Hepburn Wildlife Shelter

It is a time to relax, indulge, celebrate and catch up with friends and family. Christmas and the holiday season is a wonderful time for us humans. With our wealthy society abundance is everywhere. Not so in the bush – water holes are drying up and grass turns from green to brown losing its nutrition and availability. Spring also saw the birth of many young which are now out fending for themselves. Our wildlife is on the move – with no understanding of road rules! Along the roadsides it is clear what havoc results from the clash of animal needs and our desire to get to our destinations fast. 

At present the shelter has about sixty injured and orphaned animals in its care – many as a direct result of vehicles, dog attacks and fences. There are tawny frogmouths, magpies, rosellas, corellas, galahs, wood ducks, kookaburras, musk lorikeets, koalas, roos, wombats, ringtail and brushtail possums and an emu. All need specialist care from skilled practicioners that have had training in how to care for injured native animals and orphans. Gayle and Jon who run the shelter are sometimes frustrated by good willed members of the public who insist on caring for these high maintenance animals by themselves. 

“Apart from the fact that it is against the law to keep these sorts of animals without licences, they have very specific needs which most people are unable to cater for,” said Gayle Chappell who runs the shelter with Jon Rowdon. “Often they want them as pets but these animals do not make good pets because of their need for freedom and the foods to keep them healthy.”

Just like ourselves, they eat a wide variety of different foods which a lack of can cause all sorts of health problems from tooth decay to deformed bones and feet. Death is also a common result. Apart from that, animals such as wombats have very annoying habits like chewing doors and walls. Sooner or later the cute little wombat is a nuisance and the inexperienced carer decides they have had enough and the wombat is dumped in the bush. A new set of problems arise with the wombat having no skills to find food in the wild, fast depleting energy reserves, and no burrow to protect itself from weather and predators. They are unable to communicate with their own kind and are often attacked by others living in that territory.

It is very time consuming rehabilitating an orphaned animal. Once the health issues are dealt with (often orphans are injured or sick) training needs to occur over a period of months to teach them how to live in the bush. All the things their mother would have taught them like how to find food and shelter.

So what can you do to help these animals? Lots!

1. Slow down on the roads to give you time to stop if one lumbers out in front of your vehicle. By the way, who wants to pay for panel beating after you have slaughtered some poor creature!

2. Control your family’s pet dog.

3. Check wire fences to ensure some youngster is not caught up in agony, perhaps with a broken leg.

4. Put out water for native birds and other creatures – but make sure it is safe eg. place a stick in the container so that animals that fall in can use it to get out.

5. Donate some tax deductible dollars – with sixty animals in care, money for supplies of food and medicine is always short. By credit card visit: www.wildlifevictoria.org.au/donatehepburnshelter.html You can also send a cheque  to the Hepburn Wildlife Shelter at PO Box 133 Daylesford.

6. Buy a 2008 calendar with pictures of wildlife in care. They are only $10 – a perfect gift for Christmas. Ring the shelter on 5348 3932 to get one.

7. Volunteer to help at a shelter – after the fire season. You will be trained in rescue.

Specifically, Tahini, the emu, is in need of a new wading pool (he likes to relax and cool his tummy, of course) so the Bullarto kids are thinking of ways to raise some money to buy one for summer. Within the next two weeks, they hope to have that one covered. 

While the fire season is already upon us and many of us are still contemplating rubbish removal, Jon and Gayle and trained wildlife rescue volunteers are well prepared to act quickly.  For the first time, wildlife rescue is officially part of the statewide emergency response. Let us hope that every living thing is spared the horror of wildfire over the summer and that the workload is reduced for carers all over Australia.

