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				To the creatures and the characters that make working along this piece of coastline so interesting and entertaining

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				1

				No Promises

				A day in the life of a vet is never predictable. It doesn’t matter where you are, in a country practice or, like me, by the sea at Bondi, you never know what situation you are going to find yourself dealing with. And just when you think it is going to be a quiet shift . . .

				•

				As soon as I walk into the waiting room and take one look at Zenna, a three-year-old Rottweiler, I know instantly that she is critically ill. Her eyes are wild and she is convulsing. It is difficult to see such a beautiful dog so distressed, but I have to put any emotion aside and do my job. The man with her is panicking and has no idea what to do; he and Zenna are depending on me. But already he has made the right decision in bringing her to the clinic. Immediately, we carry her into the emergency room and I get to work.

				Part of trying to find out what is wrong with an animal is asking questions, if you can, of an owner. In this case, it turns out that Gareth, the man who’s brought her in, isn’t her owner; he’s looking after her for his flatmate, Paul. I try to get as much background as I can from Gareth to help me, because I know that I don’t have much time. It seems Gareth had come home to find Zenna in this state. He has no idea what is going on.

				In my head I run through a list of what may be causing the symptoms I am seeing. None of them are to be taken lightly. It could be something neurological like a seizure or epilepsy, but this is rare in a young dog – and Gareth tells me Zenna has no history of those conditions – so I rule them out pretty quickly.

				In the short time Zenna has been with me she has deteriorated further. Her symptoms are definitely not abating. She has diarrhoea, she is tremoring and her temperature has gone up, all signs that suggest to me her body is quite possibly trying to expel something toxic. Her rising temperature is of particular concern – if it goes up too high for a prolonged period, she may suffer brain damage. A case that appeared very serious at the start is now rapidly escalating into one of life or death. I need to get Zenna’s temperature down, fast. And, in order to do that, I need to treat the cause of these symptoms, not just the symptoms themselves.

				The whole time I have been treating Zenna I have been working through the possible source of her illness. I have concluded that the cause is something fast-acting and potent; something that can cause a dog’s body systems to shut down . . .

				‘Mate, is there a chance she’s been poisoned?’ I ask Gareth.

				To me this is what it looks like – in addition to the sudden onset of very severe symptoms, Zenna is distressed and confused.

				Gareth tells me that Paul – who, as it turns out, is a police officer – has had ongoing problems with a neighbour complaining about Zenna’s barking. My heart sinks when I hear this, because it fits with what I can see and I suspect that the neighbour has decided to take matters into their own hands. Sadly, that’s something I hear about far too often and many times the result is fatal. Occasionally, dogs do eat poisons accidentally and I have heard of vets having to treat animals after a dog has discovered their owner’s chemicals or even drug stash, but it isn’t common. Gareth insists that he and Paul never leave anything lying around that could harm Zenna.

				The picture that he is building points more and more towards poisoning. I know that snail bait is often used when someone decides to harm an animal in this way. The baits are actually quite sweet, so the dog never realises that it’s eating something that could make it seriously ill or even kill it.

				I get Zenna’s owner, Paul, on the phone. He’s been visiting friends in Newcastle, just 150 kilometres away to the north. But I am sure right now he feels 1000 kilometres from where he wants to be. He confirms everything Gareth has told me and tells me to do whatever I have to do to help save Zenna. I make no promises.

				There are two main ingredients that can be used in snail baits and, if I am right, either one of them could be causing these dire consequences. I decide to give Zenna the antidote to one of the poisons and if it doesn’t work I’ll try the other.

				‘I’m just going to give her an injection of Atropine,’ I tell Gareth, who has been joined by some of Paul’s work colleagues in the treatment room. With five police officers now in the clinic the law is certainly right behind Zenna. I never say it – but right now the main thing Zenna needs behind her is luck. I then administer a tablet to Zenna to make her bring up whatever is in her gut.

				Gareth and his friends are all visibly distressed; it’s obvious that they care very much for this dog. The atmosphere in the room is already tense so I make sure I don’t add to it. I keep my voice steady and level and keep everyone informed about what I am doing. I have to keep focused and stay calm so Zenna stays calm.

