
	
	

	
	

	
OILED WILDLIFE CARE NETWORK OUTREACH  

 
Oiled Wildlife Activity Instructions 

	
Part 1: Staying Safe - Protecting Responders from Oil 

	
Activity Instructions – Donning PPE 
 

• Have each student dress up in the provided personal 
protective equipment (PPE). They should wear Tyvek 
coveralls, two pairs of nitrile gloves (one set over the 
other), safety glasses, and rubber boots.  

• Optional: If Tyvek coveralls are too large, students can 
cut leg and arm lengths to size. 

• Talk about how oil is a hazardous substance (see 
talking points below).  
	

Talking Points 
	

Oil is a hazardous material and can be dangerous to both people and animals. It can 
cause skin burns, and some of the chemicals can be absorbed through the skin and into 
the body where they can damage organ systems and increase the risk of cancer. Due to 
this, oiled wildlife responders that enter the Hot Zone (area where petroleum product is 
present) must possess a 24hr HAZWOPER Certification (HAZWOPER = Hazardous 
Waste Operations and Emergency Response). 
 
To keep from ingesting oil, oiled wildlife responders don’t eat or drink in contaminated 
areas and wash their hands often. Breathing oil fumes can also cause dizziness and 
damage the lung tissue, so the air is monitored to ensure it is safe to breathe. Our 
responders don’t get oil on their skin or in their eyes by wearing special oil-resistant 
protective gear, including:  
 

• Nitrile gloves protect responders from getting oil on their hands. Some other 
types of gloves, like latex, will allow oil to soak through. 

• Tyvek coveralls – although these feel like thin paper, they are coated so that oil 
won’t soak through and get on clothes or skin. 

• Rubber boots help responders walk through oil-covered areas without getting oil 
on their feet or shoes. Regular shoes are often not made of the proper materials 
to protect responders from the oil. 

• Safety glasses protect eyes from any stray splashes, as well as sharp bird beaks 
and many other dangers responders might encounter. 

Activity Materials 
Provided by Instructor: 

• Nitrile gloves 
• Tyvek coveralls 
• Safety glasses 

Sourced from home: 
• Paper towels 
• Shaving cream 
• Rubber boots 



 
Responders protect their bodies by wearing this protective gear, but they also need to 
be careful not to spread the oil to clean areas. So, decontamination areas are set up, 
where responders remove all of this protective equipment and put on clean shoes 
before walking out into clean areas. Taking off the contaminated equipment has to be 
done carefully, because it is really easy to expose or re-contaminate yourself or your 
fellow responders. 
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Part 2: Feather Drop Experiment - How 
Different Substances Affect Feather Structure 
	
	

Activity Instructions – Set Up 
 

• Set out three cups, fill them with water and label 
one “oily”, one “soapy”, and one “clean”. 

• Optional: Mix a few drops of dark food coloring into 
the vegetable oil to make it more visible 

• Add a few drops of soap to the “soapy” cup & stir. 
• Add a few drops of oil to the “oily” cup, and stir 
• Set out one eyedropper for each cup 

 
Activity Instructions – Experiment 
	
Ask the students what will happen if you put water onto a 
clean feather. Demonstrate for the group how clean water 
beads up and runs off of clean feathers.  Then let the 
students experiment and see what happens when they drop water, oil, and soapy water 
onto feathers, or dip the feathers directly into different substances. Encourage them to 
experiment by asking questions like: 
 

• Are the feathers wet or dry after we did that? 
• Did the droplet sink in or roll off?  
• How well does the feather keep its shape?	 

	

Talking Points 
 
A bird’s top layer of feathers (contour feathers) are responsible for keeping water away 
from the skin. They can do this because they are made up of microscopic structures 
called barbs, hooks, barbules, and hooklets. These structures fit together, a little like 
Velcro or a zipper.  When these structures are properly aligned, there aren’t gaps big 
enough to allow water droplets through.  
 
When you put soap or oil onto a feather, it alters the way the hooks, hooklets, barbs, 
and barbules fit together. If that happens, water can start to soak through.   
 
Birds keep their bodies warmer than you do, so it doesn’t take long for them to get too 
cold (hypothermic).  With the water soaking through their contour feathers, birds will 
also have trouble floating (buoyancy).  When they are cold and sinking, birds will try to 
get out of the water, often hauling out temporarily on land.  
 
As discussed during our PPE activity, oil is toxic – it’s not safe to eat or have on your 
skin.  The same goes for birds, as exposure to oil on the skin can lead to burns and 
ingesting the oil can cause numerous negative health consequences.  

Activity Materials: 
Provided by Instructor: 

• Feathers 
• 3 small plastic pipettes (or 

eyedroppers) 
Sourced from Home: 

• Cold Water 
• 3 clear cups or containers 
• Spoon 
• Paper towels 
• Vegetable Oil 
• Liquid Soap 
• Black marker 
• Dark food coloring 



	
	

 
 
 
 
But birds that get oil on them are more likely to die from getting cold and wet than from 
anything else.  That’s why it is important for them to get help quickly – and also why we 
don’t wash oil off the birds right away after picking them up.  The most important thing to 
do is get oiled birds warm and dry, so they will be strong enough to survive the cleaning 
process. 
	 	

This is a thermography image of two Western Grebes. Normal, waterproof birds 
should be almost entirely blue, purple, or green. The red, yellow, and white spots 
on the grebes are places where they are not waterproof. The warm colors mean 

that heat is escaping through their feathers in those places. 



