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Loving Wildlife to Death:
Good Intentions, Bad Outcomes

I by Meghan Crawford



fyouarereadingthisarticle, it’sfairto

assume you are interested in wildlife,

and youmore thanlikely enjoy seeing

most of the wild animals you spot
around your home and neighborhood.
You may even go as far as saying that you
love wildlife. But the question I seek to
explore with youis: Are youloving wildlife
todeath? Asthe Community Engagement
Biologist for MassWildlife, I interact with
countless well-meaning people who say
they love wildlife, but, unfortunately, act
in ways that cause individual animals,
and even their local wildlife populations,
to suffer. While good intentions are com-
mendable, a person’s decision to show their
love for wildlife by handling, relocating,
feeding, or otherwise alteringan animal’s
behavior can, and often does, lead to neg-
ative consequences for the animal. So, our
challenge is to express our love for wildlife
while respecting and protecting its wild
nature. Inthisarticle, we’ll review the ways
wild animals have evolved to survive in
situations that might seem precarious to
us and how we can shift our perspectives
and decisions to avoid accidentally loving
wildlife to death.

Wildlife and the Public

You are not alone in your fascination
with wildlife. Recent research suggests
that the public’sinterest in wildlife-watch-
ing is growing. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service’s 2022 National Survey of Fishing,
Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation
found over 148 million U.S. residents, or
57% of the population that is 16 years or
older, participated in wildlife-watchingin
2022. Watching included closely observ-
ing, feeding, or photographing wildlife,
visiting public parks to view wildlife, and
maintaining plants and natural areas to
benefit wildlife. Other studies have shown
that wildlife-viewing has the potential
to grow more than other outdoor recre-
ational activities as respondents reported
higher future interest in wildlife-viewing
compared to previous years.

There hasalso been a shiftin the public’s
wildlife values. Colorado State University’s
(CSU) 2018 America’s Wildlife Values Project

showed that 35% of the adultsin the United
States are categorized as “mutualists” in
their wildlife values orientation, meaning
they believe wildlife deserve rights similar
to humans, are capable of trusting rela-
tionships with people, and are meant to
coexist with people. Accordingtothe CSU
project, 42.7% of Massachusetts residents
are mutualists. People with mutualistic
values are more likely to express anthropo-
morphic tendencies toward wildlife, which
is described as projecting human-like
characteristics, emotions, and behaviors
on animals and other non-human entities.
This may be why some people see wildlife
asakintoapetthatneeds our care,rather
than the independent, wild animals they
really are. The CSU project found that
67% of Massachusetts residents exhibit
anthropomorphic tendencies. While it’s
worth celebrating the deep connection
our residents have with wildlife, it is also
essential that people hold their mutualistic
inclinations in check to ensure that what
we do to help wildlife doesn’t result in
the opposite.

Leave Young Wildlife
Alone

Spring is what wildlife professionals
sometimes refer to as “baby season.”
Unfortunately, every year, the lives of
countless young wild creatures are dis-
turbed when people with good intentions
take young from the wild in a misguided
attempt to save them. In reality, they are
almost always kidnapping the young from
their parents and, ultimately, impairing
the young animals’ chances of becoming
normally functioning adults that pos-
sess the skills to survive. Wild animals
brought into human care miss out on key
learning experiences provided by parents
in natural environments. Upon release,
animals cared for by people may wander
back into populated areas where their
chance of being struck by vehicles is high
and their lack of fear of humans can lead
to people and pets being injured. Sadly,
some young animals are never released
back into the wild because they die in the
hands of well-meaning people who donot

MASSWILDLIFE 3



Not As Nature Intended I

Unlike the fawn on page 2, which was discovered, photographed, and left alone so its
mother could return to care for it, this fawn was illegally taken into human care in
West Roxbury. When MassWildlife's Deer & Moose Biologist went to seize the fawn,
its health had already rapidly declined due to this unnecessary intervention.

possess the knowledge and skills needed
to properly care for them. Compassion
and a Google search of how to care for
a wild animal is not enough to qualify a
person for this challenging work. This is
one reason why the possession of wildlife
is regulated by law and why it is illegal
for people to possess most wild animals
without an appropriate permit.