				The tablet does its job, and my worst suspicions are confirmed. Zenna regurgitates two massive snail baits. I really can’t believe she managed to eat them – they’re enormous. With this confirmation of my diagnosis I know that Zenna is in serious trouble. The toxins are already circulating in her system, and it will be a battle to keep her alive. To give her the best chance possible I know there’s only one thing to do.

				‘We’re going to have to move her to SASH,’ I tell Gareth and his friends. Zenna needs intensive care and my clinic is not equipped for the high maintenance and intensive care she will need. While SASH – the Small Animal Specialist Hospital in Sydney’s northwest – isn’t exactly around the corner, the staff there are emergency specialists and they can give Zenna the around-the-clock care I know she’s going to require.

				Gareth and I carefully move Zenna’s spasming body onto a towel and to the back seat of my car. It turns out Gareth just happens to be an intensive care nurse at a local children’s hospital. I can think of no finer ally for Zenna if she is going to have any chance of beating the odds. And I couldn’t have asked for a better person to accompany me. Gareth monitors Zenna’s condition all the way, which means I can concentrate on getting us to SASH as quickly as possible. I only hope as I drive through Sydney’s night-time traffic that I won’t be too late. Zenna is holding on . . . but only just.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				2

				When Harry Met Chrissie

				You probably think that because I am based in Bondi I mostly look after regular domestic pets, but this popular part of Sydney is well known for its colourful and varied residents – long-time locals, travellers looking to soak up the sun, young students seeking a beach lifestyle, artists, actors, musicians, families – and the animals in the area are just as eclectic.

				Yes, a lot of my clinic time is spent dealing with the typical urban vet concerns – vaccinations, dogs having their nails clipped, puppies needing house-training, cats being wormed or de-sexed – but I also seem to come across everything from wondrous births to wildlife rescues, house calls to hair-raising emergencies like Zenna. To be honest, even before we started filming a television series in the clinic there was never a dull moment – and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

				I have wanted to be a vet ever since I can remember. My father is a vet in Newcastle, a city in New South Wales about two hours north of Sydney. Having him as a role model and being aware of what he did every day obviously had a strong impact on me. I learned a lot being around him and his clinic. Being a vet isn’t the sort of job that can be kept separate from family life. We were all involved when Dad brought injured wildlife home to nurse back to health. At various times our backyard was home to chickens, ducks, koalas, kangaroos, horses, cows and a donkey as well as the more usual dogs, cats and birds. My family also had a farm about an hour’s drive away from where we lived, and it was there I learned about the continuing demands of larger animals and further realised the obligations and the rewards that come with being a vet. The defining moment, though, was when my dog, Claude, became very ill. I was seventeen at the time and it really shook me up. I wanted to learn everything about the heart condition that eventually killed him. You can see my childhood was the perfect preparation for what I do now.

				•

				Though farm animals are rare in Bondi, birds are definitely not. Chrissie isn’t one of my regulars and when she called to speak to me I picked up on not only the concern but the curiosity in her voice. Her beloved parrot, Harry, had apparently been losing his feathers for a couple of years, but only in particular places: on his chest and near the back of his neck. Chrissie was calling because it seemed to be getting worse and she was completely at a loss as to what to do. She didn’t believe there was an immediate medical reason for Harry’s condition – after all, she told me, he seemed so spirited and always received good food and had a caring environment. I decided to make a house call to see whether there was a clue in Harry’s home. There are many things that can cause problems like this in birds: parasites and vitamin deficiencies are both possibilities.

				In my mind, house calls are a necessary part of my job. At the clinic we have to fit within a certain timeframe – our consultations are scheduled to be completed in fifteen minutes. Of course we can’t always stick to this. Emergencies or unexpected treatments are always dealt with, which can then throw the whole day’s timetable out the window. And quite often owners have either left work to come to the clinic and have to get back, or they’re rushing in before or after work or other commitments. During a home visit I have more time to spend and I have the opportunity to check out the environment in which an animal is living. This can often help me work out the cause of any health or behavioural issue more easily than within the unnatural and sometimes unnerving confines of the clinic. It is completely understandable that pets are a lot more relaxed when I see them at home. In fact, a recent study concluded that seventy-five per cent of animals show noticeable signs of stress and anxiety when they’re coming to a vet clinic. Not unlike white-coat anxiety in people or the dread of the dentist!

