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This last quarter of the 
year showed how 

preparedness directly 
improves outcomes for 
oiled wildlife, reinforc-
ing our role as a trusted 
partner through hands-
on field work and global 
training.

In October, Inter-
national Bird Rescue 
experts contributed to 
international capaci-
ty-building at the Effects 
of Oil on Wildlife Con-

ference in Cape Town, 
South Africa. Barbara 
Callahan, Michelle Bel-
lizzi, and Kylie Clatter-
buck led a half-day “Oil 
Spills 101” workshop for 
20 emerging respond-
ers, while Dr. Rebecca 
Duerr, Bellizzi, Callahan, 
and Clatterbuck present-
ed scientific papers. The 
gathering also honored 
responders to the 2000 
Treasure Oil Spill.

Later in the month, 

preparedness translated 
into action. Callahan and 
Julie Skoglund delivered 
our annual Oiled Wildlife 
First Responder Training 
for longtime partner Al-
yeska Pipeline Service 
Company in Valdez. Days 
later, our Southern Cali-
fornia team shifted into 
active response during 
the Ventura oiled bird 
incident, admitting sig-
nificant numbers of oiled 
animals from the Ventu-

ra Harbor area.
Together, these ef-

forts reflect a strong year 
of impact. In 2025, Bird 
Rescue delivered 16 oiled 
wildlife response train-
ings, equipping 1,350 
responders to act quickly 
and collaboratively when 
wildlife needs us most. 
Looking ahead, January 
brings an Oiled Wildlife 
First Response Training 
in Washington’s San Juan 
Islands, alongside ear-
ly planning with federal 
and regional partners to 
strengthen refuge-level 
preparedness.

Winter Team Update: Applied Expertise, Real-World Impact

Michelle Bellizzi, Response and Training Manager, leads an Oiled Wildlife Response Training with 
the Wildlife Rescue Association of British Columbia.

Barbara Callahan presents at 
the 2025 Effects of Oil on Wild-
life Conference in Capetown, 
South Africa. 
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An oiled Great Blue Heron perches by a creek in Slidell, LA, draw-
ing attention from onlookers captivated by its unusual appear-
ance.

When a striking, all-
black heron ap-

peared in Slidell, Louisi-
ana, it captivated birders 
online. Many assumed 
the bird had a rare genet-
ic condition called mel-
anism. In reality, it was a 
Great Blue Heron coated 
in oil, showing how con-
tamination is not always 
obvious.

Oiled wildlife does not 
always look distressed at 
first glance. Oil can coat 
feathers evenly, creating 
a dark, glossy appearance 
rather than a more typical 
matted look. Wildlife may 
mask illness, continuing 
to hunt or move normally 
until the physical toll be-
comes fatal. In this case, 
subtle warning signs in-
cluded unusual feather 
sheen, residue on the bill, 
excessive preening, lim-

ited flight, and reduced 
evasion of people.

A local resident recog-
nized that something was 
not right and contacted 
International Bird Rescue. 
Drawing on decades of oil 
spill response experience 
and year-round aquatic 
wildlife care, our experts 
reviewed photos and vid-
eos and confirmed the 
bird needed immediate 
professional intervention.

The heron did not sur-
vive, but its story leaves a 
clear lesson: when a wild 
animal looks unusual or 
out of place, do not rely 
on assumptions or on-
line speculation. Contact 
trained wildlife profes-
sionals who assess these 
cases every day. Early 
guidance leads to faster 
response, better care, and 
lives saved.

A Heron’s Lesson in Why 
Awareness Matters

International Bird Rescue 
is honored to be fea-

tured in the new Dawn 
commercial, celebrating 
a partnership that has 
supported oiled wildlife 
rescue for more than 45 
years. This year’s ad high-
lights the real work be-
hind recovery, featuring 
species our team cares 
for every year, including 
Western Grebes and Surf 
Scoters, along with Bird 
Rescue staff in action. 

Built on proven science 
and compassionate care, 
this long-standing collab-
oration continues to give 
birds a second chance. 

As we look to the new 
year, we invite partners, 
communities, and col-
laborators to join us in 
expanding what is pos-
sible for wildlife through 
shared action, events, 
and innovation. Email 
partners@birdrescue.org 
to connect.

Trusted Partnership Saves Wildlife

The new Dawn commercial features species our team cares for 
every year along with Bird Rescue staff in action.

Looking Forward: A Calendar Celebrating 55 Years of Care

Fifty-five years after a 
single oil spill com-

pelled concerned individ-
uals to act, International 
Bird Rescue enters 2026 
rooted in the same mis-
sion that launched our 
work: to inspire people 
to act toward balance 
with the natural world 
by rescuing waterbirds in 
crisis.

Born in response to 
oil spills, Bird Rescue 
pioneered the care of 
oiled wildlife. While oil 
remains a critical focus, 
birds in a changing world 
now face compounding 
threats including habi-
tat loss, environmental 
toxins, disease, and star-
vation. Nearly 3 billion 
birds have been lost over 

the past 55 years, under-
scoring the urgency of 
adaptive, science-based 
conservation in action.

Our 2026 calendar 
reflects this evolution, 
marking a year of pre-
paredness, partnership, 
and care for wildlife. It 
offers a way to recog-
nize the shared knowl-
edge and collaboration 

that allow rescue to scale 
across six continents and 
save more lives.

We invite partners 
and clients to commem-
orate 55 years of rescue 
by sharing the 2026 cal-
endar with their teams 
or communities. Visit 
our website to purchase 
a calendar and use code 
WRB20 to get 20% off. 

An Unexpected Winner: Western Gull 
Selected as 2025 Patient of the Year

She wasn’t rare or 
flashy, but in 2025, a 

Western Gull made his-
tory as International Bird 
Rescue’s first-ever gull 
named Patient of the 
Year.

This adult female was 
admitted after being shot 
in Wilmington, Califor-
nia, with severe injuries 
including fractures to 
her keel and pubic bone, 
which are often fatal for 
birds. When she arrived 

on August 5, survival was 
far from certain. After a 
month of intensive care, 
she defied expectations 
and was strong enough 
to return to the coast, 
released alongside two 
other gulls.

Her story carried an 
extraordinary detail. She 
arrived wearing a fed-
eral leg band. Records 
revealed she had been 
banded as a chick near 
Santa Catalina Island in 

–Continued on page 4
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2004, making her 21 
years old at the time of 
intake, well beyond the 
average lifespan of a 
Western Gull. For two 
decades, she survived 
storms, pollution, food 
scarcity, and human 
encroachment, only to 
be brought down by 
violence and given a 

second chance through 
care. Out of 171 votes, 
she earned a clear lead 
at 40 percent. As Patient 
of the Year, she reminds 
us that repeated care, 
long-term monitoring, 
and expertise matter. 
Every bird’s history 
counts, and sometimes 
one gull tells a much 
bigger story.

An Unexpected Winner: Western Gull 
Selected as 2025 Patient of the Year

If you encounter a bird 
or other wildlife con-

taminated with oil, 
grease, or an unknown 
substance, please do not 
attempt to wash the an-
imal yourself. Improper 
cleaning can seriously 
harm the animal, reduce 
its chances of survival, 
and put you at risk. Safe-
ly washing oiled wild-
life requires specialized 
training, equipment, and 

protocols.
If you find an ani-

mal in distress, contact 
your local wildlife reha-
bilitation center or an-
imal control agency so 
trained professionals 
can respond. If you are 
unsure whether an ani-
mal is contaminated, this 
checklist can help guide 
you. When in doubt, 
reach out to a profes-
sional.

Call for Help, Don’t Wash
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