The good news is, while a young animal
without its adult may appear helpless,
orphaned, or abandoned, this is almost
never the case. Some species, in fact, re-
ceive no parental care at all. This is true
for most amphibians and reptiles, such as
snapping turtles that lay eggs in shallow
nests and leave them to hatch on their
own. Additionally, animal parents will
often not be in the immediate vicinity of
their offspring. Instead, they will distance
themselves from their young to avoid at-

tracting predatorsto an easy meal. Rabbits
and white-tailed deer are great examples
of this. They will hide their young, leave,
and only come back to feed them a few
times a day for very short periods. This
behavior can fool people into thinking
the kits or fawns have been abandoned
or orphaned—but don’t be mistaken:
The adult is very likely nearby waiting
for you to leave.

Fledgling songbirds can also trick people
intothinkingtheyneed help. These young,
fully feathered birds are often found
hopping on the ground by themselves in
the spring and summer, still unable to fly.
While it may look like they need assistance,
they are merely in an awkward “teenage”
stage where they are developed enoughto
have leapt from the nest but haven’t yet
taken to flight. Not to worry; the parents
are close by and will swoop down to feed

4 MASSWILDLIFE



I Respecting the Nesting Process

Each spring, countless Massachusetts
residents call MassWildlife with concerns
about young birds found outside of nests.
If the bird is an unfeathered hatchling,
like the American robin totheright, it can
be returned to its nest so it can continue
to receive parental care. If the bird is
mostly feathered like the photo above, it
is a fledgling and should be left alone as
it learns to hop, forage, and eventually fly.

the fledglings when needed. If you do find
a young bird without feathers outside the
nest, you can try to return it to its nest. If
you can't find the nest, you could create an
artificial nest by securing a small basket
or container, with drainage and filled with
some type of natural nesting material, to
branches in a nearby tree or shrub so the
parents can find and care for it.

For all these species, it’s tempting to stay
nearby to make sure the parents return,

but this will have the opposite effect. The
adults will see you as a potential danger
and will keep their distance until you
have left the area and until enough time
has passed following your departure to
ensure they can return safely.

Occasionally, wild animals will abandon
their young. This may happen when the
young are unlikely to survive, or when the
adults aren’t able to care for them. Natural
predation of young wildlife also occurs.

MASSWILDLIFE 5



This is why some wildlife has evolved to
produce large numbers of offspring or
have multiple birthing or nesting cycles
in a single year, to compensate for the
losses. Although this can be difficult to
accept, it’s a normal part of nature that
serves a vital role in the food chain and
ensures that only the fittest individuals
pass on their genes, which, in the end,
best supports healthier overall wildlife
populations.

We should always give wildlife the space
it needs to successfully raise offspring. To
do this, we must first recognize that wild
animals take care of their young in ways
that are vastly different from how people
do it. This does not mean their parenting
is inadequate, nor do humans need to in-
terfere directly. If you are aware of young
wildlife using your yard, for instance, you
can prevent your pets from digging into
nests or approaching, chasing, or hunting
young birds or mammals there. In the rare
case when you find a young animal with
visible injuries or nearits deceased mother,
contact your local MassWildlife District
Office or a licensed wildlife rehabilitator
for advice before taking action.

The Ripple Effect
of Relocation

Many people may not realize that relo-
cating wildlife is not only illegal in Mas-
sachusetts but ineffective and harmful to
wild animals. Imagine, for a moment, if
you were removed from your home and
randomly “relocated” to a place where
you had never been before and were
given no money, means of communi-
cation, supplies, or directions. It would
be disorienting and stressful, to say the
least, and locating and obtaining the basic
necessities in this circumstance would be
incredibly difficult. This also holds true for
most species of relocated wildlife. When a
wild animalisrelocated, it may attempt to
return to where it came from, increasing
its stress level from travel and putting it
at higher risk of vehicle collisions along
the way. Animals may also have trouble
finding food, water, and shelter in the

unfamiliar place. Even if resources are
readily available, the areaislikely already
home to other members of the same spe-
cies, which may create competition and
additional stress for both the newcomer
and the resident animals.

