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Birds As Pets

“PICKING THE PRACTICAL PET FOR YOUR PLACE”
A general pet bird impact statement
for the average busy modern family home.

Many thanks for the countless friends, breeders and contacts who contributed to
my lifelong love affair with birds and, especially, the birds themselves who
gave me many years of enriching : -
fulfillment.
May you find the same pleasure in birds
and in doing so come to know knowledge,
gain experience, increase in awareness, find g™
wisdom and continue to develop
appreciation, love and humility coupled
with a growing, nurturing respect towards
al life on this uniquely beautiful Earth.
David Britton




The number and variety of exotic birds available for the pet trade has changed.
The average person entering a pet shop to pick out a pet bird for their homeis
often, not fully aware of the options available.

The selection of good quality domestic-bred birds has grown. With thisincrease
the potential purchaser is faced with numerous choices yet, armed with up-to-date
information, the wise shopper can ascertain how a bird will fit into their lifestyle
and can then choose a pet accordingly.

Since the trapping and importation of wild
parrots has all but ceased, the day of the
relatively inexpensive captured survivor forced
into aterrifyingly alien world of overcrowded
confinement, forcibly administered drugsin
guarantine; who is then shipped, sold and
ultimately kept in a solitary limbo, apart from its
own kind, in athreateningly small walled trap-
like enclosure full of the very creatures
responsible for these recent events; is thankfully
over. These birds were not suitable pets. They
could never be happy in their new “homes’. But
times have changed. Many of these old import
birds are successfully producing young in well-managed modern facilities
reflecting recent advances in the science of Aviculture,

Breeding essentially wild birdsin a
captive environment involves abig
investment of spacious uncrowded
aviaries, suitable caging, a good
diet (which is not cheap),
veterinary care, and lots of
patience with alittle luck thrown
in.

The resulting high overhead, along
with increasing demand, has driven




average pet bird prices dramatically upward. Many popular birds are going for
fiveto ten timesthe rate of just afew decades ago. Prices on easier to breed birds
such as Blue & Gold Macaws, Umbrella Cockatoos, Eclectus, some Amazons,
etc. have peaked and are starting to fall but the cost of obtaining the more
challenging subjects like the African waxbilled finches, some soft-billed (fruit,
pollen, nectar, and insect eating) birds and harder to breed parrots continues to
rise as they become less available to aviculture.

Today’ s domestic hand-fed baby parrot is far different from yesterday’s
screaming, biting, mostly untamable bird dragged out of its natural habitat. A
well-fed, properly socialized, competently weaned parrot is naturally tame and

w truly enjoys the companionship of humans. Thisis
because a chick fed by humansisimprinted on
humans and so thinksit is human.

The species most suitable as pets to be interacted
with are all gregarious flocking birds with a high
degree of intelligence and adaptability. Many have
mimicking abilities and naturally pick up the flock dialect around them. Many
like close contact and will play with a group of flock members. On the other
hand, many will pick only one favorite individual as a companion and keep a
discreet distance away from al others.

Most if not all parrots will retain the natural urge to scream at times and express
afundamental need to chew.



Before you buy that bird realize:

1. ALL BIRDSMAKE MESSES
Thisincludes both inside their cage and out of it. A bird in the house
equals afloor that could use a vacuuming!

2. BIRDSLIVE A VERY LONG TIME:
Some large parrots can live nearly one hundred years and even
small finches can live to be twelve years or so. This makes a
bird purchase along-term investment.

3. ALL BIRDSWILL VOCALIZE (SCREAM):
Often especially at dawn and evening when it isinconvenient for humans
with a normal work schedule.

4. PARROTS CAN BITE HARD:
And may do so if threatened or protecting their mate or favorite person.

5. PARROTS CAN CAUSE DAMAGE: to your home
by chewing through wallboard, two-by-fours, paneling,
power cords, upholstery, draperies, etc.

6. BIRDS ARE INQUISITIVE AND NEED ATTENTION:
(Somewhat like athree year old child getting into things
and playing with Mommy). In addition, birds can climb and fly.

7. BIRDSARE DUSTY:
Beware of alergy problemsin you family.

8. BIRDS ARE ADDICTIVE!
Bird people are not content with one or two or three pets but may soon
find themselves with as many breeding pairs occupying each wall of a
room in the house - including the bedroom and kitchen!



