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Our new 
facility 
has 10,000 
square feet 
of outdoor 
space and 
an 8-foot-
tall fence for 
fawns, foxes 
and other 
animals. The 
fawns have 
plenty of 
room to run 
and grow 
in a natural 
environment.

And our expanded facility is now home for a variety of 
orphaned or injured fawn, foxes, vultures and even armadillos.

In 2021, we rescued more than 1,000 animals

Busy seasons continue!
This year and last year, we 

are continuing to rescue and 
rehabilitate large numbers of 
orphaned animals. We’re still in 
the midst of the 2022 season, but 
last year’s totals are in.

In 2021, we rescued 1,024 
injured and/or orphaned baby 
animals, including opossums, 
squirrels, raccoons, deer, red 
foxes, gray foxes, otters, bats, 
cottontails, flyers and skunks. 

We’ve expanded our space
In addition to caring for the 

animals, we began leasing a 
10,000-square-foot space from 
Robards Dairy in Thunderbolt. 
We prepared the area and built 
an 8-foot-tall fence so our grow-
ing fawns can stay there. 

Having this natural habitat 
is invaluable, so that the fawns 
learn to become independent. 
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Species spotlight
Awesome possums:  
Often misunderstood, here’s what they’re really like

Virginia opossums, commonly 
known as “possums,” are  
the only marsupials native to 
the United States. They are 
also one of our most unap-
preciated creatures, and are 
often thought of as ugly and 
disease carriers. Many people 
also accuse them of digging 
up their yards and gardens. 
But the truth is much differ-
ent. 

Possums are not confron-
tational and are generally 
docile. When confronted by 
anything scary, they first 
open their mouths wide to 
display all 50 of their teeth 
and they hiss. 

If cornered they may bite, 
but most of the time they just 
pass out, thus the term “play-
ing possum.” This “fake faint-
ing” behavior can last from 
minutes up to four hours. 

However the term “playing 
possum” is misleading, because it 
is an involuntary behavior. They 
do look dead upon inspection, 
with eyes open, tongue hang-
ing out, and a barely detectable 
heartrate. A foul smelling fluid is 
secreted from their anal glands at 
the same time, so predators will 
leave a possum alone, thinking it 
is not only dead but diseased. 

Clean and beneficial
On the contrary, possums do not 

generally spread or carry diseases. 
Their low body temperatures make 
them highly resistant to rabies. 

They spend a lot of time 
grooming themselves and love 
to be clean; thus, they have little 
odor. They are naturally resistant 
to snake venom and will eat poi-
sonous and nonpoisonous snakes. 

Possums also eat their weight 

in ticks 
every season, 
helping to 
prevent the 
spread of 
tick-borne 
illnesses. 
They are opportunistic eaters and 
will consume rats, cockroaches 
and rotting fruit, which offers free 
pest control. 

Possums rarely spend more 
than two or three days in one 
place. They use their tails to 
gather nesting materials, such as 
straw and leaves, but they never 
dig because their feet are delicate 
and their nails are easily torn. 

A female possum can carry 
up to 13 babies in her pouch, and 

when they’re too big for the 
pouch they ride on her back, 
head, sides, or wherever they 
can get a good grip. In fact, 
they often sleep with their feet 
tightly clenched even when 
fully grown, as if still holding 
tight to their mothers’ fur. 

Our opossum season
During the 2021 season we 

rescued 231 possums. Most 
were found near or on the 
dead mothers, who had been 
hit by cars. A few had wan-
dered from or fallen off of 
their mothers. 

We take in injured mothers 
with babies and feed them all 
until they recover so that the 
mothers can continue to raise 
their own babies. 

Last season, we did that 
for a mother possum who 
had been hit by a car and 
was brought to us with all 
eight of her babies still in her 
pouch. We were able to care 
for her while she continued 
to care for her babies as she 
healed. All nine were suc-
cessfully released.

