Whether To Rescue a Raccoon

[A classic tale from the archives of the Naval Safety Center’s Summary of Mishaps]

A couple years ago, a Coast Guard crew had launched to tend some shore and radio navigation aids that a hurricane had kicked around. It was the second bad storm in three weeks, and the crew had been putting in long hours, doing surveys and repairs.

They motored up to one of the broken aids and discovered a forlorn raccoon perched on top. They had to fix the device, and the raccoon was in the way.

Decision point one: Leave him there and come back later? It had been four days since the storm—how long had the raccoon been marooned? How scared/hungry was it? Does the fish and wildlife service rescue varmints?

They opted to evict it, using a boat hook. It kersplashed into the water, ten feet below, and gamely started swimming to shore. It had a ways to go and was struggling in the 2-foot chop.

Decision point two: You were responsible for putting it in raccoon-overboard status. Do you help it or let it flounder? Would a drowned raccoon weigh on your conscience? Having pulled over on busy streets to help turtles that were inching across the asphalt, I know what I probably would have tried to do, but you have to decide for yourself.

They opted to try to save it. They drew alongside and a BM2 tried to grab it by the scruff of the neck. All he succeeded in doing, thanks to the choppy water and a lack of experience in handling swimming raccoons, was to shove the critter’s head underwater four times in a row.

On the fifth try, he grabbed it by the tail. A second crewmember lifted its head out of the water with the boat hook. The BM2 grabbed the raccoon by the back of the neck and waited while someone got a box.

The raccoon, far from being touched by the crew’s humanitarian (animalitarian?) gesture, was understandably scared and/or irritated. So the raccoon bit the boatswain’s mate on the hand. Twice.

They put the animal in the box and tied it closed. The BM2 got some first aid for his bites. They called a vet, who said the raccoon probably didn’t have rabies, but described what symptoms to look out for.

The crew went back to work, finished surveying and repairing the aids, and returned to the boat ramp.

Decision point three: Do you let the raccoon go or take it to a vet for testing? How far away is the nearest vet, anyway? Do they all test animals for rabies, or is that some sort of specialty? How long will that raccoon want to stay in a box? Will it feel like we first started to drown it and now we have it in prison? Should we feed it?
They opted for the good-riddance approach and let it go.

A couple days later, the BM2’s hand had started to swell, so he went to an E.R., got some antibiotics, and started a series of (ouch!) rabies shots.

The BM2’s post-mishap analysis said, in part, “I was thinking with my heart instead of my head.” It was his idea to evict the raccoon in the first place. “I couldn't bear the thought of the animal drowning,” he added. “However, when I pulled the raccoon from the water, I needed rescuing from him!”

And so we relearn how the road to a mishap report is paved with good intentions. See you next week.