9. BIRDS CAN BE OUTSTANDING PETS

If you pick the right species for your needs abird or two can be a

never ending source of enjoyment for you and your family.
| have dealt with all the above and yet | could hardly imagine life without

abird in the house. There is something captivating about a parrot lying on

its back playing with atoy, calling to the dog, asking for an apple; or a

pair of finches displaying in courtship or a canary singing in the living room.
Whether it is for beauty, brains, relaxation, song or companionship

| believe the right bird could possibly best fulfill your needs for a pet.

Butdo | really want a bird in MY house though?
Thisisthe question you must ask yourself when you are serious about adding an
exotic bird or birds to the home. The right choice will reward you with many
years of relaxation and pleasure while the wrong bird for your needs can result in
pain, frustration, or indifference. How much time can you devote to socializing
with a pet? Would you rather simply enjoy watching an aviary of compatible
birds? Do you mind cleaning house? |'s noise a problem with close neighbors or
yourself? How much space can be given to birds? What about finances? How
about dust? How long are you prepared to keep that long-lived parrot? Obviously
no decision should be made until all the above concerns are answered.
Below isalisting of some of the common types of pet birds available. Thisis
followed by aredlistic viewpoint of their long-term compatibility status with the
needs and lifestyles of the average pet owner.

These generadlizations are based on my own experiences with these birds. Since
birds are dynamically interacting living things there will always be certain
individuals who do not fall neatly into the descriptions set forth. A particular
bird’s own special nature must always be carefully weighed when adoption of a
possible lifelong companion is involved.

Birds are grouped according to size, space requirement, noise level, playtime
needs, destruction quotient, and talking potential. Included is a rough comparative
“1” to “10” rating system with “0” representing the baseline of no pet in the home
and therefore no impact to “10” describing an unlivable situation in which the pet
completely takes over, or in some applications, the rating of aremarkable talent!



A wide rating range of numbers reflects awide range of individuality within a
given group.

Only the commonly kept “mainstream” birds requiring relatively easy care are
included here. Thisisonly an introduction, not an encyclopedial For those
seeking further knowledge and advice (highly recommended) there are many
books on specific species.

LARGE AND EXTRA-LARGE BIRDS

1. LargeMacaws. Blue& Gold, Green Winged, scarlet, etc

“Comparative Pet Impact Statement:
" Sze=7109, Space=71t09, Noiselevel=7to 9, Playtime=7 to 8,
Destruction=7t0 9, Talking=4to 7

The larger Macaws are extremely colorful and catch the eye of many afirst-time
bird buyer. Hand-feds are very playful and will roll around with toys on the floor
reminiscent of puppies. These active intelligent birds will talk some but would
rather spend time exploring and testing with their powerful beaks and feet or
playing with their mate or owner. Cages must be large enough for these long-
tailed two to nearly three and a half foot birds to play around in comfortably
along with afew sturdy toys. A strong enclosureisin order asits weakest joint
will be subjected to the onslaught of a beak capable of cracking Brazil nuts.
Macaws can scream! The loudest calls can be heard blocks away so apartment
dwellers must reconsider this potentid problem carefully.

Macaws need alot of daily attention to thrive. Interaction is the name of the
game. If you can’t give the bird at least two to three hours or more each day of
active play outside of the cage please reconsider this commitment. A bored or
mishandled Macaw may feather-pick, scream, or become a lunging biter.



Most Macaws are headstrong birds that should not be allowed above your eye
level if you are to remain the boss. Hen Macaws do tend to be more docile than
males and many can be nice pets.

| These showy birds can often be
seen amusing the public at bird
exhibits. Professional trainers
can coax them to push or pull
toys, roller skate, peddle a bike,
wear hats, clothing, or perform
other human-like activities. |
prefer them to act like Macaws
and enjoy the streamlined
majesty of freeflight as they

- 2 SIS Eas Cruise about and upon landing
bl end into the dappled sunllght and troplcal vegetatlon of their natural habitat. It
is gratifying to watch Macaws in beautifully immaculate plumage playing among
branches or working at cracking open ahard nut. Yet | see to many large Macaws
with heavy tail damage and beat up dusty plumage crawling around endlessly in a
cage. They do not seem content but are merely surviving.

