has a shower, and 
neither is shared with any critters! 
 
Inmates are no longer used for animal care; they have been 
replaced by almost 130 dedicated volunteers, three full-time 
staff members, and seasonal staff members. 
 
Dr. Peter Batts was the first among several volunteer veteri-
narians to donate his services. The Mercer County Wildlife 
Center is very fortunate to still have the expertise of Dr. 
Batts, along with six other veterinarians that provide our pa-
tients with the highest quality care in our state-of-the-art 
clinic. 
 
Although retired from his county naturalist position, Joe Schmeltz is still a huge asset to the Center. 
Joe is a master bird bander for the USGS, so all birds that are released from the Center are banded. 
Individual identification of birds makes possible studies of dispersal and migration, behavior and so-
cial structure, life-span and survival rate, reproductive success, and population growth. Along with 
banding birds, Joe releases countless animals each year and always stops by to see if anyone needs 
anything. 
  
The Mercer County Wildlife Center facility may have changed through the years, but the goals re-
main the same. The Center continues to strive to provide native wildlife with the best possible medi-
cal attention to release as many animals back into their natural habitat.  The Center also realizes the 
importance of education. Each year, the Center accepts an average of 2,200 animals, provides al-
most 100 education programs, and answers 13,000 phone calls from the public. 
 
The Center would like to further expand the facility to include housing for the education raptors and 
mammals that, because of permanent disabilities, are not able to be released. These enclosures 
would be accessible to the public during regular business hours so everyone would have the oppor-
tunity to see and learn about wildlife and the importance of conserving natural habitats and the 
wildlife that lives near us.  
 
The Mercer County Wildlife Center has made great leaps and bounds from its humble beginnings, 
but the vision is far from complete!  

(Continued from page 16) 
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cool temperatures from January through April 
2013 that may have inhibited the spring nesting 
success. There were weeks where it rained for 
eight days straight during March and April. Per-
sistent rain can cause nest failure because cool 
temperatures with cold rain make it challenging 
for the mothers to keep the neo-nates warm in-
side the nest.  Once they are hypothermic, they 
become lethargic and may not nurse. They may 
starve or die from complications of hypothermia 
- usually, organ shutdown. 
 
So what about the explosion of squirrels during 
the late summer of 2013? The mild, wet climate 
during the spring and summer was favorable to 
producing an abundance of food sources, such 
as soft plant material, shrub berries, tree nuts, 
and fungus. This could have fueled the success 
of the late summer litters. The average litter size 
for a squirrel is two to four, but we were admit-
ting many litter sizes of four to five squirrels. 
Was this a genetic push to rebound from the 
loss the previous year? Or, was it the quantity 
and quality of food (high in fat) that aided nurs-
ing mothers and provided surplus food after 

(Continued from page 13) 

EASTERNEASTERNEASTERN   
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SQUIRRELSSQUIRRELSSQUIRRELS   
weaning that facilitated the success?   
 
Whatever the reasons were for so many 
squirrels this past fall, we had our hands 
full (literally!) at the Wildlife Center. We 
were caught off guard, and they just kept 
coming in, day after day in large numbers.  
At one point there were 85 squirrels in our 

mammal nursery! We always made sure before 
admitting, that they were placed at the bottom 
of their nest tree for a few hours to determine if 
reuniting was possible. 
 
We were scrambling to find enough hands to 
help with feedings and cleanings. Fortunately, 
we have a dedicated volunteer group and they 
came to our rescue; staying later than their nor-
mal four-hour shifts each week and many com-
ing in for extra shifts. The staff often joked and 
said to the volunteers, “This is what happens 
when everyone complains that there were no 
spring squirrels to feed!” 
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this bird, provide an area for flight conditioning 
and get some weight and muscle mass on his 
body.  
 
The other good news was that this bird had a 
federal band on his leg. It allowed us to track 
down the nesting location. The band return in-
formation informed us that he had managed to 
get himself from Ocean City  to Chesterfield! 
The band had been placed on the bird as a 
nestling as part of the New Jersey Division of 
Fish and Wildlife Endangered Species program.  
 
On a bright sunny day in mid-September, an 
osprey hand-off occurred in the Trader Joe’s 
parking lot in Marlton. A biologist from NJDFW 
met me at a half-way point and took the bird 
back to Ocean City and more familiar sights for 
his second chance at figuring out survival in the wilds of New Jersey. 
 
Until next year, thanks for doing your part to keep the wilds of New Jersey, wild! 

(Continued from page 11) 

 

 If you find an animal in distress, please keep it warm and quiet. 

 

 Handle the animal as little as possible, keeping it away from pets and children. 

 

 Any attempt to feed or force water may not be in the best interest of the animal. 

 

Call the Center at (609) 303-0552.  An animal may not actually need assistance, and bringing them in may cause 

them more harm. 
 

Although the Center will gladly offer referrals, domestic animals cannot be accepted as patients. 

 

Unfortunately, the Mercer County Wildlife Center is not equipped to provide a pick-up service. 

 

 Remember...an animal in distress may not know that you are there to help.  Extreme caution should always be 

used when assisting an injured animal. 

PATIENT LOGPATIENT LOG    OspreyOsprey  