				My visit to Harry’s place would turn out to be time well spent and, eventually, give me all the answers I needed.

				As soon as I meet Chrissie, and before I even sight Harry, I have a part of the puzzle. Chrissie is not only vibrantly dressed – in almost parrot-like colours – but her voice is dramatic and sounds, dare I say, a bit parrot-esque too. I have an inkling that this may be an important clue to helping me work out what’s really wrong with Harry.

				I ask Chrissie to show me where Harry lives in the house, and it appears he has the run of the living area: there is no cage, just a number of perches for him in various places. Next I check out Harry’s diet, which turns out to be a gourmet spread of caraway seeds soaked in flaxseed oil, sprouted legumes, which Chrissie makes herself, and other assorted fancy foods. Clearly, Chrissie is dedicated to providing Harry with the best, but this food is all a bit extravagant. When I inform her that Harry really doesn’t need such an elaborate diet, Chrissie looks disappointed. So far, all I can tell is that Harry is a much-loved, if overindulged, pet. Then I see him in action with Chrissie’s husband, John. And wow, it’s hard not to miss the signs that Harry really does not like John – and John doesn’t exactly love Harry, either. Just for the short time I am there I can see Harry behaves aggressively around John, who reacts much as you’d expect: he gets cranky. As you would when you have a set of claws and a beak bearing down on you. And Harry gets cranky back, squawking and flapping his wings, and also performing what I can only describe as the most dominant aggressive gesture possible: he simulates having sex with John’s arm. Harry is trying to tell John to get lost. And the reason? Well, strange as it sounds, Harry is head over feet in parrot love with Chrissie.

				It’s not unusual for parrots to become besotted with their owners. Parrots are great thinkers and Harry, with a lifestyle that gives him too much time to use his mind, has become caught up in the world of the humans he lives with. Plus you can’t help but feel there’s a little human that exists in his head. He doesn’t have to defend himself against predators (unless you count John) or find food, so this highly intelligent animal has spent his time over-interpreting Chrissie’s care and affection for him and obsessing over those signals a little bit too much. Chrissie may be guilty of encouraging this obsessive behaviour because, like most people, she loves the fact that Harry is besotted with her. Owners do take pleasure in this kind of extreme attention from their pets. After all, they believe they’re seeing the animal’s true personality and affection. And it’s all directed at them. So it allows them to feel even more attached!

				Harry’s obsession with Chrissie still doesn’t tell me how and why he’s been losing his feathers for so long. But I have an idea and, most importantly, a plan to see if I am right. Chrissie and John have a video camera, so we set it up on a tripod aimed at Harry’s perch in the kitchen and then I ask them to do something that is guaranteed to provoke Harry and, if it works, provide the definitive answer to his falling feathers.

				Chrissie and John embrace in front of their parrot and then leave the house, closing the door firmly behind them. After waiting outside for a few minutes, unseen by Harry, we then go back in. There is a small pile of feathers underneath Harry’s perch that wasn’t there when we left. What we see on the recorder is quite extraordinary. As soon as we left, Harry started plucking out his own feathers with his beak. One by one, he yanked them out of the skin on his chest and his upper back. Pushing through the pain – almost as though he was punishing himself. As I suspected, there is a simple explanation for his condition: Harry is a self-mutilator.

				Chrissie and John are amazed that Harry would do this to himself. I am not. It’s clear that Harry is a highly anxious bird. I see many nervous pets these days – often because their owners spend less time with them and yet demand more of them. Pets are no longer creatures that belong in the backyard – we want them to be part of the family, to have a name we call out like any other household member, yet nothing else we do with them implies that level of commitment or attachment. If you think about it, most of us don’t really spend that much time with our pets, but when we do, as if to compensate, we spoil them.

				Harry gets a lot of attention from Chrissie, but he still has a lot of time on his own to think and grow anxious. And the fact he plucks out his own feathers is a manifestation of his stress, just like a human chewing their fingernails. If you’re nervous you need an outlet – it’s a way of expressing the angst and frustration. As I mentioned before, if a bird isn’t in its natural environment then it’s not spending all its time finding food and flying around with its friends. It therefore has nothing else to distract it from a nagging concern or frustration. So in the end, there’s nothing else to do apart from pick at their own feathers. And the strange thing is that Harry probably enjoys pulling out his feathers; that’s the darker side of this behaviour. When the bird feels the pain it’s letting out its anxiety. This also releases serotonin, the feel-good hormone; a natural kick which it can become addicted to.

