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Basic Math
I called around to see what it costs to keep a dog or cat in the hospital for a full day and overnight.  No matter how intense the care or how little the care, by the time I was done figuring my bill, it was over $100.  That $100 is an important figure.  It is the minimum price that you will pay to have 24-hour domestic animal hospital care. The price can exceed that greatly. 

I went back to the New England Wildlife Center record keepers and asked this question:  “How many 24-hour care units do we provide to wild animals each year?”  In other words, how many wild animals stay in our hospital overnight and for how many nights?  The answer was 45,000 times a year.

So here is the basic math.  If we were a commercial domestic animal hospital the charge for these 45,000 – 24-hour care units not including any other medical or surgical procedures would be $100 X 45,000 or $4.5 million.  In a commercial setting that would be $4.5 million in income when in fact in our non-profit it is $0 in income.

On the other side of the equation, the expense budget for the whole NEWC organization including the hospital, all the education programs (60,000 student contact hours), including hosting weekly folk and blues jams, conducting weekly Wild Things Playgroups, hosting the New England Herpetological Society, the South Shore Humane Society, and the Animal Control Officers Association of Massachusetts, conducting our own commercial exotic veterinary practice and boarding service, providing affordable pet supplies, training 60 undergraduate and high school interns each year, and all other costs to run our new facility is less than $1,000,000 per year.  That is a $3.5 million difference.  Raising $1 million in donations yearly for a local wildlife cause is a strenuous undertaking.
So what’s the point?  Well, commercial vets by law are allowed to charge to care for animals.  It is against the law for the non-profit New England Wildlife Center (or for any wildlife rehabber) to charge for the care of sick and injured wildlife.

So what’s going on here?  Are commercial vets that greedy?  No, not at all.  Compared to human medicine the care of domestic pets is a bargain!  Those of us with health insurance never see the real costs.  I think it means we here at NEWC are really efficient.  I also think it means we may be in a thread bare non-profit, that is cut too close to the bone – we do not receive tax monies to support our cause, only the generous gifts of donors.  Ultimately the size of the wildlife problem exceeds any agency, individually or collectively, in Massachusetts.

We are not part of a large organization or subsidized by a university or any other entity.  To make this financial hardship even more difficult, state law requires the Center to provide each wild animal (robin, raccoon, chipmunk, starling) with the same level of medical care and recordkeeping care that your pet dog or cat receives.

In part, this is because the laws affecting veterinarians are designed to protect consumers.  Wild animals have no consumers attached to them.  Other laws affecting wildlife are designed to protect some species and to “manage” others.

This dichotomy (frankly this confusion) is unfortunate because it affects the care of wildlife.  It diminishes the number of animals that can receive care.  And, it ultimately prevents veterinarians and their assistants from doing their job well.  It ignores that there are hundreds of animals in Massachusetts that fall injured at the hands of the Massachusetts citizens every day.

In the veterinary setting, dollars dictate the kinds of diagnostic and therapeutic tools we can purchase and the types of specialists that surround an animal’s needs.  Does this mean we don’t provide adequate care?  No, not at all.  It does mean that there are some basic philosophical differences and challenges that exist in providing the best care possible for all the wildlife that comes to the Center with the limited resources available.

The staff of the Center is just as thoroughly trained as they are in the commercial practice.  We are licensed veterinarians, veterinary technicians, animal caretakers and rehabilitators – but there are fewer of us and many more patients.  Nevertheless, the care of each individual wild animal is required to be of the same quality as that of an owned pet.  In addition, many of the human hands that help us are students learning biology and giving their all to join the ranks of licensed veterinarians, technicians, biologists and animal caretakers.  We are by and large, in a different kind of business than commercial  veterinary practices.

How can you say that?  Don’t all clinical veterinarians kind of do the same thing?  The overall lack of resources in wildlife medicine changes the manner in which we approach medical care but it does not change the quality of the professional caretaker.  In addition there are some basic differences in what wild animals need for care.