Our ambassador possum, Olive 
(shown above with SWRC direc-
tor Jeanne Paddison), came to us 
from a family who tried to keep 
her as a pet, not understanding 
the complex care and nutritional 
needs she would require. She was 
by then too tame to be releasable. 

Olive now spends her days 
roaming the clinic, visiting schools 
and interacting with staff, and has 
a large enclosure to retreat to when 
she wants quiet time. ■

Wild note The opposum’s back feet have opposable 
‘thumbs’ to help them climb and gather nesting supplies.

Possums are 
generally docile. 

They eat ticks, other 
insects and even 

rats, providing free 
pest control and 

other benefits!
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We could not do without our 
team of enthusiastic volunteers 
and interns. Some come from 
out of state to gain valuable 
hands on experience with 
wildlife, and others make the 
long drive from universities 
two to three times a week. 

Their work with us is 
demanding, time-consuming 
and sometimes heartbreaking, 
but nurturing and releasing 
animals back into the wild is 
always fulfilling and the rea-
son we are all here. 

We are especially proud 
of our past volunteers who 
recently received their wildlife 
rehabilitation licenses from the 
Georgia Department of Natural 
Resources: Michelle Brigdon, 
Brittany Rigelwood Dodge and 
Mechelle Hunter. Their special 
knowledge and hard work are 
greatly appreciated.

Volunteer Kelsey Spongberg 
Volunteers come from far 

and wide to gain hands on experience with wildlife, 
including Kelsey Spongberg from Nebraska. An 
internship at a sea turtle rehabilitation center while 
in college sparked her passion for wildlife. 

During her senior year in college, she applied to 
more than 50 rehabilitation facilities and zoos all over 
the United States. When she spoke with our direc-
tor, Jeanne Paddison, she knew this was where she 
wanted to be. After finishing her degree, she packed 
up her belongings and moved to Savannah in 2020. 

Now in her third year with us she’s never looked 
back and has become an invaluable member of the 
team and an outstanding team leader.

Kelsey says what surprises her the most about 
Savannah Wildlife Rescue Center (SWRC) is how com-
passionate people are about wildlife. “In Nebraska, 
these animals are considered nuisances, but the 
number of people here who bring us animals, donate 
to their care, check up on and help reunite babies 
with their moms is amazing,” she says. “It helps me 
remember that there are good people out there who 

care about all animals and 
about the environment.”

The most challenging 
aspect of working at SWRC, 
she says, is seeing the condi-
tion some of the animals are 
in when they arrive. “It breaks 
my heart to see them suffer-
ing. Sometimes I wish I could 
do more but I have to remind 
myself that they are in the best 
place and not alone, cold and 
suffering in the wild.”

Kelsey says that the most 
rewarding thing about work-
ing at SWRC is “making an 
impact on peoples’ lives. I love 
the relationships I make, have 
made and kept with fellow 
interns and volunteers. It’s 
awesome to know that I was a 
part of their path to help save 
these animals and the environ-
ment. In my eyes, education 
has always been the first step 
toward making a difference for 
this planet.”  

While she loves all the 
animals, she’s particularly fond of raccoons, because 
“I could sit and watch them all day. They each have 
their own personality and are so curious about 
everything.”

“This is exactly what I want to do,” Kelsey says.  
“I will use everything that director Jeanne Paddi-
son has taught me — from caring for and handling 
wildlife to managing interns, volunteers and getting 
supplies. Everything is important and Jeanne has 
definitely set me up for success.”

“The Savannah Wildlife Center has such an amaz-
ing culture. It is my happy place. No matter what is 
going on in my life outside, it gets left at the door and 
I get a whole shift of love, happiness, friendship and 
compassion here. During the off season I count down 
the days until I can get back in there with my people.” 

Kelsey says moving to Savannah was the best 
decision she’s ever made. We are lucky because she 
is a tremendous asset to the team and we can’t wait 
to see what she accomplishes in the future!

