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HOW TO SAVE A BIRD WITH A
BROKEN WING: A STEP-BY-STEP
GUIDE

Finding a bird with a broken wing can be
a heart-stopping moment. Your instinct
is to help, but knowing exactly how to
save a bird with a broken wing
requires calm, careful action. Rushing in
without a plan can cause more harm
than good. This guide will walk you
through every step—from assessing the
situation to delivering the bird into
professional care. By following these
best practices, you give that small
creature its best chance at recovery and
release.

1. ASSESS THE SITUATION
BEFORE YOU ACT

The very first thing you need to do when
you see a bird that appears to have a
wing injury is to stop and observe. Not
every bird that holds a wing oddly is
actually broken. Some birds simply rest
with one wing drooping, or they might be
suffering from shock, head trauma, or a
temporary muscle strain.

Look for Clear

Signs of a Broken
Wing

e The wing hangs at an unnatural
angle.

e The bird cannot lift or tuck the
wing against its body.

e There is visible swelling, an open
wound, or bone protruding through
the skin.

e The bird repeatedly tries to fly but
cannot get airborne, or it flaps the
wing unevenly.

e |t refuses to move or shows signs
of severe distress.

If you observe any of these signs, you
are likely dealing with a real fracture.
Understanding how to save a bird
with a broken wing begins with
correctly identifying the injury.

2. PRIORITISE SAFETY - YOURS
AND THE BIRD’S

Before you handle any injured wild bird,
protect yourself. Even a songbird can
bite or scratch when frightened. Wear
thick gardening gloves or a heavy towel.
Also note that in many countries,
handling native wild birds is regulated;
you are allowed to move the bird to a
licensed rehabilitator but should never
keep it as a pet.
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Keep the Bird
Safe from
Further Danger

If the bird is in the middle of a road,
parking lot, or near a predator (like a cat
or dog), carefully move it a few metres
away to a quieter spot. However, do this
only if you can do so without causing
additional stress or injury. For a bird with
a broken wing, further movement can
worsen the fracture. If the immediate
area is safe, it is often better to leave
the bird in place while you prepare a
transport container.

3. HOW TO SAFELY PICK UP A
BIRD WITH A BROKEN WING

Knowing how to save a bird with a
broken wing depends heavily on your
technique for picking it up. Use a clean
cloth or a towel to gently cover the bird.
This will calm it and limit its vision, which
reduces stress. Approach from behind or
from the side, not directly
overhead—birds perceive overhead
shapes as predators.

1. Place the towel over the bird’s
entire body, including its head.

2. Carefully cup your hands around
the bird, making sure the broken
wing is held against the bird’s
body in its natural position. Do not
pull, stretch, or try to straighten
the wing.

3. Lift the bird gently but firmly,
supporting its entire body weight.
Birds are lightweight but can twist
suddenly.

Once you have the bird in your hands,
place it immediately into a well-

ventilated cardboard box or pet carrier
lined with a soft cloth or paper towel.
The box should be just large enough for
the bird to stand and turn around, but
not so big that it can flap its broken wing
inside. A dark, quiet environment helps
lower the bird’s stress hormones and
prevents further injury.

4. SHOULD YOU ATTEMPT TO
SPLINT THE BROKEN WING?

This is the most debated question when
learning how to save a bird with a
broken wing. The honest answer is: do
not attempt to splint the wing
yourself, unless you have specific
training in avian first aid. Birds’ bones
are very lightweight and fragile, and
improper splinting can cause permanent
damage, cut off blood circulation, or
create misalignment that prevents the
wing from ever healing properly.

What to Do
Instead

Your job is to immobilise the bird, not
the fracture. The safest course is to:

e Gently wrap the bird snugly in a
soft cloth, keeping the affected
wing held against its body. This is
called a “burrito wrap.” Make sure
the bird can still breathe (check
that the chest can expand) and
that its head is uncovered.

* Place the wrapped bird in a box
with ventilation holes.

e Keep the box in a quiet, warm
room (around 25-30°C).

This wrap acts as a temporary stabiliser
without your needing to apply a rigid
splint. Leave any orthopaedic
procedures to a wildlife veterinarian or a
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licensed rehabilitator.

5. WHEN TO SEEK PROFESSIONAL
HELP

Every single case of a broken wing
requires professional care. The wound
needs radiographs (X-rays), possible
realignment, and sometimes surgery. A
bird with a broken wing that does not
receive proper medical attention will
almost certainly develop a permanent
disability or die from infection or
starvation because it cannot fly to feed.

Where To Find
Help

1. Search online for “wildlife
rehabilitation centre near me” or
“avian veterinarian emergency”.

2. Call your local animal control or
humane society; they usually have
a list of licensed rehabilitators.

3. In the USA, you can use the
Animal Help Now app or website
to find wildlife responders.

4. If you are in the UK, contact the
RSPCA or a local wildlife hospital.

When you call, describe the bird’s
condition as accurately as possible,
including species (if known),
approximate age, and type of injury. The
rehabilitator will give you further
instructions on how to save a bird
with a broken wing during transport.
Most will ask you to bring the bird as
soon as possible.

