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For Birds in a Changing World: Introducing New Tagline

International Bird Rescue and partners respond to an Elegant Tern colony nesting on two barges in the Long Beach Harbor in July 2021.

Since 1971, Interna-
tional Bird Rescue has 

responded to more than 
265 oil spills and oth-
er emergencies, caring 
for over 170,000 birds 
across six continents. Fif-
ty-five years ago, there 
was no playbook for oil 
spill response. Bird Res-
cue established protocols, 
conducted research, de-
veloped response plans, 
and trained responders. 
For five decades, that 
foundation has expanded 
into world-class research, 
training, preparedness, 

and response services ca-
pable of meeting emerg-
ing threats. 

From pelican strand-
ings to harmful algal 
blooms to bird flu, each 
emergency shares the 
same story: a world shift-
ing faster than the sys-

tems built to protect it. 
Nearly three billion birds 
have disappeared from 
North America in fifty 
years.

Every bird returned 
to the wild is a deliberate 
act of hope, and a step 
toward slowing  that loss. 

This anniversary, we for-
mally adopt the tagline 
that has grown quietly 
alongside our work: For 
Birds in a Changing World.

To our Wildlife Re-
sponsibility partners who 
have taken this journey 
with us, some since the 
beginning: Thank you. Oil 
spill response remains 
our foundation. We invite 
you to explore ways to ex-
pand our partnership to 
better protect wildlife in 
a changing world. Read 
more from CEO.

https://www.birdrescue.org/introducing-our-new-tagline-for-birds-in-a-changing-world/
https://www.birdrescue.org/introducing-our-new-tagline-for-birds-in-a-changing-world/
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Adrian Gastelum created an animated re-enactment of Dan 
Vega’s recount rescuing an oiled grebe surrounded by sea lions.

Some people find their 
calling in a classroom. 

Danene Birtell found 
hers on a beach in South 
Africa. In 2000, she got 
herself to Cape Town 
when the Merchant Ves-
sel named Treasure sank, 
releasing tons of fuel oil 

into one of the world’s 
most critical African Pen-
guin breeding grounds. 
It was her first major oil 
spill response, and it had 
a profound impact.

That response is 
where Birtell first worked 
alongside Jay Holcomb 
and Barbara Callahan. 
Holcomb mentored her 
through waterproofing 
and bird grading proto-
cols and wrote her a let-
ter of recommendation 
in the middle of a crisis. 
She never forgot it.

Birtell is one of many 
wildlife professionals 
who trace their path back 
to Bird Rescue, where 
hands-on response work 
offers access to world-
class training that has 

launched careers across 
veterinary science and 
wildlife rescue. Driven 
to understand not just 
what rehabilitators do 
but why, she went on 
to earn an Associate of 
Applied Science in Vet-
erinary Technology and 
built a career spanning 

more than 35 oiled wild-
life incidents.

When the Prepared-
ness Manager position 
opened at IBR, she an-
swered the call.

“She’s coming home,” 
Bellizzi said. “She’s fami-
ly.” Read full story here. 

Staff Spotlight: 
Danene Birtell

Since we published our 
story on the all-black 

heron spotted in Slidell, 
LA, in January, the birding 
community has followed 

the case closely. The 
bird’s striking appearance 
sparked debate online, 
with many convinced it 
was a rare melanistic her-

on, not oil exposure. We 
now have answers.

Lab results from the 
Louisiana Department 
of Wildlife and Fisheries 
have confirmed what our 
team suspected. The ju-
venile Great Blue Heron’s 
feathers were stained 
by oil, not a rare genet-
ic condition. According 
to a report in nola.com, 
the necropsy identified 
multiple factors: extreme 
emaciation, a severe gas-
trointestinal parasite in-
fection, and exposure to 
petroleum products. The 
parasite load, common in 
debilitated wildlife, was a 
symptom of her decline 

rather than its cause. 
The findings are im-

portant. This heron’s sto-
ry is now a documented 
case study in how oiling 
can go unrecognized, 
even when every feather 
is affected. The more we 
understand, the better 
equipped we all are to act 
in time.

Sandra Akhtar, whose 
early concern helped 
bring attention to this 
bird, said it best: “We all 
need to do better next 
time.”

If you encounter a 
bird in distress, call our 
free HelpLine: 866-SOS-
BIRD (866-767-2473).

‘Goth Heron’ Update: What We Learned

State lab results confirmed the all-black heron found in Louisiana 
was a Great Blue Heron with feathers stained by oil. 