				Harry definitely needs some treatment for his advanced case of anxiety. My solution – to Chrissie’s surprise – is to put him on Prozac, which is usually prescribed for humans with depression. I don’t prescribe this medication often, but Harry really does need something to help him become less anxious. The Prozac should make him feel calmer, but a few things at home will also have to change, otherwise the behaviour may return. Chrissie needs to be less indulgent of Harry because, basically, inside every parrot is a potential stalker who just feeds on any little bit of interest it receives. Chrissie has to take a step back when he squawks; she can’t be in such close contact with him as this reinforces his negative behaviours. So kisses, close chats and those secretive little dinners for two will have to stop. Harry was willing to mutilate himself in an attempt to deal with what he felt was unrequited love, so Chrissie has to start treating him like a bird, not a loving fan, as a way of breaking the news to him.

				All going well, I am sure John will be pleased not to have an obsessed rival competing for Chrissie’s affections!

				[[Box Begin]]

				What are the signs that my animal is becoming anxious?

				Anxiety in animals is more common than you would suspect and there are a few signs you can watch out for:

				• Does your animal tremble or shake?

				• Does your animal hide or try to move away when someone they don’t know well enters a room?

				• Do you find they urinate (or worse) in inappropriate places?

				• Are they listless and sleep a great deal?

				• Are they hyper-alert and overstimulated?

				• Do they pant heavily or breathe rapidly?

				• Are they very demanding of your attention and want to be with you constantly?

				• Do they bark, whine or whimper most of the time?

				• Do they freak out when confined?

				Your local vet can help you with strategies to deal with an anxious pet. They can also make sure there is no underlying medical condition contributing to unusual or disruptive behaviour.
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				Saving Zenna

				After one of those horrific car trips that seem much longer than they actually are, Gareth and I carry a very limp, extremely sick Zenna into SASH. Even though Zenna has expelled the snail baits it looks like her intestine could still be hiding some – plus their toxins are still working through her system. At this point she is closer to death than life. I am relieved that we made it here with Zenna still fighting.

				Dr Lisa Chimes, the vet on night duty at SASH, meets us as we walk in. I know Zenna will be in good hands.

				•

				Not surprisingly, Lisa has always loved animals; I think this is the most important characteristic a vet can have. And Lisa’s story is a familiar one: ‘When I was a young kid, I was always rescuing birds and finding lost dogs on the side of the road,’ she has explained. With a background like that, becoming a vet might have seemed a logical choice for her, but it wasn’t something she considered until quite late in her schooling. Her father, a dentist, had once said to her, ‘You’ll never be able to be a vet; you won’t be able to put animals down, you’re not strong enough, you’ll never be able to do it,’ and she agreed with him. So despite the fact she spent a lot of her high school years rescuing animals and doing charity work for animal societies, it wasn’t until she reached her final year that she realised she could be a vet and set her sights on that goal. Just before starting work at SASH Lisa completed an internship in emergency veterinary medicine in Melbourne, so I knew she was the perfect person to be looking after this very sick dog.

				Lisa helped take Zenna to a treatment room and began to prepare her for a gastric lavage. It doesn’t matter if it is an animal or a human, the way to deal with poisoning or overdose is to pump out the stomach, clearing out its contents. This is a procedure that involves feeding a tube into the gut via either the mouth or the nose, pouring warm water down the tube to fill up the stomach and then emptying it out, thereby helping to eliminate any toxins. This is the very last step that can be taken for Zenna, who will then be closely monitored overnight by Lisa and the other staff at SASH – but there’s still no guarantee she’ll survive. Zenna ate so much of the extremely toxic snail bait that it makes her situation very tough.

				The next few hours will decide her future. If she can metabolise the toxin that’s left in her system after the lavage, keep her temperature down and begin to show some significant signs of improvement, then there is hope. But we have done all we can – her survival now depends entirely on her.
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				A Penguin Called Paddy

				Most people living in urban Australia are used to seeing wildlife – even in the inner city you can still find lots of possums, and no matter where you are the chances of seeing cockatoos, kookaburras, rainbow lorikeets, king parrots and perhaps the odd galah are pretty good. But there’s a whole lot more wildlife out there in the suburbs than you realise.