6. HOW TO TRANSPORT A BIRD
WITH A BROKEN WING

Transport is a critical stage. A car ride
can be extremely stressful for a wild
animal. Follow these tips to keep the bird

stable:

e Keep the cardboard box or carrier
on the floor of the passenger seat
or on a seatbelted passenger’s lap.
Never put it in the trunk.

e Do not play loud music or speak
loudly near the box.

e |f the drive is longer than 30
minutes, check the bird’s
breathing and position periodically,
but do not open the box unless
necessary.

 Offer no food or water. The bird
may be in shock, and force-feeding
can cause aspiration. The
rehabilitator will assess and
provide appropriate fluids.

7. TEMPORARY CARE WHILE YOU
ARRANGE HELP

Sometimes you cannot reach a
rehabilitator immediately—perhaps it is
late at night or you are in a remote area.
While you wait, your actions directly
affect the bird’s survival. Knowing how
to save a bird with a broken wing in
the short term means keeping it stable
and stress-free.

Keep the Bird
Warm

A bird in shock will have poor circulation.
Place a hot-water bottle (wrapped in a
towel) or a heating pad set on low under
half of the box so the bird can move
away if it gets too hot. Never let the bird
sit directly on a heat source.

Do Not Handle



Unnecessarily

Every time you open the box or try to
“comfort” the bird, you raise its cortisol
levels. Wild birds do not perceive human
comforting as kindness; they perceive it
as a threat. Let the bird rest in a dark,
quiet environment. This reduces the risk
of the bird injuring itself further by

flapping.

Do Not Offer
Food or Water

Repeating this point is essential: do not
feed the bird. A bird with a broken
wing may also have internal injuries or
be in shock. Giving it the wrong food
(such as bread, seeds, or milk) can
cause digestive issues or fatal impaction.
Even water can be dangerous if the bird
is too weak to swallow properly. Leave
feeding to the experts.

e Do not keep the bird for more
than 24 hours without
professional guidance. Broken
wings need prompt treatment;
waiting too long can make the
fracture non-repairable.

e Do not release a bird that
cannot fly. A bird with a healed
but improperly aligned wing will be
easy prey. It must be cleared by a
rehabilitator before release.

e Do not give up too early. Some
wing fractures take weeks to heal,
and some birds may need to be
kept in a wildlife centre for
months. Patience is key to
successful rehabilitation.

8. COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID
WHEN HELPING A BIRD

Even well-intentioned people can
accidentally worsen the situation. To
truly understand how to save a bird
with a broken wing, you must also
know what not to do.

e Do not swing the bird or try to
“test” if the wing is broken by
making it try to fly. This can turn a
hairline fracture into a complete
break.

e Do not apply a commercial
splint or human-grade
bandage. Bird skin is very
delicate and can tear easily.
Adhesive tapes can rip feathers,
which are essential for insulation
and flight.

9. UNDERSTANDING THE
HEALING PROCESS

When a bird with a broken wing reaches
a professional, the typical treatment
involves:

e Radiographs to assess the break.

e Realignment under sedation or
anaesthesia.

e External fixation (splints or
bandages) or internal surgery for
complex fractures.

e Strict rest in an enclosure that
prevents flying but allows gentle
movement.

e Regular physiotherapy to prevent
joint stiffness.

e Flight conditioning before release.

The bird’s general health, species, and
age all affect recovery time. Small
passerines (like sparrows) may heal in
2-3 weeks, while larger birds (like hawks
or pigeons) may need 6-8 weeks. During
this period, the bird relies entirely on the
rehabilitator’'s expertise. Your role was
critical in the initial rescue—you get the
bird to the right hands quickly.
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Knowing how to save a bird with a
broken wing is not about being a
veterinarian; it is about being a safe,
knowledgeable first responder. The
difference between a bird that survives
and one that does not often comes down
to the quality of the first few hours after
the injury.

10. WHAT HAPPENS AFTER THE
BIRD HEALS?

A successful rehabilitation ends with
release into a suitable habitat. Licensed
rehabilitators choose a location that
offers food, water, and shelter, ideally
near where the bird was found. They do
not release birds into unfamiliar
territory. Some birds, if the wing cannot
be fully restored, may become
permanent education animals in wildlife
centres. While this may sound sad, these

individuals often serve as ambassadors
for their species, teaching people like
you how important it is to care for
wildlife.

CONCLUSION

Finding an injured bird can feel
overwhelming, but now you have a clear
roadmap. Remember: observe first,
handle only when necessary,
stabilise the wing by wrapping the
bird gently, transport it in a dark
quiet box, and hand it over to a
professional as soon as possible.
These are the core principles of how to
save a bird with a broken wing. By
acting deliberately and compassionately,
you give that bird its greatest chance to
fly again. Every rescue matters—and
your willingness to learn the right
techniques is the first and most
important step.