Sometimes people relocate wildlife be-
cause they think the animal is in a “bad”
habitat. This is especially common when
someone finds a turtle or turtle nest in a
developed area or not close to water and
then gets the idea to move the turtle or
its eggs to a nearby pond. Though you
may find turtles in surprising places,
like lawns, gravel pits, or roadsides, trust
that the turtle knows what it’s doing and
leave it be. If a turtle is relocated, it has
a higher risk of dying from predation in
the new habitat or from being struck by
a vehicle while trying to return home.
Additionally, turtle eggs are not likely to
survive relocation as they need to main-
tain their original orientation in the nest
and the embryo can be easily injured by a
person handling or moving the egg. The
one time it’s acceptable to move a turtle
is when it is found in a road and only if
it’s safe for you to stop and approach the
turtle. In this case, only move the turtle
in the direction it was heading, off the
edge of the road, and no more than 100
yards from where it was found.

Relocating wildlife can also spread dis-
ease when people unknowingly move sick
animals to areas where a disease wasn’t
present. This unfortunately occurred
last fall when a dead, rabid raccoon was
found in Eastham with porcupine quills
in its muzzle and arm. The presence of
quillsindicated that the animal was likely
relocated to Eastham from an unknown
location, as porcupines are extremely
uncommon on Cape Cod. Before this
incident, raccoon variant rabies had not
been detected on Cape Cod since 2021,
which also came from a suspected relo-
cated animal. The decision to move these
diseased animals put the health of wildlife
and human populations at higher risk of
thisfatal virusin southeast Massachusetts.
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Turtles Know Best I
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Helping turtles, like this common snapping turtle, cross busy roads—in the direction
they are heading—is the only time it is acceptable for a member of the public to move
a turtle. Turtles have relatively small home ranges and not all turtles are aquatic so
moving them can cause more harm than good. For instance, the preferred habitat of
the Eastern box turtle (inset, top) is primarily terrestrial, therefore, moving it to the
general or specific aquatic habitats preferred by a painted or Blanding's turtle (inset,
middle, bottom, respectively) can greatly reduce its chances of survival.

The moral of the story is, even though
you may not witness the negative effects
ofrelocating wildlife, it doesn’t mean they
are not occurring. While wildlife activity
on your property can be inconvenient at
times, it’s important to remember that
animals are there because they can find
the resources they need to survive in that
habitat. If you want an animal to spend
lesstime in your yard,identify and remove
what attracted it there in the first place.
Thisincludes food sources, like garbage or
bird feeders, or shelter, like crawl spaces.
If you have a garden that wildlife likes to
snack on, investin effective exclosures, like
wire mesh fences, to keep animals out of
the area. If you continue to experience
conflict with wildlife in or around your
home, contact alicensed Problem Animal
Control (PAC) agent for assistance.

Wild Animals Don’t Need
Our Handouts

One spring, I received a call from a
woman who had dozens of turkeys in
her small, suburban backyard for over a
week. She was understandably frustrat-
ed by their constant presence and bold
behavior, and she was ready to rally her
neighbors and start a petition to remove
the birds. WhenIasked her afew questions,
Ilearned that her mother,wholivedinthe
in-law apartment attached to her home,
was feeding the turkeys sunflower seeds
every morning. Those turkeys weren’t
going anywhere! It turned out that the
cause of the turkey trouble was inside her
own house. The caller and I had a good
laugh and brainstormed ways she could

Continued on page 10
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Wild Lawn Patches for a Backyard Bunny

the newborn Eastern cottontail shown

above that I found last spring, can be
exciting, but after such discoveries we face
achoice. We can either let our emotions get
the best of us and intervene, or step back
and allow nature to take its course.