				In Melbourne, for example, it’s not uncommon to find snakes, because they’re drawn to the water of the Yarra River. In Brisbane you will regularly find fruit bats in your garden and geckoes in your home. And around the waters of Sydney, where I live, you’ll see the odd visiting whale, frolicking dolphins and you could quite possibly stumble upon a seal sunning itself on a rock. A vet in Australia may be called on at any time to look after local wildlife and though it is more common in rural areas to see kangaroos, wallabies, platypuses and echidnas, you’d be amazed at what seems to be attracted to the bright lights of Bondi!

				•

				While it might look tranquil, Sydney Harbour can be a frantic place. Yachts, speedboats, fishermen and fast-moving ferries all dart and weave their way out of the paths of the large tankers and cruise ships that send off huge waves as they shudder into port. But amazingly, among all these near-misses and noise, fairy penguins manage to find themselves a home. Because of the bustle it’s not exactly the safe sanctuary it once would have been for the small bird. However, when I meet Paddy the penguin, it isn’t a human-operated vessel that’s causing him damage; something far smaller but even more dangerous is taking its toll.

				Paddy had ventured away from the harbour and was found looking a bit worse for wear close to the rocks at nearby Clovelly Beach – south of Bondi. The person who found him placed a call to WIRES. The New South Wales Wildlife Information and Rescue Service is an organisation that aims to protect and care for injured wildlife. They have some facilities of their own, but rely on local vet clinics – including mine – to provide shelter and medical attention for wild animals. If, for example, you find an injured cockatoo or possum in your back garden, WIRES are the people to call for advice and to find a carer.

				Barry, a volunteer from WIRES, calls me and we arrange to meet at the beach to check out if this report of a penguin is for real. To both my and the local dog population’s surprise (who are circling worryingly close) the report of a penguin is very real. This isn’t the first penguin I’ve come across – as a kid I cared for a penguin called Petie for six months. So it seems logical that the trend should continue. I decide to call this new penguin Paddy.

				After examining the bird it is clear that he is very weak. Penguins normally have a good covering of fat, but as I feel around his sternum (breast bone) I can immediately feel it is not as plump as it should be. Quite aside from the stress that Barry and I are no doubt causing just by being close and handling him, his system is noticeably under strain. I know that when a fairy penguin is going through the process of moulting it uses up a lot of energy, and if that particular bird hasn’t put enough energy into its bank via its fat reserves, it can’t draw enough out during these periods to sustain itself and keep it healthy. And if this is Paddy’s problem and he’s come ashore to rest, there isn’t the necessary food available on the rocks at Clovelly that could help re-energise him. It is a vicious cycle: he won’t be able to feed and so his condition will deteriorate further. All of this spells major trouble for this bird.

				I let Barry know my initial diagnosis is malnourishment – a very dangerous state for an animal who needs to have a large layer of fat to keep him warm in the depths of the ocean. It is obvious I’ll need to take Paddy back to the clinic to do some further tests, because even in a harbour as busy as Sydney there should be enough food for him to eat, so I need to find out the underlying cause of his condition.

				•

				The most basic tests I can do are to weigh and measure Paddy. I also check him for external parasites and take a faecal sample to look for internal parasites. After studying this sample under the microscope I can see the most likely cause of Paddy’s sorry state. He is harbouring a parasite – put simply, Paddy has worms! This means that whatever Paddy eats is not being absorbed into his own body, because the worms are robbing him of vital nutrients.

				Paddy is not going to be cured immediately. After administering a worming drug to get rid of the parasites, he will need some close attention and careful feeding to build his system back up so he can survive in his natural environment. With the beeps and drips, phones ringing and dogs barking I know the clinic is not the best place for this process. Someone needs to take Paddy home.

				I make a call.