Our volunteers come from far and wide 
to gain experience with wildlife.

Volunteer spotlight 

See Volunteers, page 4

Volunteer Kelsey Spongberg has been with us 
for three years and is now a team leader.
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What we need, how you can help
Rescuing and rehabilitating our local orphaned and injured 
wildlife is truly a community effort. We are lucky to have 
a committed corps of amazing volunteers helping them to 
heal, grow, and get back to their wild habitats.

But we also need your help. 

Of all the ways you can support this effort becoming a 
monthly donor is the most important because that allows 
us to know what money we can count on . . . 

■ to pay the rent and utilities for our facility, 
■ to buy formula and fresh foods for the animals, and 
■ to provide for other ongoing basic needs. 

Please help us help wildlife!

■ Become a monthly donor
■ Make a one-time donation
■ Sponsor a species
■ Provide items from our donation list
■ Designate us on Amazon Smile and/or  

purchase something from our Amazon 
Wish List

■ Volunteer or become an intern
■  Ask us about corporate sponsorships  

(recognition available).

Visit our website for any of the above at  
savwildliferescue.com

Or visit our Facebook page @savwildliferescue

About our director
Jeanne Paddison is the director 

and founder (and tireless vol-
unteer!) of SWRC and has been 
working with wildlife since the 
age of 14. She initially opened 
“Abandoned Bandits,” which 
turned into the Savannah Wildlife 
Rescue Center in 2014. 

“While we have never turned 
an animal away, our reputation 
has grown, and we are operating 
at maximum capacity,” Jeanne 

says. “We are looking to expand 
to a larger facility so that we can 
continue to accommodate all wild 
mammals in need.” 

She also works hard to educate 
the community on how to co-exist 
with wildlife in a compassionate 
manner and how to solve wild-
life conflicts in positive ways. 
She frequently takes our animal 
ambassadors, Olive the possum 
and Eddie the skunk, to schools to 
teach children about wildlife. 

“Education is the most import-
ant thing we do,” Jeanne says. 
“We don’t want people dropping 

animals off on our doorstep, so if 
they call first, we can troubleshoot 
each situation and decide whether 
the animal should be left alone, 
attempted to be reunited with its 
mother, or brought to the center 
for care.” 

Jeanne’s dream is to create a 
self-sustaining wildlife rescue 
center. As more and more ani-
mals are displaced and injured 
due to human encroachment on 
their natural habitats, this need is 
increasingly evident. 

Jeanne encourages volunteers 
and interns to become licensed 
and to take their knowledge into 
their communities to educate  
people and increase awareness  
of how we can live in better har-
mony with our wild neighbors. ■

Volunteers
Continued from page 3

Eddie the skunk  
wins local award
Last May, Eddie the Skunk won the honorific title 
of “Most Crushworthy Savannahian” from Con-
nect Savannah in their Best of Savannah 2022 issue. 

He came to SWRC from Monticello, Ga., during 
the 2020 COVID season due to closures of other 
rehabilitation centers. He had been orphaned and 
after being cared for by us was slowly re-accli-
mated and released back to the wild. 

Unfortunately, an incident with a bush hog  
left him badly injured and he returned to us. 

After four surgeries and a long recovery he was 
no longer suitable for release back to the wild,  
so he stayed with us and become one of our 
“ambassadors.” 

Eddie is sweet and affectionate and loves noth-
ing more than to snuggle under a human chin. 
His skunk sprayer was removed during one of  
his surgeries, which is nice for everyone who 
handles him! 

Eddie may be the only skunk in Savannah, as 
they are not common in this area. We love him 
and appreciate that others love him so much that 
he was voted “Most Crushworthy Savannahian!” ■

The new enclosure also houses 
our baby foxes, vultures and arma-

dillos, who love their oversized 
outdoor cages. Acclimating to the 
outdoors is so important to their 
development and the new com-
pound helps them tremendously. ■
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