F indingyoungwildlife in your yard, like

In this instance, I found a natural middle
ground. I liked seeing the young rabbit,
but I didn't want it to get accustomed to
munching on my flower beds, so I decided
to leave several large rectangular patches
of my lawn unmown throughout the spring
and summer months (See opposite page).
White clover and several types of grasses and
other wild plants flourished. These islands
of'tall grass, on my otherwise-mowed lawn,
provided much-needed food and cover for
the young rabbit, which grew to adulthood
in my yard over the course of last year.
The patches were also visited frequently
by woodchucks, striped skunks, opossum,
and countless pollinators, including bum-
blebees. The rabbit did eat my violets a few
times, but it mostly munched on the white
clover. — Troy Gipps, Editor

8 MASSWILDLIFE
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Continued from page 7

convince her mother to stop feeding the
birds so her family could once again use
their yard in peace.

Unfortunately, intentional wildlife
feeding like this occurs every day across
the state. Though it may seem generous to
feed wild animals, it’s almost never neces-
sary and can have serious consequences.
Feedingwildlife alters an animal’snatural
behavior, may cause nutritional deficien-
cies, can increase the spread of disease,
and results in competition and stress at
feeding sites. While feeding wildlife can
make a person feel close with nature, the
best way to show love for wild animalsis to
avoid actionslike intentional feeding that
put them at higher risk of stress, injury,
disease, and even death.

The impulse to intentionally feed wild-
life can be especially strong during the
winter. Yet wildlife in Massachusetts has
evolved to tolerate very cold conditions
and possesses the adaptations needed to
survive without our help. Some mammals,
like coyotes and raccoons, grow thick,
dense winter coats to handle low tempera-
tures. Birds will fluff out their feathers,
trapping air underneath to create awarm
barrier similar to a down jacket. Ducks
and geese not only have down feathers
to protect them, but they also rub oils
on their outer feathers for waterproofing.
Further, wildlife will decrease movement
during the winter to conserve resources
and, when animals are active, they tap
into their stored body fat to give them
the energy they need. When searching for
foodin the winter, they have plenty of nat-
ural options. Chickadees, sparrows, and
finches inspect the ground and trees for
overwintering insects, seeds, and lichen.
Wild turkeys will dig into shallow snow
to find acorns and nuts. Deer and moose
digestive systems change in the winter to
process primarily twigs, buds, and bark.
This is why supplemental feeding can be
especially harmful to deer, as their winter
digestive system is not equipped to break
down a high-carbohydrate, human-pro-

vided diet. The magnitude of the decision
to feed deer in winter was demonstrated
in 2015 when a New Hampshire town
had 12 deer die within 300 feet of one
another due to complications caused by
the winter feeding of corn, hay, and deer
pellets by residents.

No matter the species, intentional
feedingleads to habituation. Habituation
is when wildlife get unnaturally com-
fortable near people and their homes,
usually because individual animals find
easy food sources in neighborhoods and
backyards. Habituation is bad for both
wild animals and humans. It changes the
animal’s relationship with humans, often
causing wildlife to approach people for
food or potentially exhibit bold behavior.
Some of the most difficult cases of this
occur on golf courses, where golfers toss
food to wildlife, like coyotes, for a quick
laugh or to get rid of food scraps. But it’s
not so funny when that coyote learns to
approach the next unsuspecting golfer, or
theresidents in the surrounding neighbor-
hood, in search of food. Feeding wildlife
is also a dangerous act, as animals carry
disease that can spread to people through
close interactions. Intentional feeding and
habituation can also have fatal outcomes
for wildlife. If an animal, like a turkey,
coyote, or bear, becomes so bold that it’s
considered a threat to human health and
safety, it may need to be euthanized. In
the end, thisisnot the fault of the animal.
The responsibility here lies with the people
who are teaching animals these ill-fated
behaviors by feeding them.

The best way to avoid these mistakes is
to never purposely feed wildlife. You can
make an even bigger impact by reminding
your family, friends, and neighbors that
Massachusetts wildlife does not need
handouts from people, even during the
winter. If you’re aware of intentional
feeding in your neighborhood that could
lead to a public-safety concern, contact
your local police department or board of
health for assistance. If your town is con-
sidering a by-law or ordinance to address
egregious, intentional wildlife-feeding by
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residents, take time to review the proposal
and demonstrate your support for it.

