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ANATOMY

The patients may have feathers and the hospital food may

TOP, LEFT: A busy
waiting room.

ABOVE: Staff celebrate
another successful
operation.

LEFT: A patient on the
operating table
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The Accident and Emergency room is silent
and the doctors are on edge. The patient lying
on the table has been hit by a car and needs
urgent care. But this is not an everyday case of
ER —the patient is covered in feathers.

She's a peregrine falcon, the world’s largest
bird of prey, and every few minutes her
breathless squawks shatter the silence.

Placing a miniature gas mask over the bird’s
curved beak, Dr Margit Muller surveys the
patient and looks at her watch. “It only takes a
few seconds for the anaesthetic to kick in," she
whispers. Within a matter of hours following
its motorway collision, the six-year-old falcon
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has been rushed to Abu Dhabi for urgent wing-
saving surgery.

Turning the bird over with delicately poised
rubber gloves, the white-coated German
veterinary director inspects the damage and
breathes a deep sigh of relief. “Thankfully, it's
a standard operation,” she says. "We see many
birds with similarinjuries.” Pulling out a surgical
drawer beneath the operating table, Margit
pauses to select her scalpel and tools. There are
hundreds of screws, pins, scissors, bandages
and bamboo sticks. Like a mechanic’s toolbox,
it contains the perfect components for fixing
the falcon’s broken anatomy. »
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Established as the world’s
first public falcon hospital in
October 1999, the Abu Dhabi
Falcon Hospital (ADFH) is not
the average tourist experience.
Located on the outskirts of the
UAE capital, ADFH has become
one of the region's most
unusual tourist attractions,
yet its priority remains the
rehabilitation of falcons. “From
1,000 falcons in the first years
we are now treating 5,000
falcons a year,” beams Margit.
“We've emerged as the largest
falcon hospital and have
become the world's leading
centre for falcon medicine.”

The bird's wing is stretched
out across the operating table
and surgery begins. Ina matter
of minutes, the broken wing
has beenrebuiltfromanumber
of carefully sized bamboo
sticks and super-strength glue.
The surgeon has pieced back
together both its damaged
feathers and the hearts and
minds of its owners.

“We conduct many kinds
of operations ranging from
orthopaedic  surgeries  to
soft tissue surgeries, and
are specialised in falcon eye
treatments,” chirps Margit, as
aveterinary assistant prepares
to takes over. She passes him
the bird as if it were a newborn
baby. “We treat 40 to 70 falcon
patients every day, including
normal examinations as well
as endoscopies — it's a busy
little place.”

Margit's passion for falcons
has single-handedly turned
ADFH into an unprecedented
success. Having won  six
international awards for its
education initiatives, the
hospital's guided tours have
become insatiably popular.

Additionally, the veterinary
director’s hard work has
increased regional awareness
about falcon diseases
and allowed research and
husbandry to flourish. “I can
never get enough of doing
this,” she laughs. “The falcons
really need us" Margit m
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TOP: A surgeon studies a falcon’s X-ray.
BOTTOM: The hospital has its own
falconry museum

stretches its
wings, which
come to life
like the wind-
up engine of
a prop-plane”
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hasn't had a holiday in years.
Since opening, ADFH has
established a loyal and wide
patient base across the Gulf.
It acts as a regional facility
for issuing falcon passports
and travel documents — for
exhibition birds rather than for
holidaying parrots or burnt-
out seagulls — as well as in-
house boarding and moulting
facilities for falcons. And with
a patient influx of more than
35,000 birds since its opening,
it is clear that the regional
owners have got the message.

During a tour, visitors are
given a behind-the-scenes
look at the emergency room,
the outpatient surgery, the
Falconry Museum and the
free-flight aviary rehabilitation
centre: a luxury ornithology
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outpost. "Our surgeries are
usually in the afternoon after
the outpatient clinic has
closed,” adds Margit. “In the
evening we go for another
round through the wards, but
tourism has become one of
the main pillars of what we do
at the hospital.”

As | look back into the
falcon recovery room, | see a
slightly dazed bird perched
on a wooden stand. It shakes
its head, ruffles its feathers
and stretches its wings,
which slowly beat to life
like the wind-up engine of a
prop-plane. Bewildered and
bemused, it has survived to
fly another day and — without
as much as a squawk or even
a bird flu sneeze — looks rather
pleased about it.
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ABOVE: Injured falcons
eagerly await their turn
on the treatment table.
RIGHT: Dr Margit
Muller attends to
another sick bird
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