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Flying Squirrels 
 

NATURAL HISTORY: 

 

The southern flying squirrel can be found in our area in abundance where gray squirrels are apt 

to be seen.  However, you may never know you have flyers in your trees since they are 

nocturnal, active at night.  So unless you just happen to be sitting out on your porch quietly after 

dark and notice nighttime activity around your bird feeder, you probably won’t see them. 

 

Local flyers range in size from 8 to 10 inches and weigh 60g – 120g.  A loose fold of skin (the 

patagium) extends from the wrist of the forearm to the ankle of the hind leg.  This is unique 

among North American mammals and enables the sq2uirrels to glide from tree to tree by 

extending their legs and stretching the patagium as an airfoil.  They do not actually fly, but they 

can bank and turn with little effort and control speed and direction of glides.  They prefer to start 

from a horizontal surface such as a branch or while handing head downward from a tree trunk, 

but, if necessary, they can launch from any position even performing a backward somersault and 

twist to become airborne.  The tail is used as a balancing organ, much like the tail of a kite. 

 

The fur of a flyer varies from dark brown to gray above and creamy white below.  Hairs extend 

laterally on the tail producing a flattened feather-like appearance.  In adults the tail composes 

40% of the total length of the animal.  Juveniles will be a similar, drab gray in color, undersides 

lack the rich creamy color acquired in adulthood and tails are thin and wispy compared to adults.  

Flyers have large dark eyes placed far to the sides of the head providing a wide field of vision. 

 

Enemies include owls, wolves, foxes, skunks, weasels, snakes and domestic cats.  Man is also a 

threat by destroying their habitats and setting traps. 

 

Longevity in the wild is about two to four years; however, they have survived in captivity for up 

to thirteen years. 

 

Flyers emit high pitched chirping and chattering sounds as they glide.  There has been some 

speculation that flyers use echo-location as do bats.  They have an excellent sense of hearing and 

emit other vocalizations not associated with gliding.  They emit a chirping sound, but when 

distressed, young squirrels emit high pitched rasping squeaks that can be beyond the range of 

human hearing. 

 

Nest sites include tree cavities, drays (leaf and twig nests) and they have been found in 

subterranean nests.  The gestation period is 37 to 40 days.  They will give birth usually in April 

and sometimes in August.  Litter sizes vary from two to six young with an average of three.  

 

 

WHEN TO REHAB: 

 

Tree cut down containing squirrel nest:  If the babies and mom are uninjured, advise the caller 

to leave the babies near the fallen tree, stop all activity and leave the area to give Mom a chance 

to retrieve the babies.   If there are roving cats in the neighborhood, ask the caller to place the 
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babies in an open box or basket nailed to a nearby tree and as high in the tree as you can reach.  

In most cases, once mom feels safe, she will return for her babies and move them to a new 

location.  (Squirrels frequently have backup nests.)  Usually this takes no more than an hour, but 

sometimes it can take a while longer.  A first time mother may not come back at all in which 

case we will need to bring the babies in for rehab.   

 

As flying squirrels are nocturnal, if the call comes in towards evening, use the “babies in the 

basket nailed to tree” technique to give mom a chance to retrieve the babies before the predators 

do.  Don’t leave the babies out for more than one-half hour after dark.  If mom has not retrieved 

them by that time, bring the babies in for rehab to be sure they are not taken by predators. 

  

Babies found at the base of tree:  A baby may fall out of a nest or be blown out by storm 

winds.  If uninjured, leave for an hour (see procedure above) to see if mom comes to retrieve it.  

If injured or dehydrated, bring the baby in. 

 

Babies brought in by cats:  Cats carry bacteria under their claws and in their saliva that is 

deposited in its prey when the prey is scratched.  This bacteria sets up an infection within the 

prey which will weaken the prey or kill it outright.  For this reason, all babies who come in 

contact with cats need to be brought in and started on antibiotics as quickly as possible. 

 

Babies brought in by dog:  If uninjured and the caller knows where the nest is and is willing to 

keep the dog up for awhile, try leaving the baby near the tree to see if mom retrieves it.  Bring in 

for rehab if she does not return for it. 

 

Babies found in unlikely spot:  Treat as cat bite. 

 

Injured squirrels:  Any injured squirrel should be brought in for treatment and rehabbing. 

 

 

CAPTIVE CARE: 

 

Intake Procedure, Handling, Housing, Nestmates, Nesting Materials: 

 

See sections in gray squirrel manual. 
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Developmental Chart: 

 

Newborn to 1 week 

old 

 

Fur None.  Skin bright pink and hairless first 3 days then 

progressive darkening of skin on head; underside remains pink. 

Eyes Tightly shut, bulgy; eye slit not easily discernible. 