Bird Feeders, Disease,
and Rodenticide

Over 50 million Americans purchase
more than 1 billion pounds of bird seed
and suet annually. You may be one of
them. I used to be until I learned that bird
feeders, or what some biologists refer to as
wildlife feeders, undoubtedly cause more
harm than good for wild animals. While
feeders have some benefits for birds, they
contribute to the largest sources of wild
bird mortality in North America: window
strikes and predation by outdoor cats. They
are also a main driver for human-wildlife
conflict. Let’s be honest—bird feeders do
not only attract songbirds. Wild turkeys
and small mammals, like mice, chip-
munks, and squirrels, are attracted to
these feeding stations, too. Then come
the predators, like foxes, coyotes, and
bobcats, all hunting those smaller ani-
mals. Black bears will also routinely visit
(and destroy) bird feeders for a quick, easy

meal, even during the day. A black bear
that learns to visit backyard bird feeders
may eventually come to find a neighbor’s
unprotected livestock, potentially losing
its life as a farmer takes lethal action to
protect their property. MassWildlife saw
this exact situation result in the orphan-
ing of four bear cubs in Athol this year.
The mother bear was ultimately killed
while raiding a chicken coop, but this
learned behavior of searching for food
in a suburban area started with visiting
“harmless” bird feeders. Unfortunately,
thisis an all-too-common occurrence, but
the root cause is always the same: People
feeding wildlife out of love, and wildlife
paying the ultimate price.

Bird feeders and feeding platforms are
also hotspots for disease. Many wildlife
diseases are spread by physical contact
between healthy and sick animals. Bird
feeders gather animals in unnaturally
high concentrations, creating a place for
disease tospread quickly and cause greater
harm. This effect has been observed with
the growing number of occurrences of

I Feeding More Than Songbirds
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I Habituation Hurts

Wild animals become less cautious around, or habituated to, people when they find
easy meals in neighborhoods. Drawn initially to bird feeders, the wild turkeys above
are part of a flock that routinely slows traffic in Northborough. They approached this
vehicle to challenge their own reflections, which they view as intruding birds. The
black bear above was first photographed in Granby and South Hadley visiting bird
feeders (see photo on page 11) but quickly became a repeat chicken coop raider. The
bear was ultimately killed for this learned behavior, likely by someone who took lethal

action to protect their property.

avian pox in Massachusetts’ wild turkey
population. Not to be confused with avian
flu, avian pox is a highly transmissible
disease that is spread by biting insects,
direct contact between sick and healthy
birds, and contact with heavily contami-
nated surfaces, like feeders and perches.
Over 200 species of wild birds, including
finches, mourning doves, and wild tur-
keys, have been reported with avian pox.
Infected birds can have wart-like growths
on unfeathered parts of the body, inside
the beak, and within the respiratory tract.
This can impair their vision, feeding, and
breathing. Mild cases may resolve on their
own; however, severe cases can be fatal.
Avian poxisnot athreattohuman health,
but it is becoming more common in wild
turkeys, particularly in areas where they
are gathering at intentional feeding sites
or bird feeders.

Another clear connection between feed-
ing and wildlife health ismange. Mange is
acontagious skin disease caused by micro-
scopic mites that affects domestic and wild
animals, including foxes, coyotes, squir-

12

rels, raccoons, and others. Mange-infected
animals experience hair loss or thinning,
scabbing, and flaky skin. While individuals
with healthy immune systems can recover
from mange on their own, some will die
from the infection. Although it’s natural
to have moderate levels of mange on the
landscape, wildlife feeding can cause
an increase in spread and mortality be-
cause of the higher likelihood of animals
encountering one another at a feeding
site. The public should never attempt to
medicate or trap animals infected with
mange. It is illegal, can further spread
the disease, and has many negative and
potentially lethal side effects for both wild
and domestic animals. The challenges
of treating mange in wildlife are always
hard for the public to accept. I remem-
ber one call from a distressed teenager
about a young fox in her neighborhood
that was showing signs of mange. She’d
watched this fox grow up, as her neighbor
had been feeding the fox kits popcorn in
his backyard every night. The neighbor’s
decision to purposely feed the foxes put
the animals’ health at risk by gathering

MASSWILDLIFE



wildlife together and creating a place for
mange to easily spread. This teenager was
now witness to the repercussions of the
neighbor’s choice and, regrettably, learned
that there was not an immediate solution
to the problem.