Remember, when you purchase a Macaw or any other large parrot, that these
birds have an intelligence close to that of the great apes. Longevity isa
remarkable seventy to one hundred years. It isonly fair and humane to provide
these birds with an environment suitable for their psychologicd and physical
well-being. Keep thisin mind.

2.  White Cockatoos: Umbrella, Mollucan, Sulfur Crested, Corélla, etc.
“Comparative | mpact Statement”
Sze=51t0 8, Space=6 to 8, Noise level=5 to 10, Playtime=6 to 10,
Destruction=7to 10’ Talking=31t0 6

The captivatingly majestic White Cockatoos with their expressive crest,
breathtaking beauty, and clownish antics are favorites of the public. These



complex sensitive birds require a nurturing love from their owner that only hours
of competent daily handling can provide. Cockatoos are not noted for great
talking ability but | have seen some that do quite well, it depends on the training
and the individual bird. Cockatoos are great showoffs and will perform trained
acts in public with ease. They seem to enjoy the applause and attention.

No other bird I know of craves physical handling
and preening as much as a Cockatoo. If thisis not
kept in balance by the keeper a sweet loving

Cockatoo can turn into a demanding spoiled brat.

Feather-picking and/or screaming is common among
neglected Cockatoos. These pathetic neurotic birds
face avery difficult life in captivity asthey are
passed on from one well-meaning owner to the next
or given mates for breeding in confinement without
choice or proper socialization.

Y et a healthy posturing and yes,
screaming Cockatoo in full vibrant
courtship is something to behold as it
spreadsitswings, tail and crestina
magnificent daunting display.

Cockatoos are surely among the dustiest
birds available. Petting one will coat
your hand with a talcum-like feather
dust powder. Most people with dust
alergies will not be able to tolerate a
Cockatoo in the house.
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Cockatoos like to chew and need to chew alot for their own psychological well-
being. These birds regularly grind two-by-fours down to kindling with ease and
dig through wallboard as easy as you or | might cut through butter!

The destruction a dedicated Cockatoo can inflict in just minutes of unsupervised
play is not to be believed until you own one; we have some house damage from
our own birds!

Cages must be large and secure. Cockatoos must be supplied with toys and
objects to chew on, pull apart, unscrew, and destroy. M ake sure cages are not
placed where the Cockatoo can reach draperies, walls, table tops, pictures, power
chords, etc. for sooner or later damage will most certainly occur.

It may be desirable to install an air purifier near the cage because everything in
the house will need to be dusted more often when a Cockatoo is present.

If you are still thinking about a Cockatoo realize most hand-fed babies work out
great in the beginning as cuddly lovable youngsters but be prepared for what can
happen in future years as the bird matures. | believe, in general, that the larger
Cockatoos do best in a professional full time training regimen or breeding
program while some smaller varieties might be kept as private pets by the right
person. There are always exceptions though and some special individuals of most
any species of Cockatoo can make beautiful petsin the right home.

3.  Amazon Parrots. Blue Fronted, Yellow Crowned, Orange Winged,
Red Headed, etc.

“Comparative | mpact Statement”
Sze=5t07, Space=51t0 6, Noiselevel=61t08, Playtime=41to 7,
Destruction=4to 7, Talking=5t0 9

Parrots of the Amazon genus are what people are most likely to picturein their

mind’s eye when they hear the word “parrot”. These birds are not so large asto
Intimidate someone unfamiliar with birds or so small as to be passed by.
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Amazons do okay in a suitable caged environment and can make nice pets.
Talking ability varies between species with individuals in the yellow crowned
group; including Y ellow Naped, Double Y ellow Headed, and Panamas achieving
highest honors. Close behind are the
Blue Fronted Amazons who are not as
outgoing, boisterous and noisy as the
Y ellow Crowned group. Blue fronteds
make good pets and many talk very
well. Other common, less expensive,
Amazons such as the Red Headed,
Lilac Crowned, Orange Winged, Red
Lored, White Fronted, etc. can be nice
companion birds but in the Amazons
price pretty much reflects the average
talking ability within a given species.

