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Statement on COVID-19 Considerations for Wildlife Rehabilitation

The International Wildlife Rehabilitation Council (IWRC) and National Wildlife Rehabilitators
Association (NWRA) recognize concerns that have been raised regarding the possible spread of
SARS-CoV-2 to wild animals from humans. However, our organizations believe that this
potential zooanthroponosis should not prevent professional wildlife rehabilitators from ensuring
appropriate care for wildlife.

NWRA and IWRC take the position that taxa-specific protocols, based on scientific evidence
and region-specific risk assessments, should serve as the basis for an informed approach to
managing the risk of disease spread and for formulating any restrictions on wildlife
rehabilitation.

Wildlife agencies and the public rely on the services of wildlife rehabilitators. Rehabilitators
provide public education on handling conflicts with wildlife; mitigate the potential for
unnecessary human/wildlife interaction; care for sick, injured, or orphaned wild animals found by
members of the public; and preserve public health and safety. Ensuring wildlife is cared for by
professional rehabilitators is the best way to keep the public and wildlife safe. Wildlife
rehabilitators must work with veterinary supervision, follow husbandry and safety standards’,
and have facilities that ensure appropriate biosecurity standards are met. When wildlife
rehabilitation services are unavailable, the public will resort to taking possession of wildlife
inappropriately. Members of the public are not skilled in safe handling of wildlife, biosecurity
measures, or zoonotic disease prevention and are at high risk of physical injury or zoonotic
disease transmission (e.g., rabies). Taking animals needing rehabilitation into private homes
may result in a wild animal interacting with a greater number of individuals, including children
and domestic species, than it would in a professional rehabilitation setting. Public possession of
many wildlife species is illegal; well-intentioned members of the public that take in wildlife may
be reticent to disclose possession of wildlife, making it more difficult to trace the potential spread
of disease.

Unskilled wildlife care is detrimental to animal welfare. Wild animals kept in unsuitable
conditions in domestic settings will be highly stressed and likely experiencing pain and suffering
from medical issues that have not been evaluated and treated. Stress compromises immune
system function and reduces their ability to recover from iliness/injury, leaving them more
susceptible to infections. When combined with a lack of biosecurity measures, these
circumstances have the potential to increase the risk of SARS-CoV-2 transmission between
humans and wild animals.
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Scientific data regarding transmission of SARS-CoV-2 to wildlife will continue to emerge, and
wildlife rehabilitators, in conjunction with their veterinarians, will remain informed on this topic.
The theoretical concerns are that the virus could pass from humans into wild animal
populations?, resulting in (a) naive wildlife becoming infected with a novel virus, which could
decimate wild populations and (b) wildlife serving as a reservoir for the virus, potentially posing
a risk for future human re-infection. These are worst-case scenarios; region-specific risk
assessments should carefully weigh these theoretical risks against the very real risks to the
public and animal welfare as noted above. Rehabilitators and veterinarians should closely follow
scientific developments to determine whether these concerns are borne out or not and adapt
biosecurity protocols accordingly.

At the moment, felids and mustelids are the taxa of key concern? as SARS-Cov-2 has been
reported in zoo tigers and farmed mink, as well as some domestic pets.®> Suspected
mink-to-human transmission has been reported on mink farms with poor biosecurity
measures*®. While some studies report human-to-cat and cat-to-cat transmission, the infection
rate and virulence appear to be low’='°. In addition, as of 01 June only six confirmed cases in
animals in the US have been reported by the USDA''. Bats have been identified as a possible
source of the virus (via an intermediate host), and bats are known to be carriers of many other
coronaviruses, but there is no evidence of any bat in North America being infected by
SARS-Cov2'. A recent predictive model indicates that ruminating ungulates and certain rodents
may also be at high risk for SARS-CoV-2 infection via the ACE2 receptor’®. Because there is still
scant scientific information on SARS-CoV-2 prevalence and COVID-19 transmission in wild
animal populations, wildlife rehabilitators should implement additional biosecurity measures
when working with mammals in areas with COVID-19; extra precautions should be taken with
at-risk taxa (currently believed to be felids and mustelids) and threatened or endangered
species.

Local wildlife agencies may, as a precaution for populations at large, choose to impose a delay
in returning rehabilitated mammals to the wild for a defined period of time. If this course is taken,
we again encourage a targeted, evidence-based approach for specific at-risk taxa; a general
moratorium on releasing any rehabilitated mammals will rapidly cause wildlife rehabilitators to
reach capacity and greatly hamper their ability to provide critical services to protect animal
welfare and public health. Local wildlife agencies should work with wildlife rehabilitators to
provide evidence-based criteria for clearing at-risk species for release as quickly as possible.
Many wildlife rehabilitation facilities have initial quarantine procedures in place for newly
admitted patients, particularly rabies-vector species (RVS), as well as strict biosecurity protocols
that can help to inform release criteria development.

With regard to non-mammalian species, Lam et al, (2020) explicitly states “Our results suggest
that SARS-CoV-2 can infect a broad range of mammals—but not fish, birds or reptiles—which
could serve as reservoirs of the virus, necessitating careful ongoing animal management and
surveillance.”** Further evidence supports the theory that birds'® and reptiles'® should not be of
concern; rehabilitation and return to the wild of these taxa should not be restricted.
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As always, wildlife rehabilitators must follow requirements mandated by permitting agencies and
veterinarians of record, which include biosecurity protocols. In addition, wildlife rehabilitators
should follow relevant recommendations for personal protective equipment and disinfection
established by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) to reduce the potential spread of transmissible diseases.

IWRC and NWRA believe an evidence-based approach to mitigate risk is a practicable way to
continue to provide wild animals the assistance they need without compromising their welfare as
individuals or populations. The development of taxa-specific protocols, based on region-specific
risk assessments, manages the risk of further disease spread, while allowing the unrestricted
rehabilitation of taxa that are not deemed to present a risk.

Resources:
https://www.aza.org/taxon-advisory-groups
https://www.aza.org/list-of-taxon-advisory-groups
https://zahp.aza.org/covid-19-animal-care/
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