Fortunately, animals can recover from
mange if their immune systems are
healthy. Yet, there are decisions people
make that negatively affect awild animal’s
immune system. One prominent example
of this is the use of rodenticide. Roden-
ticides, especially second-generation
anticoagulant rodenticides (SGARs), are
commonly used by individuals and busi-
nesses for rodent control. Unfortunately,
the mice and rats that consume rodenti-
cide can still be eaten by carnivores, such
as foxes, raptors, fishers, bobcats, coyotes,
and more. If predators consume enough
rodenticide-ridden meals, they can get
secondary poisoning. Secondary poison-
ing from SGARs can result in the death
of wildlife, as was the case for two bald
eagles in Massachusetts in 2021. In other
circumstances, secondary poisoning can
weaken an animal’simmune system. Ifan
animal’simmune system is compromised
from secondary rodenticide poisoning, it
may be unable to recover from otherwise
moderate diseases like mange. If you
need to manage rodent problems on your
property, first remember that bird feeders
attract, produce, and support high rodent
populations, so take down your feeder
and secure all food sources, like garbage,
pet food, and compost, around or in your
home. Additionally, avoid rodenticide,
especially SGARs, and try alternative
control measures, like baited snap traps,
to reduce the risk of harm to non-target
species.

Even with these fatal costs at stake,
people continue to adorn their yards with
tubes of seed and cages of suet. If you want
to support healthy wildlife populations,
toss out your feeders and help local birds by
growingnative plants, trees, and shrubs or
maintaining a clean bird bath. If you have
acat, keep itindoors or directly supervise
it whenever it is outside to prevent it from

hunting and killing songbirds and small
mammals. Instead of having birds come
toyou, gotobird-friendly natural habitat,
like MassWildlife Wildlife Management
Areas (WMAs). The Leyden and Frances
Crane WMA:s are great for birding, espe-
cially during the spring migration from
mid-April to mid-May.

Protecting the Wild Nature

of Wildlife

With Massachusetts being the third-
most-densely populated state in the
nation, human-wildlife interactions are
inevitable. For many, the chance to see
wildlife and to observe natural behaviors
can be an exciting experience. However,
it’s up to us to make small, daily choices
that help, and not harm, these animals.
Wildlife is exactly that: wild life. Though
you may be tempted to view them as
pets—with human-like characteristics—
wild animals have evolved to roam free
and care for themselves. They don’t need
our love in the form of handouts or misin-
formed rescue attempts. Luckily, there are
other ways we can show love for wildlife
that make a difference. Start locally by
planting a native pollinator garden or
advocating for nearby land protection
and habitat restoration that supports a
diversity of wildlife. If you like spending
time innature, join acommunity clean-up
event or contribute to a participatory sci-
ence project, like recording your wildlife
sightings using the iNaturalist app. If you'd
like to provide financial support for rare
species conservation, consider donating
to MassWildlife’s Endangered Species
Fund by visiting mass.gov/nhesp. Maybe
most importantly, by avoiding actions
that alter wildlife behavior for your own
benefit and instead making decisions to
improve natural habitat, you can ensure
that you won’t be the next person to love
wildlife to death.

About the Author

Meghan Crawford is MassWildlife's Com-
munity Engagement Biologist.
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Boston-based wildlife photographer Moss Lynch of @wildlifeboston was fortunate to get
this photograph of an American oystercatcher (Haematopus palliatus) and its 2-day-old
chick on their nest in Winthrop last summer. This species is rare in the Commonwealth
but is increasing in abundance and distribution along our coast. The most recent Mass-
Wildlife American oystercatcher summary reported at least 202 pairs statewide.
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