				•

				I don’t see wildlife cases every day of the week at the clinic, but they certainly make my life more interesting when they do turn up. Every qualified vet in this country is trained to look after wildlife and we all do this free of charge. A few years ago a study looked at how much Australian vets donate in terms of time and money to caring for wildlife and it’s in the tens of millions of dollars per year. After all, you can’t really bill nature for a course of antibiotics can you? This is our special opportunity and obligation as Australian vets, and it’s part of the challenge of this job that I love so much. I like the fact that out of the blue I might have to treat a fairy penguin or a blue-tongue lizard and these cases help me maintain and build on my skills. But the truth is, these animals are the Aussie battlers that have been pushed out of their normal habitats by humans and their introduced pets, so it’s important to look after them. As if to apologise for the inconvenience caused! If I can do my bit to keep these creatures alive and healthy in the city, then I’m more than happy to do it.

				Autumn and spring are the busiest times for wild patients in my clinic. Most native animals breed in spring and the young typically start to make their own way in the world around autumn. The young are open to attack from wild and domestic predators and a mating animal can be even more territorial than usual. With the increased pressures, many of the animals can be pushed out of their local area and often into the path of cars. At those peak seasons I see three to five wildlife cases a week.

				About a third of such instances I see in Bondi are possums. Another third would be birds and the rest fit into the ‘what are you doing in Bondi?’ category! Anything from kangaroos to geckoes to snakes. Really, any animal people may find either in the street, their own garden or on the beach – like Paddy.

				•

				My flatmate is getting used to calls from me asking if he’d mind an extra houseguest, so when his phone rings and I’m on the end of the line suggesting I have a sushi-eating, beach-loving bird – I reckon I might be able to talk him around! 

				After growing up in a household where I never knew what animal Dad might bring home to look after, I don’t find it strange to live around the needs of an animal. But to most people it is a big ask and I’m lucky that flatmates like Brad are so laid-back.

				The fact is, it’s not easy to hand-feed a penguin who’s too weak to feed himself. Paddy’s traumatised by captivity and at a stage where he doesn’t actually realise that he has to eat, so I have to make the decision for him. Even so, I don’t want to force fish down the little bird’s throat – nor do I want to lose my fingers in the process – but it’s proving very hard to get him to eat. The eventual solution is to use a pair of chopsticks to place pilchards deep in Paddy’s throat, so all he has to do is swallow. After ‘borrowing’ some chopsticks from the sushi restaurant down the road (not that they will want them back – the smell of pilchards doesn’t go away easily!) Brad pitches in to help and between us we manage to get some fish into Paddy. Then I put him in a cage and cover it with a towel to help him sleep. I place him in our shower cubicle and resist the urge to turn on the tap, telling myself it won’t quite give him the impression that he’s still out to sea that he might be looking for!

				The next morning Paddy is still alive. You never know what the stress of captivity will do to a weakened animal so there is always a risk that even though you are trying to help, the very fact it is cooped up in a strange place can kill it. Thanks to a number of trips over to the beach with a bucket I fill a paddling pool with seawater so he can have a splash around. When I hold him, I am very pleased to note how powerful his flippers are – in fact, when he pushes them against me it’s like he’s trying to slap me. Some thanks that is!

				When I put him in the pool I watch closely to see how he performs. He immediately seems more at home. His eyes brighten, he wiggles his small flippers, has a bit of a shake and a preen. It seems to me he is getting stronger but he still has a long road to recovery. I know that I’m at the limit of what I can do for him and I certainly can’t keep him in my back garden indefinitely . . . After all, even with his personal paddling pool it’s no Pacific Ocean!

				Once I know he isn’t rapidly deteriorating and the worms are taken care of there is hope for Paddy’s rehabilitation. I start to make plans. It’s time to call Taronga Zoo. Taronga is a world-renowned zoo on the foreshores of Sydney Harbour. The zoo often takes wildlife that need a bit of extra care. While some patients never leave the zoo because they’re not able to fend for themselves, the zoo does hope to get them to the point where they can be returned to their natural habitat. It is exactly what I would like to see for Paddy, and the people at Taronga Zoo are better placed than me to make that happen.

				•

				Of all the wildlife cases I see at the clinic, there’s only one type of animal I can’t treat: bats. It may seem harsh, but as far as bats go there is always the possibility that they may be carrying the lyssavirus, which is a rare rabies-like infection that can be fatal in humans. So far only two cases of lyssavirus have been identified in Australia, but it can take years for the symptoms to present themselves and once the infection is established there is nothing that can be done. There is a preventative vaccine available, but it’s often just not worth the risk.

