
Interview with a Wildlife Rehabilitator 

Featuring Caitlin from Caitlin’s Critters Rescue & Rehab (Ottawa, Ontario) 

 

I met this wonderful wildlife rehabber in person this summer, after 

finding three orphaned squirrels in my yard.  

Here’s what she has to say about the tough but rewarding work she 

does caring for nature’s littlest orphans. 

 

How long have you been a wildlife rehabilitator? 

My first foster was in 2014, but it wasn’t a squirrel! I had been 

living in Australia and helping with rescuing wildlife for many years, 

but finally applied to get a permit to care for orphaned brushtail 

possums. They’re a bit like the Australian version of squirrels, but 

they’re marsupials. I would put them in a little cotton pouch and 
wear them down my shirt so they could feel my warmth and 

beating heart, just like if they were still in their mother’s pouch.  

When I moved back to Canada, I knew I didn’t want to stop working 
with wildlife, but I knew nothing about Canadian animals. I started 

volunteering at Rideau Valley Wildlife Sanctuary on weekends, 
spending hours and hours in the squirrel nursery just feeding all 

the babies and learning everything I could about how to care for 

them and their behaviour. And now I’m totally hooked! 

 

What species do you take care of? 

I’m definitely squirrel obsessed! I just love their little faces and tails. And even when they’re very 

young they have individual personalities that set them apart from each other. I also specialize in 

raising orphaned cottontail rabbits, which can be very challenging as they have very sensitive 

digestive systems. I occasionally get chipmunks, mice, voles, and this year I even raised two baby 

groundhogs! 

 

 

How many squirrels did you take care of this year (2021)? 

Oh boy, a whole lot! The organization that I foster with, Holly’s Haven 

Wildlife Rescue, admitted over 250 squirrels this year. I think the most 
squirrels I personally had in care at any one point was 18. Sadly, we get 

a lot of animals that come to me either too injured or unwell to save. 

Despite this, by the end of October, Holly’s Haven has been able to 
return over 138 squirrels back to the wild this year alone. 
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What do you do for the critters in your care? Take us through the process. 

Most of the animals I care for are orphaned babies 
that would still be completely reliant on their mothers 

to survive. We essentially become their surrogate 

mums, so we must be aware of how their species 

develops, what they eat, and what their behaviours 

are.  

Keeping them fed is obviously a huge part of the ‘job’, 

but there’s much more to it. We need to be sure that 

we’re feeding them the correct type of specialized 

formula based on their nutritional needs, and the 

correct volume at the correct frequency. Feeding 

charts for each species and closely monitoring a 
baby’s weight will help to tell us that we’re doing these 

things right. 

Babies that still have their eyes closed also need help 
to go pee and poo, so we ‘toilet’ them at every feeding 

by stimulating them with a tissue, keeping an eye on 

the colour of urine and consistency of faeces. Are we 
feeding them too much? Are they hydrated? We can 

tell a LOT about how a baby’s digestion is going from 

monitoring these things.  

Just like human babies, animal babies often have 

difficulty regulating their body temperature, so we 
have to be sure they’re kept at a temperature 

appropriate for their species. And let’s not forget cleanliness! Mom would groom them regularly, 

and while I’m not prepared to lick anyone’s fur, I am happy to change bedding and make sure that 

any formula is wiped away. 

Great, so they’re fed, warm and clean, but the job still isn’t done. Knowing when to introduce them 

to new (and natural!) foods and help them to refine the skills they’ll need to succeed in the wild are 
also key responsibilities for a wildlife rehabber. This means making sure they have access to 

plenty of natural stimulation and enrichment in their enclosure as they grow. Going out to collect 

pinecones, acorns, cut branches – not to mention pick daily fresh greens for the bunnies – it all 
adds up to be a pretty time-consuming job! 

 

Can just anyone start taking care of squirrels? 

Yes and no. 😊 Yes, because you don’t need to be a veterinarian or 

a wildlife biologist to be a squirrel foster, but No because you must 

work alongside a licensed wildlife shelter and have access to 
special (and sometimes expensive!) supplies and knowledge, and 

this isn’t something that everyone has access to.  

Each province and state has its own wildlife rehabilitation laws, so 
it’s important to find out what these are where you live. Illegal 

rehabilitation can unfortunately put the animal’s life at risk. 
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What should a person do if they find a baby squirrel? 

Don’t wait! Contact your closest wildlife rehabilitator as soon as 
possible. Not only can we give advice on whether the baby needs 

to be rescued in the first place, we can help tell you how to try to 

reunite them with their mom if she is still around.  

If a rescue is necessary, babies need to be kept warm as they 

often can’t regulate their own temperature, even on a hot 
summer’s day. Wrap the animal in a towel and put it in a 

ventilated but secure box in a quiet part of your house away from 

domestic animals and noisy children. This will keep their stress 

levels down and be the first step on their way to a successful 

rehabilitation. 

 

 

What should a person not do if they find a squirrel? 

I can’t stress enough the importance of never giving a baby 

squirrel (or ANY wildlife) anything to eat or drink unless 

advised by a rehabber. The smallest drop of fluid or food 

inhaled into their lungs can cause a fatal pneumonia. We lose 
too many orphaned baby animals every year, some of them 

coming in otherwise perfectly healthy, only to succumb to 

aspiration pneumonia because they were given formula or 
water by their well-meaning but inexperienced finder. It’s 

heartbreaking for both the rehabber and the finder and it’s 

completely avoidable.  

The other thing I urge people not to do is to offer physical 

comfort to any animal. Remember, for these little ones we are 
predators, and in their vulnerable state they will be highly 

stressed! Talking, patting, and cuddling may be things that we 

feel should offer comfort, but to a wild animal these can do 
more harm than good.  

 

What is the best thing about 

your work? 

Seeing the animals successfully 

return to the wild where they belong 

is by far the most rewarding part of 
helping wildlife. Many of our days 

can be full of sadness and stress, 

but the moment the animal realizes 
it’s free and bounds away from you 

is what I try to focus on and look 

ahead to in those difficult times. 

Everything I do for the animals is 

with this end goal in mind. 
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Did you ever foster a supersmart squirrel?  

Not supersmart, I’m afraid, but definitely lots with big 
personalities, and several that were very talkative and 

would chitter at me all the time. I always wonder what 

they are saying! 
 

 

Would you like to live with squirrels in their 

home instead of yours? 

Maybe if they lived somewhere warm all year round, but 

not up here in Canada! I’d prefer my flannel bed sheets 
to their scratchy dried-leaf nests. 

 

Thanks, Caitlin – not just for the interview 

but for the great work you’re doing! 

 

(Interview by Catherine Austen. All photos courtesy of Caitlin’s Facebook page.) 

 

Learn more, follow, and support Caitlin’s Critters on Facebook: 

https://www.facebook.com/CaitlinsCritters/ 

 

And check out the great work done at the Rideau Valley Wildlife Sanctuary: 

https://www.rideauwildlife.org and at Holly’s Haven Wildlife Rescue: 

https://lynne454.wixsite.com/website 

 

    

The orphaned squirrels I found in my yard this summer. 

Check out more squirrel-related info and activities at www.catherineausten.com. 

https://www.facebook.com/CaitlinsCritters/
https://www.rideauwildlife.org/
https://lynne454.wixsite.com/website
http://www.catherineausten.com/