: ~ My first introduction to what a high
quality hand-fed parrot was reaIIy like came in the form of a six-year-old Y ellow
Naped named “ Corky”. Not only would this bird talk but he would respond with
words appropriate to a
given situation. If play
became alittle rough and
he bit to hard so | said
“ouch’ Corky would
answer “doesit hurt?’.
When he flew up onto
the furnace pipesthis
parrot would call out
“where am | where am

| |”. At mealtime the
phrase “yum yum, fruits and vegetables, good food” and would greet me as |
offered him dinner. If | started vocalizing Corky would begin singing right along!
This certainly was strange singing a duet with abird! To my regret Corky sold
easily at abird fair. He was the star of the show.

11
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Don't expect your Amazon to be a“ Corky”. He was one of akind. | use himto
illustrate just how much of a personality a‘mere’ bird can have.

When shopping for an Amazon, or any parrot, it is very important to select one
that seems to take an initial liking to you. This may seem obvious but if people
don't take into account the personal likes and dislikes of the bird being picked out
asapet it may be harder to develop as close a relationship than if the bird liked
you from the start. It is truly amazing how birds will prefer the mannerisms,
looks, and voice of one human over another.

Before you buy that Amazon there are afew other facts to consider. Amazons
tend to become dusty with a particular Amazon odor about them if they are not
bathed regularly. Some birds become nippy when they are not in the mood for
play. If you learn the bird’s “mood signals’ much of this can be overcome but it
doestake alittle effort. Amazons do like their own space at times and the cage
should be their refuge. At the same time the pet owner must assume a nurturing
yet dominant role and set consistent rules for the bird to follow. Remember; a
parrot has no instincts to guide him in this (to him) completely unnatural
master/pet socia structure.

Many hand-fed chicks do not completely forget they are parrots so when sexually
mature the breeding drives will be present and may turn aformer sweet bird into a
nippy, ill-mannered, protective, noisy, strutting tyrant. Life for these birdsis full
of conflict and confusion. Individual experience tells them they are human while
age-old instinct prompts them to find and defend a nest site from all comers, court
a suitable mate, breed and raise young. Do not take these actions personally. A
bird is a bird and humans are human. We cannot expect a bird to permanently
give up it's own identity to serve the whims of human desire and vain imaginings.
Thisisnot fair to the birdsin our care or to ourselvesif we truly have the welfare
of the birds at heart. Some birds may simply need to be set up for breeding and
allowed to live out their lives at least alittle closer to what tens of millions of
years of evolution has fashioned into their being.

12
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4.  African Greys. Congo, Ghana, Timneh, etc.

“Compar ative Impact Statement”
Sze=510 6, Jpace=5to 6, Noise Level=4 10 6, Playtime=41t0 7,
Destruction=4to 6, Talking=6 to 10

Without doubt the most gifted all around
mimic and talker among the parrotsisthe
African Grey. Greys have received so much
attention from researchers and praise from the
press that, in the eyes of the present day
public, this bird has become the one to own.
Greys remind me of audio recorders. They
can imitate clearly anything coming from a
dog, cat, human; or mechanical objects such
as bells, horns, rings, whistles, etc.

% The intelligence of these birdsistruly

- legendary. Greys have been proven to
recognize and associate words with numbers,
colors and shapes. Some Greys may even ask

: SRt L Ut for a specific kind of food and not except a
substitute! The clarlty and timing of a Grey interacting with it’s human flock is so
precise as to cause confusion among the household as to who isreally saying
what. In addition, their natural calls are a pleasing blend of whistles, conks, and
other varied “jungle’ noises. Greys do not possess the raucous screams uttered by
most birdsin the parrot family.

At first glance the African Grey does seem to be the ideal choice for a pet but
their very high intelligence, coupled with arather shy sensitive nature, can cause
problems if not dealt with correctly. Greys like set routines. For some birds any
change or even anew toy in their cageis seen as athreat. New clothesor a
different hairstyle may cause panic. A simple move to adifferent cage or location
often creates major trauma. Also these sensitive parrots tend to develop bad
feather-picking habits easily and, of course, boredom is a constant issue.

13
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However, If ababy Grey iswell socialized from the start; offered a rich nurturing,
stimulating and challenging environment; encouraged to interact regularly with
al family members and not allowed to become set in its ways, an African Grey
can truly become an exceptional pet.

