Raptors in rehab just need to soar
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DELPHI -- Somewhere in the Willow Slough State Fish and Wildlife Area, a male red-tailed hawk awaits the return of his missing mate.
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The two have been documented as mates for at least three years, said Carol Blacketer, executive director of Wildcat Wildlife Center Inc., a wildlife rehabilitation center in Delphi.

Barney Dunning, associate professor in Purdue's Forestry & Natural Resources Department, said that "red-tailed hawks are monogamous and will maintain their pair bond as long as both partners survive."

Dunning said raptors is the general term for predatory birds. It includes both hawks -- and falcons -- and owls."

The female half of the Willow Slough pair, a leucistic red-tailed hawk, was found by DNR personnel. Leucistic refers to a color variation.

She "was found with a wound in the patagium of her left wing," the stretchy area, Blacketer said. Her wing injury led her to become ill with aspergillosis, a fungal disease that is "particularly a threat to birds with injuries," Dunning said. "The treatment takes weeks."

Blacketer said that because of the lengthy treatment for aspergillosis, the hawk's wing healed long before her infection.

The rehabilitation of the hawk has been successful, and Blacketer said they are awaiting better weather to release her back to the slough for breeding season.

What's needed for rehabilitation

The wildlife center would like to continue rehabilitating birds, but the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service federal permit guidelines for rehabilitation of birds have changed.

All permitted facilities have until February 2009 to comply, Blacketer said.

The center wants to meet the terms of the new guidelines and also take its research and educational abilities to the next level. To do both, Blacketer said the center has started a capital campaign for a circular flyway that will be built this fall.

"The circular flyway will be only the second one built in the nation following the original design by Avian Haven in Freedom, Maine," Blacketer said.

The flyway "is designed to strengthen specific injuries by a series of movable doorways or flaps," said Blacketer. "You can actually force a bird to bank one way or another or fly up or down, depending on which muscle group needs attention."

Blacketer said the state of the art addition will assist "the increasing numbers of injured raptors we admit every year from across" Indiana.

The project will cost about $50,000, and McAllister Foundation has donated $10,000.

The foundation is a charitable effort set up by A.J. and Dorothy McAllister, said Dave Webb, a director of the foundation. Its goal is to "do what it can to help the community."

The wildlife center "is a real asset to the community," Webb said. He's "not sure what the outcome would be" for orphaned and injured animals in the area without the center.

The donation from the foundation will be helpful, Blacketer said, but "the center will need to be creative in acquiring the funding for this project, the largest project to date for us.

"Our timeline is to begin the construction as soon as the funding is available and be finished by late fall of 2008."

Blacketer said that without this flyway, "the big birds of Indiana are not going to have a place to go when the regulations change" because most federally permitted rehabilitators can hold raptors for only 24 hours before transfer.

Their facilities mostly deal with mammals and they do not have the resources to care for raptors.

Blacketer said "everyone is expecting us to have the best." To get the best, serious funding is needed. 
