
What to Do If You Hook a Pelican 
Although its wingspan is over 6 ½ feet, a pelican weighs only 8-10 pounds and 

your fishing line test will hold it. Note: the bird won’t know you are trying to 

help and will try to defend itself. Pelicans do not have teeth, but they have a hook 

at the beak’s tip and its edges are sharp and could give you a small “paper” cut. 

1. Enlist a partner to help you release the bird. Extra hands and tools are 

useful. Put on sunglasses or other eye protection. 

2. Reel the bird in slowly and evenly. Jerking the line will increase injury. 

3. Grasp the bird firmly. Cover the bird’s head with a towel, shirt, or your 

hat to calm it. 

4. Hold the beak firmly and slightly open so the pelican can breathe eas-

ily. Fold the wings gently and firmly against the bird’s body.  
 

If you hook an egret, heron, or cormorant, extra care to protect yourself is  

needed because their sharp beaks can inflict injury. Enlist a partner to help you 

and put on sunglasses, goggles, or other eye protection. Grasp the bird firmly, 

controlling the head first. Cover the head with a towel to calm it. Hold the head 

behind the eyes, fold up the wings, and grab the legs to control the feet and toes. 

IMPORTANT, NEVER CUT THE LINE IF YOU CATCH A PELICAN. 

5. ALWAYS REMOVE THE 

HOOK BY CUTTING      

THE BARB.  

 This reduces injury. Carefully push 

 the barb forward to expose it and   

 cut the barb off with wire cutters. 

6. Back the rest of the hook out. 

7. Before you let the pelican go, care-

fully check it over for other hooks 

and fishing line. Gently unfold each 

wing, one at a time, to examine the 

bird for line or hooks. 

8. If the bird is not seriously wounded, 

release it immediately. To release  

the bird, point its head towards the 

water, away from you, and step 

back. Let it fly away on its own. 

9. If the bird is seriously injured,  

lethargic, or has swallowed the 

hook, it should be taken to a veteri-

narian or wildlife rehabilitator.   

Call the Florida Fish and Wildlife 

Conservation Commission 1-888-

404-3922 for a list of rehabilitators. 

 