First, not every animal that comes through our doors needs round-the-clock overnight tending, nor does every animal need veterinary assistance.  What they need is custodial care.  Nevertheless, the law sees that these animals are in a wildlife hospital under the jurisdiction of a licensed veterinarian, and because they are in a place that is called a wildlife hospital, they need to be overseen by a veterinarian, requiring veterinary charts, veterinary oversight, veterinary attention, and veterinary diagnostics and therapeutics.

Second, the biology and especially the behavioral needs of our patients are quite different from emotionally needy dogs and cats.  Wild animals don’t generally like to be cuddled.  Domestic cats and dogs, by and large, like a fuss.  If you fuss over an adult mute swan, raccoon or snapping turtle, you lose.  If you fuss over a hummingbird, a kingfisher or a great blue heron – they lose, because they die from fright.  You can kill a cardinal by simply trying to listen to its heart with a stethoscope.

Our end goals in wildlife medicine are different too.  Wild animals want to be wild.  At the end of the process they need to be minimally self-sustaining and if they are not, then we will euthanize them.  Not so for dogs and cats.

Let’s compare what happens in a commercial practice with what happens in our wildlife facility.  As an example, let me use one of the veterinary hospitals that I work in regularly (it is across and down the street from us).  It is a healthy commercial practice with multiple veterinarians (some diplomate, and some new, just out of school interns) and multiple veterinary technicians, record keepers, receptionists, and billing people.  When a hit-by-car dog is brought in, several technicians and several veterinarians look at that dog immediately.  One officially appointed veterinarian is in charge, but because of the money, many eyes see it, examine it, and care for it.  There are many hands and legs to reach for the syringe, and while one cradles the patient, another places a catheter, another tears tape and gauze, or reaches for the oxygen hose.  Caretakers talk though the whole process to one another mostly about what is happening to the patient.  (Remember, you are paying for the best possible care.)  This is a rich, informative interchange – professionals and colleagues sharing observations, opinions, facts and ideas.  “I’ve seen this before and did it this way” … or “what is this, the third hit by a car today?”  “Can you turn on the oxygen?” “Can you page radiology?”  “Maybe we need an ultrasound”.

By contrast, what happens at the New England Wildlife Center?  While there are just as many hands and legs, voices and eyes if you count all of our staff, interns and volunteers as in a commercial practice, nearly all of them are untrained in veterinary medicine – many are high school and undergraduate students.  They are all eager to learn and excited to help.  Their assistance helps the patient in the short run and all the animals in the long run because these helpers learn but they also ignite to become animal care professionals by helping us here.  (No one is directly paying for their care but there is still a substantial investment in terms of work, effort and emotion).  At NEWC the pitter-patter around the patient is not “I’ve seen this before and did it this way…” but it is just as rich and goes like this … “What kind of animal is this?” “Wow, it’s so little, what does it weigh? 2 grams?” “Let’s put it away for a while – if we continue to handle it, it will die from stress.” “Can you give a 2 gram animal a shot?  “Do you know if metronidazole is toxic to wrens?”  This is no less caring, no less professional than at the commercial practice, but it is different.  There is a large educational component to the interchange; everyone is learning.  There are in fact about 400 species of wild animals to know about, not just cats and dogs, so everyone learns, even the lead veterinarian.

We are now faced with an interesting ethical dilemma.  What is it that people  want for their wildlife?  The best possible attentive care?  Like in a commercial practice?  If that is the case, then the New England Wildlife Center can pare down its patient load.  To get us to an equivalent value as a typical commercial practice (and remember the math we are doing here is conservative) we would have to reduce our patient load from the 45,000 patient overnights to about 5,000 patient overnights for an entire year.  At that rate, we could legally care for 50 grey squirrels a year.  Is that worth a million dollar budget?  Does that meet our mission?
Another choice is to bring Massachusetts rules and laws governing wildlife and commercial veterinary practice into perspective that allows eleemosynary efforts in behalf of disenfranchised animals to proceed in the manner that trained personnel know is good care.

Another choice is to bring more money to the Center either through public governmental support or through more generous gifts from the public.

The Center currently has one of the best fundraising teams in the Northeast working on private donations. There is never enough to pay the bills.  Although we are a non-profit, our vendors are not.  
What do you think?  What choices would you make to help Massachusetts wildlife? Please let us know.