Ears Tightly glued to side of head. 

Umbilicus Cord present to approximately the 10
th

 day. 

Weight Approximately 3 grams. 

Diet Formula every 2 to 2 ½ hours + 1 night feeding (8 – 10) 

feedings/day) 

 

1 to 2 weeks old  

Fur Short hairs appear and the toes begin to separate. 

Eyes Eye slit gaining definition. 

Ears Beginning to unglue from head toward end of 2
nd

 week. 

Weight Approximately 5 grams. 

Diet Formula every 2 to 2 ½ hours + 1 night feeding (8 – 10 

feedings/day) 

 

2 to 3 weeks old  

Fur The downy hair begins to darken. 

Eyes Eyelids turning buff-brown; eye slits well developed; eyeballs 

less bulgy. 

Ears Ear canals begin to open. 

Weight Approximately 12 grams. 

Diet Formula every 3 hours + 1 night (8 feedings/day). 

 

3 to 4 weeks old  

Fur Lateral hairs begin to develop on the tail. 

Eyes Well developed, more natural appearance; look about ready to 

open.  Eyes open anytime from 30 days to 6 weeks (4 – 5 

weeks average). 

Ears Responds to loud noises. 

Teeth By the end of the 3
rd

 week the lower incisors should have 

emerged. 

Weight Approximately 17 grams. 

Diet Formula every 3 – 4 hours + 1 night (6 – 8 feedings/day). 
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4 to 5 weeks old  

Fur Body completely furred. 

Eyes Open but looks sleepy.  May open one at a time. 

Teeth Upper incisors should cut at 5 weeks.  Will eventually have 22 

teeth. 

Activity May begin to walk awkwardly; still mostly inactive. 

Weight Approximately 23 grams. 

Diet Formula every 5 – 6 hours, no night feeding (4 feedings/day).  

Begin laying out adult food…shelled nuts, grapes cut in half, 

apple bits.  Also provide a shallow bowl of distilled water. 

 

5 to 6 weeks old  

General appearance Fresh, wide-eyed look; very active; grasps solid food.  In 5
th

 

week, baby may begin trying to sit on haunches (very wobbly); 

should be well balanced by end of the 5
th

 week.  Will hop 

around and explore. About 7 inches in length.  May display the 

defensive behavior of rolling on its back and boxing with the 

forefeet.  Move to larger enclosure.  As flyers are masters of 

escape and can squeeze through the smallest holes, be sure to 

use screening or ½” hardware cloth.  If the babies escape, enter 

the rehab room at night and listen for high pitched calls to 

locate them. 

Weight Approximately 31 grams. 

Diet Formula every 5 – 6 hours, no night feeding (4 feedings/day).  

Stop increasing amount of formula per feeding and watch for 

baby to begin eating adult food.  Adult food and water should 

be available at all times and add crushed rat chow to the menu. 

 

6 to 7 weeks old  

Weight Approximately 38 grams. 

Diet Formula every 5 – 6 hours, no night feeding (4 feedings/day).  

Continue adult food and water available at all times.  Watch 

for weight gain and evidence that the baby is eating adult food.  

Begin weaning process if weight increases. 

 

7 to 8 weeks  

Activity Will be gliding (if sufficient room in the enclosure) and 

exploring independently. 

Weight Approximately 43 grams. 

Diet Continue weaning process. 
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Feeding: 

 

See the section in the gray squirrel manual. 

 

By the 10
th

 week, the flyers should be weaned and eating shelled walnuts, hazelnuts, rodent 

block, sunflower seeds, almonds, grapes, apples and mealworms.  Fresh distilled water should be 

available at all times.  They should be ready to move to the outside cage.  Remember that flyers 

can squeeze through a 1” hole so look over your outside cage carefully to be sure all holes are 

plugged.  Flyers need about the same amount of space in the outside cage as gray squirrels so 

they can learn how to glide.  They prefer a smaller nest box than gray squirrels and prefer a hole 

half the size in diameter than grays. 

 

Unlike gray squirrels, baby flyers molt (replace) their baby fur with adult fur.  This molting 

process begins in the 12
th

 week and continues for two weeks with the tail being molted last.  

Juveniles should not be released from the outside cage until this molting process has been 

completed.   

 

RELEASE AND WINTERING OVER FALL JUVENILES: 

 

Follow instructions as for gray squirrels except open the escape hatch at dusk rather than in the 

morning.  Remember that flyers are nocturnal.  If you want to provide a nest box outside the 

cage, the dimensions are approximately half that for gray squirrels with a 1-1/4” diameter hole.  

Be sure all outside nest boxes have a baffle to protect the squirrels from predators. 

 

ILLNESSES AND PARASITES: 

 

See gray squirrel manual. 

 