Spring Team 
Update
The most effective re-

sponse begins long 
before a crisis. The first 
quarter of 2026 kept In-
ternational Bird Rescue’s 
response and training 
team moving across time 
zones and terrain. In Jan-
uary, Barbara Callahan, 
Senior Director of Re-
sponse Services, and Mi-
chelle Bellizzi, Response 
and Training Manager, 
led an Oiled Wildlife First 
Responder Training for 
the Island Oil Spill Asso-
ciation on Orcas Island, 
Washington.

February brought a 
ten-person team led by 
CEO JD Bergeron, Julie 
Skoglund, Senior Direc-
tor of Operations and 
Programs, and Bellizzi to 
Marathon Renewables 
in Martinez, CA, for an 
Oiled Wildlife Assess-
ment including capture 

drills and wildlife deter-
rence recommendations.

In March, Callahan 
and Bellizzi joined TetraT-
ech at Quivira Wildlife 
Refuge in Kansas to as-
sess wildlife risk for a 
Wildlife Response Plan 
during spring migration 
while significant spring 
numbers of waterfowl 
and cranes underscored 

what was at stake. Back-
to-back Industrial Wild-
life Response training fol-
lowed in Forks, WA, and 
Juneau, AK, along with 
an APSC First Responder 
Training in Cordova, AK, 
alongside Kylie Clatter-
buck, SoCal Wildlife Cen-
ter Manager.

In April, Bellizzi and 
Danene Birtell, who 

joined Bird Rescue this 
spring, represented 
the organization at the 
Global Oiled Wildlife Re-
sponse System meeting 
in Ostende, Belgium. 
Birtell’s arrival brings to-
gether three of the most 
experienced oiled wild-
life responders in the 
field, with a shared histo-
ry that spans decades.

Oiled Bird Rescue Animated
Re-enactment

During the Ventura oil 
incident in Novem-

ber 2025, responders 
Dan Vega and Alex Carv-
er faced an unexpected 
obstacle: an oiled grebe 
surrounded by sea lions. 
Because sea lions are 
federally protected un-
der the Marine Mammal 
Protection Act, the team 
couldn’t simply move in. 

They had to improvise.
In this animated reen-

actment, Vega shares the 
moment and the quick 
thinking it required, de-
picted through the art-
work of Adrian Gastelum, 
who lent his talent to 
bring the scene to life. It’s 
a rare look at the prob-
lem-solving that defines 
real field response.

Danene Birtell, Preparedness 
Manager for Bird Rescue

Danene Birtell checks newly-washed African Penguins’ water-
proof feathers during the 2000 MV Treasure Spill.

Barbara Callahan, Senior Director of Response Services, presents an Oiled Wildlife First Response 
training in Cordova, AK.

https://www.birdrescue.org/staff-highlight-welcome-danene-birtell-preparedness-manager/
https://www.birdrescue.org/all-black-heron-found-in-louisiana-highlights-how-oiling-can-go-unnoticed/
https://www.birdrescue.org/all-black-heron-found-in-louisiana-highlights-how-oiling-can-go-unnoticed/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zkwZ9jzCyBk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zkwZ9jzCyBk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zkwZ9jzCyBk
https://www.birdrescue.org/all-black-heron-found-in-louisiana-highlights-how-oiling-can-go-unnoticed/


International Bird Rescue April 2026

Wildlife Responsibility Bulletin

The Wildlife Responsibility Bulletin is published by Internation-
al Bird Rescue for its customers. Editors: Emily Dixon, Ariana 
Gastelum,  JD Bergeron, and Daniel Flynn. Contributors: Michelle 
Bellizzi, Barbara Callahan, and Danene Birtell. Photos: Russ Cur-
tis, Kylie Clatterbuck, and Sierra Koop. Design: Ariana Gastelum

4

Don’t Kidnap 
that Baby Bird!

There’s no denying that 
ducklings pull on our 

heartstrings, but some-
times our interference 
hurts more than it helps. 
Each spring, Bird Rescue 
raises up to 1,000 baby 
birds, some orphaned, 
some accidentally taken 
by caring people. A baby 
bird’s best chance is to 
be raised by its parents. 
No rehabilitation center 
can replicate what a wild 
upbringing provides. Ob-
serve first, then follow the 
steps on the right.

The first clutch of Mallards 
arrive at Bird Rescue on April 
4, 2026.


