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Answering the call

Whether you’re an animal control officer, police dispatcher, shelter 
staffer, wildlife rehabilitator or veterinary or nature center staffer, 
this manual will give you the answers you need. Our aim is to help 
you provide easy, practical solutions—over the phone—for the 
wildlife dilemmas you encounter daily.

What are the benefits of phone advising?
•	 Helps you resolve problems in a matter of minutes, rather 

than having personnel respond on site. The labor savings 
can be huge.

•	 Provides effective and humane advice for common wildlife 
problems.

•	 �Corrects public perceptions about seemingly “orphaned” 
wild animals and helps people understand when animals 
truly need help.

•	 Reduces the number of wild animals who may otherwise 
be trapped, relocated or killed in misguided attempts 
to solve conflicts.

•	 �Increases public tolerance for wildlife and builds goodwill  
toward your facility or agency.

This manual contains our best tips and tricks based on decades 
of experience running a wildlife hotline and providing hands-on 
work in the field resolving conflicts with wildlife. It includes three 
main sections:
1.	Species-specific profiles that provide relevant natural history 

tips and solutions for common problems

2.	Relevant topics (preventing orphaning, rabies myths and the 
reality, what’s wrong with trap-loan programs, etc.)

Answering the call
Is your agency or organization overwhelmed with panicked calls from the public 
about wildlife problems? Do you spend staff time and energy dealing with these 
calls? If so, this manual is for you!

Sign our Wild 
Neighbors pledge
Humane World for Animals works with animal care 
and control professionals to put in place and enhance 
humane and effective protocols for responding to 
wildlife conflicts. We invite you to become a part of 
this movement by signing our Wild Neighbors pledge. 
The Wild Neighbors pledge is a commitment to using 
humane solutions for conflicts with wildlife and 
promoting coexistence with your community’s 
wild neighbors.

Go to humanepro.org/wildneighborspledge to  
learn more.
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3.	Appendix information, including web resources and training 
available from Humane World for Animals

We hope this manual helps you handle the public’s wildlife 
problems more humanely.
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Troubleshooting tips

Troubleshooting tips
Ten high-level tips for troubleshooting wildlife issues over the phone, 
including questions to ask and approaches to keep in mind.

1.	Calm down the caller!

•	 Be sure to convey empathy.

•	 �BE NICE! Panicked people may be rude, but they’re probably 
just anxious or scared. Help them along!

2.	Encourage cooperation and resolve problems by:

•	 Being receptive.

•	 Taking away the threatening elements of the situation.

•	 Educating callers about the animal in a way they can relate to.

•	 Presenting a viable solution.

3.	Get good information!

•	 Ask enough questions—and get enough details—so that you 
can visualize the situation in your head.

4.	Confirm what the person is reporting: Are they 
	 interpreting the situation correctly? At the very least 
	 ask about the following.

•	 Confirm species

	⸰ �Ask about appearance, movement, size, type of injury/
damage, when the animal is active, footprints, scat.

•	 Circumstances

	⸰ How long has the animal been there?

	⸰ Could she have been attacked by a dog or cat?

	⸰ What human activities or changes in the immediate 
environment could have created the situation?

•	 Orphan?

	⸰ What is the animal’s approximate age? (Eyes open 
or shut? Naked or downy? Fully feathered/furred?)

	⸰ Would you expect the animal to be with his mother 
at that age?

•	 Has something happened to the mother? Is she trapped?  
Was a dead adult seen nearby recently?

•	 How long has the animal been at that site?

•	 How is the animal behaving? (Crying? Wandering? 
Running up to people?)

•	 Is the animal dehydrated? (Eyes sunken? Skin “tenting”?)

•	 Is the animal obviously sick or injured?

•	 Why does caller think the animal is orphaned? Remember 
age-specific behavior differences.

5.	Remember: Most animal problems are really people 		
	 problems! Figure out how the caller’s behavior could 
	 be causing the problem.

6.	For nuisance problems, eliminate the problem, not 
	 the animal! What is attracting the animal? Food? Nesting 
	 or denning opportunity? Identify what really needs to 
	 be removed.

7.	Assure the caller that the animal is not “out to get them.”  
	 Explain why the animal is doing what she’s doing (finding 		
	 food, creating a nesting site, enjoying mating season).

8.	Assess the person’s comfort level if you give them 		
	 something hands-on to do. Make sure they understand 
	 each step and what to expect.

9.	Have good references handy! Try the Wild Neighbors 
	 book, published by Humane World for Animals, or 
	 visit wildneighbors.org.

10.	Make good referrals

•	 Use humaneworld.org/wildliferehab to find a wildlife 
rehabilitator; make sure the rehabilitator handles the 
species before referring the call.

•	 Review our guidelines for working with a nuisance 
wildlife control operator (p. 54).

M
AN

FR
ED

XY
/G

ET
TY

 IM
AG

ES



6  |  Humane Wildlife Conflict Resolution Guide

Relevant natural history
Is that seemingly helpless baby wild animal really abandoned? In 
spring and summer, people frequently find baby animals who fall 
from trees or mysteriously seem to appear, and they assume the 
babies are orphaned.  

To determine whether a baby is actually orphaned, you’ll 
need to know the animal’s approximate age, species and 
circumstances, and you’ll want to get a sense of how accurately 
the caller is interpreting the animal’s behavior. Some animal 
mothers leave their young alone for long time periods (deer, 
rabbits), while others closely supervise them (raccoons). The tips 
below will help you determine whether a given animal is truly 
an orphan—and, if so, what to do.

A note on containment: Tell the caller not to touch or feed 
any baby wild animal. If the animal is truly orphaned and/or 
injured and already in their possession, they should put the 
animal in a secure, ventilated container and keep her in a warm, 
dark and quiet place until a rehabilitator or ACO can assist. Let the 
caller know that loud noises can badly stress baby animals, and 
the wrong foods (like milk and lettuce) can kill them. Therefore, 
the caller should not feed the animal at all. If the caller must 
handle the animal, they should wear heavy gloves at all times.

To learn more about how you can help orphaned 
animals, visit humaneworld.org/babywildlife.

Orphaned animals
People want to assist baby wildlife—help them understand 

whether and how they can.

JE
SU

S 
AR

AN
G

U
RE

N
/A

P 
IM

AG
ES

 F
O

R 
H

U
M

AN
E 

W
O

RL
D

 F
O

R 
AN

IM
AL

S