	

Microscopic close up of a clean feather 

Microscopic close up of an oiled feather 



	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	



	
Part 3: Washing Feathers - How Responders Remove Oil from Birds 

	
	
Activity Instructions – Set Up 
	
	

• Mix 1 C vegetable oil and ¼ C cocoa powder in 
the liquid measuring cup. Stir thoroughly. 

• Drizzle or smear oil mixture on the feathers. 
(Use a light touch – a little goes a long way) 

• Fill containers with warm water. Add ½ C 
Dawn to each tub and mix gently (avoid 
creating lots of bubbles) 

	

Activity Instructions - Experiment 
	

Ensure the students are still suited up in their 
protective gear and then have them submerge a 
contaminated feather in one of the tubs of soapy 
water.  Don’t rub or scrub the feather itself; instead 
swish the water around the feather and let the 
detergent do the work. When the water gets dirty, 
have them move to the next tub of clean soapy water 
and repeat the swishing process.  
 
Once all the cocoa mixture has been removed from the feather, it is time to rinse. Hold the feather 
under clean running water to remove all the soap. Be thorough but position the feather so the water 
runs with the natural grain of the feather and not against it.  Feathers should start to regain their 
shape & water-repellent properties to varying degrees depending on how damaged/disrupted they are 
during the wash and how thoroughly they are cleaned & rinsed. Once rinsed, the feather can be hung 
or set out on a towel to dry. 
 

Talking Points 
 

• Baths might be relaxing for people, but they are scary, stressful, and exhausting for birds! 
When we capture birds, they are cold, thirsty, hungry, tired, and sick from the petroleum. If we 
wash them right away, they could die. So first, we warm them up and give them food, water, 
and rest for several days so they will be strong enough to survive their bath. 
 

• Oil is a hazardous material and can be dangerous to both people and animals. When we wash 
oil off birds, we wear goggles, gloves, aprons, boots, and sometimes face masks to protect 
ourselves from the oily water. Since it is so dangerous, we also can’t just let petroleum 
products run down the drain; instead, we collect the oily water into large tanks so it can be 
disposed of properly. 
 

• Washing a whole bird is harder than washing a feather! Birds stay awake during the process 
because it isn’t always safe to sedate them. So specially trained people hold the bird so it  

 
 
 

Activity Materials: 
Provided by Instructor: 

• Lg undyed goose craft feathers 
• Tyvek coveralls 
• Nitrile gloves 
• Safety glasses 

Sourced from Home: 
• Warm Water  
• Vegetable oil 
• Cocoa powder 
• Dawn detergent 
• 3 plastic containers 
• Spoon 
• ¼, ½, 1 C measuring cups 
• 2 Towels 



	
	

 
 
 
 
doesn’t injure anyone, hurt itself, or breathe water. The holders also pay close attention to how 
the bird is doing, so we can take a break if the bird gets too scared. 
 

• Notice how submerging the feather in soapy water not only begins to lift off the oil, but also 
changes how the feather feels and looks? Instead of remaining stiff and interlocked, the vanes 
of the feather separate. This is because the feather’s microscopic structures (barbs, barbules, 
hooks, and hooklets) are unhooked and tangled up instead of all neat and ordered. When 
there is soap or oil on the feather, these microscopic structures can’t grip each other properly, 
and the feather isn’t able to repel water normally. 
 

• In order to become waterproof again, feathers not only have to be oil and soap free; they also 
have to be aligned properly at the microscopic level. That’s more than 10,000 feathers to preen 
back into alignment! Until they are waterproof, birds will get wet and cold easily and are at risk 
of drowning if they are left on water for too long. They can’t survive out in the wild yet. We have 
to give them time to preen. 
 

• While we can’t comb out a bird’s feathers for them, there are some things we can do after the 
wash to help birds get back to normal. First, we have to keep them warm while they dry 
completely.  Then we need to make sure the bird feels strong, healthy, and safe enough to 
work on its feathers by giving it good food, compatible bird friends, and a clean environment as 
free from human disturbance as possible.  Last, we put the bird in a pool and allow it to get just 
wet enough that it can feel where the water is seeping in and is triggered to preen.  We don’t 
want it to get too wet or cold, so this process must be monitored closely.  It can take several 
days moving from pools to drying pens and back to pools before birds have preened their 
feathers back into alignment and are able to spend all their time outside in pools. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Wash Process 



	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Wash Room 

Conditioning Pools 



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Birds are excellent at 
preening. We just give 
them some assistance 
so they can get those 
feathers re-aligned! 



	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
Part 4: Staying Safe - Protecting Responders from Oil 

	
Activity Instructions – Doffing PPE 
 

• For this part of the activity, shaving cream represents oil. 
• Direct students to smear some shaving cream in a few 

locations. (Hint: Don’t use too much and focus on areas 
where students will have to touch to take the protective gear 
off, like their hands, sleeves, and zipper.) 

• Have the students try to get out of the protective gear without 
getting shaving cream on their skin or clothes.  

 
Talking Points 
 
Remember, oil is a hazardous material and can be dangerous to both people and animals. Was it 
difficult to get out of your PPE without touching the shaving cream, or getting it accidentally on your 
skin? Are there are any other ways we could protect ourselves? 

	

Activity Materials 
Provided by Instructor: 

• Nitrile gloves 
• Tyvek coveralls 
• Safety glasses 

Sourced from home: 
• Paper towels 
• Shaving cream 
• Rubber boots 