5. Eclectus: Solomon Is., Red Sided, Vosmaeri, Grand, etc.

“Comparative Impact Statement”
Sze=5t07, Sace=5to 7, Noise Level=4to
7, Playtime=4to 7, Destruction=310 4,
Talking=51t0 9

Eclectus are probably one of the most
successfully bred group of the larger parrotsin
captivity but the general public remains
surprisingly unaware of these uniquely colored
distinctly different birds.

I

This species gives new meaning to the term
“sexually dimorphic”.

All Eclectus show an intense coloration that
is strikingly different between the sexes. It is
hard for one used to the more common
scheme of things to believe how such
contrastingly colored birds could actually be
pairs of the same kind.

14



15

When first discovered male and female Eclectus were listed as separate species.
Only when they were observed nesting did ornithologists believe the natives who
knew all along what was going on and worshipped the Eclectus as gods.

Cock Eclectus are a vibrant deep green with crimson red under the wings, which
extends onto the sides of the chest; hens are primarily a bright red. Some hen
subspecies have a deep blue/purple chest while others have a beautifully
contrasting bright yellow on the tail with a softer shade of purple on the chest. All
Eclectus are beautiful.

The Eclectus personality is also distinctly different from any other readily
available parrot. Most uncomfortable threatened parrots will attempt to flee,
threaten or fight in some active way while an Eclectus will simply “freeze”
motionless on the spot. Thisled to the Eclectus receiving an undeserved bad
reputation as a pet for imports were looked upon as lethargic stupid birds. To
compound this problem the dietary needs of Eclectus were poorly understood and
many fared badly in captivity. Modern-day Eclectus are healthy, active, playful,
trusting, inquisitive parrots that take kindly to people who don’t abuse them. As
an added bonus bonded pairs will reproduce willingly for their owners.

When a group of Eclectusis playing the sounds they make sound something like
a combination of monkey and puppy noises. Y ou can definitely hear their antics
but the noise level is not as high as that produced by Macaws, Conures, Amazons,
or Cockatoos. Eclectus do possess aloud alarm call but it isinfrequently uttered
unless thereis areason for it.

Somehow talking ability has been overlooked in these birds. Thisis acomplete
mystery to me for | know of several that are good talkers picking up new words
with ease. Eclectus are also reported to sing compl ete tunes.

When Eclectus are handled they must be treated more as a friend than as a dog.
These parrots do not like to be overly handled or intimidated. The Eclectus nature
reflects more of a* wait your turn” policy, which must be respected for the bird
to be a happy well-adjusted pet. Treat the bird with courtesy. Don’'t expect the

15
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bird to play until it hasfinished eating or napping. Wait until it is done “doing its
thing” just as you would any other family member - the parrot has rights too.

| consider an Eclectus to be one of the most practical pets among the large to
medium-sized birds. They will not demand attention but will comfortably wait
their turn and then enjoy your company. They are not destructive chewers so all
items last longer in their presence. They tend to accept most anyone who is kind
as afriend and generally do not bond to only one person. However, Eclectus
parrots do vary greatly in pet quality between individuals. Some are shy and/or
temperamental while others are in varying degrees more outgoing and/or playful.
Some will scream while others are quiet. A jewel must be hunted for but the right
Eclectus might just well be the nicest all-around pet parrot you could own.

MEDIUM TO MEDIUM LARGE BIRDS

1. Conuresand smaller Macaws. Suns, Red Headeds, Blue Crowneds,
Nobles, Severes, Yelow Collareds etc.

“Comparative | mpact Statement”

Sze=41t06, Space=41to 6, Noiselevel=610 8, Playtime=5t07,
Destruction=5to 7, Talking=3to 7

In many ways mini-Macaws and Conures are smaller reflections of their larger
cousins, the large Macaws. Properly hand-fed chicks ailmost always make friendly
playful pets but many tend to become nippy. Screaming often becomes a constant
element in the household environment containing these birds. Their fearless
temperament can be problematic for strange humans or even much larger birds. It
iscomical to watch alittle Green Cheek Conure pester or even drive away a much
larger Blue & Gold Macaw or Cockatoo from it’s perch with absolutely no
hesitation!

These species represent alarge group of birds that are not as plentiful in the pet
market since importation of wild parrot imports has ceased.

16
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Bee-Bee or Brotogeris are
not mini-Macaws but have
Similar pet potential.