				So I don’t see any bats. But I do see plenty of possums. It seems to me people either love possums or hate them. And that feeling hinges strongly on whether you have possums in your roof or not. I’ll go out on a limb and say that I like possums, and I think that if there weren’t so many of them in our suburbs keeping many of us awake at night then we’d probably all love them. Let’s face it, they are mostly cute and I can confidently state that I have met the full spectrum of possum personalities: some are very calm, polite and well mannered, and others are insistent on trying to take off your finger – which actually happened to me once (well, nearly). I still have the finger, but the possum had a good go at detaching it!

				The two most dangerous wild animals I’ve ever treated are snakes and eagles. In times of drought both of these animals will move in towards the cities to feed, because their natural food sources – rodents and other small animals – are diminished. They have to roam wider and expose themselves to humans more often to get enough food to survive. Recently, as large parts of Australia have been in drought, I have had the opportunity to interact with these risky creatures more often.

				We all know about the dangers of snakes, but with eagles and falcons I have to tell you it’s their massive claws you have to watch out for. They can rip open human skin as easily as they can their usual prey. They don’t discriminate. On separate occasions I have treated a sea eagle and a small wedgetail eagle and both had claws that were half the size of my finger. If I’d handled either of them the wrong way and they’d grabbed hold of my hand, their claws would have gone through my skin to the bone. Fortunately, the eagles didn’t get as close as the finger-loving possum or else I would definitely be minus a digit.

				•

				Two weeks after I drop Paddy at Taronga Zoo I get to see him one last time. The zoo staff have done a wonderful job and he now has a healthy-looking coat, a new penguin mate, and is definitely much tubbier. It is time for him to be released back into the wild as he is ready to fend for himself and deal with the cold ocean depths. I’m almost sorry to see him go, but I feel proud that I had a small part in keeping him alive and giving him another chance. And, who knows, if he sticks to Sydney Harbour, maybe I’ll spot him again one day . . . though hopefully not as a patient.

				[[Box Begin]]

				What Should You Do if You Find an Injured Animal? 

				Injured wildlife

				1. Check first to see if the animal is actually injured – there is no need to approach it unless completely necessary.

				2. Use common sense: if the animal looks dangerous, stay well away from it.

				3. Try not to make too much noise around the animal.

				4. If you have to pick up the animal, be as gentle as possible.

				5. Ensure any children or other animals (such as pets) are kept away from the injured animal.

				6. Do not give the animal any food, especially cow’s milk.

				7. If the animal is deceased, move it away from the road.

				8. If the dead animal is a kangaroo, wallaby or possum, check its pouch for joeys.

				9. Contact a wildlife rescue organisation (numbers listed below).

				Other types of animals

				Follow steps 1 to 7 above, then use the Yellow Pages to find the veterinary clinic or animal hospital nearest to you. If you can, take the animal there.

				Wildlife Rescue Organisations Around Australia

				Australian Capital Territory

				WIRES

				13000 WIRES or 1300 094 737

				New South Wales

				Sydney Wildlife

				(02) 9413 4300 (24-hour service)

				www.sydneywildlife.org.au

				WIRES

				13000 WIRES or 1300 094 737

				www.wires.org.au

				Northern Territory

				Wildcare Inc Alice Springs

				0419 221 128 (24-hour service)

				Wildlife Rescue Darwin

				0409 090 840 (24-hour service)

				South Australia

				Fauna Rescue of South Australia

				08 8289 0896

				www.faunarescue.org.au

				Tasmania

				Parks and Wildlife Service Tasmania 

				03 6233 6556 (24-hour service)

				www.parks.tas.gov.au/index

				Queensland

				Far North Queensland Wildlife Rescue

				07 4053 4467 (24-hour service)

				www.fnqwildliferescue.org.au

				Wildcare Australia

				07 5527 2444

				www.wildcare.org.au

				Victoria

				Wildlife Victoria

				1300 0WILDLIFE or 1300 094 535 (24-hour service)

				www.wildlifevictoria.org.au

				Western Australia

				Broome Wildlife Care and Rescue

				0408 860 022 (24-hour service)

				www.broomewildlifecare.com
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