EEEEER

Prices were so inexpensive and ‘\ I \\\
numbers so plentiful there wasllittle g\ ‘ ‘~‘:\_=XX\
incentive to attempt captive -;-,-,,——4'; °

i

breeding. As aresult there are far
fewer birds available than before
and prices have risen. As breeders
realized their oversght and turned to |
breeding Conures and mini-Macaws (’ i
more chicks have become steadily >IN
availlableand so pricesareleveling | _#
off. Today domestic raised chicksof
the“mini’s’ arelessexpensivethan |
the larger parrot types but still
provide alot of play and
entertainment for their owner.

heavily influenced by the “ Pecking
Order” law. Whoever is unlucky enough
to be perceived as “lower” by the bird
il will be put in their place by beak and
‘A claw. Pet owners must constantly prove
_ themselves worthy of the “flock |eader”
role by assuming a dominant but
nurturing relationship. Be consistent in
your rules and rewards and always keep
the bird below eye-level. Read a good
book or two on training and follow it.
Talking isusually not prevalent but
mischievous playfulnessis! If you want
agood value in a pet bird look into this
group but do be fully aware of their penchant for noise-making before bringing
one into an apartment or near dose neighbors.

17
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2. Medium sized Africans (Poicephalus): Senegals, Meyer’s, Red-
Bellieds, Jardine’s, etc.

“Comparative Impact Statement”

Sze=31t06, Jpace=31t06, Noise Level=41t0 6, Playtime=5to7,
Destruction=4to 7, Talking=5to 7

This splendid genus of birds contains some of the most practical pets around.
Being somewhat smaller and stockier than the Conure or mini-Macaw group the
Poicephalus parrots do well in medium sized parrot cages. In addition they lack
the raucous screams so common
among the parrots and instead
vocalize much like a miniature
African Grey would.

This makes them arelatively
suitable apartment pet. Talking
abilities are high when compared
to similar sized birds and most are
not near as costly as the African
Grey tendsto be. These are
basically friendly, inquisitive, .
playful, birds that are not as shy as T—

the typical Grey. Some can become a bit nippy during weaning or adolescence as
they seek their place in the flock structure but with good management techniques
this soon passes and the end result is an outgoing sociable bird.

The Poicephalus were also cheaply imported in the past and as wild fearful adults
proved to be untamable. No one knew the pet qualities of a hand-fed baby so the
market was not the best. Once again breeders did not invest in these smallish,
skittish, all-to-common adult imports but with arising appreciation of hand-fed
chicks breeders are enjoying a steady demand and so more babies are becoming
available,

The Jardine’ s stands out among the four commonly kept poicephalus. Their size
is closer to a Timneh Grey. Talking ability is very good but Jardine' s can become

18
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little bullies. They also have large beaks for their size and must be provided with
wood to destroy. Jardine’ s are still one of my favorite birds. Once through the
“hiting baby” stage Jardine' s have the potential of developing into a playful
amusing pet second to none.

All Poicephalus need toys to play with and chew on. All need plenty of time with
their owners. Do not ignore the bird for long periods. It will not appreciate it if
habits formed by lack of contact and bored isolation are disrupted by sudden
whims of attention. Be fair and consistent with the bird and it should remain a
fine pet.

3. Pionus: White Capped, BlueHeaded, Maximilian, etc.

“Comparative | mpact Statement”

Sze=4t05, Face=4to5, Noiselevel=61to 7, Playtime=5to 7,
Destruction=5to 6, Talking=3to 7

Pionus parrots from South and Central America are somewhat larger than the
African Poicephalus but smaller than the Amazons. Many consider them to be a
relatively quiet bird but al Pionus can and will scream at times. Pionus parrots
are thought by ornithologists to be related to the Amazon parrots. Both share
many of the same mannerisms and feather structures.

Pionus have a color scheme uniquely different from the Amazons and many other
parrots of the world. At first glance a Pionus may look like arather dull dark bird
but closer examination reveals a beautiful palette of dark iridescent green, blue
and purple highlighted with ared vent. Head colors commonly include a brighter
contrasting blue or white. Every speciesis striking in its own way.

Pionus are more “laid back” by nature than Amazons, Macaws, or Cockatoos

which is something to consider with children in the home. Most are not to “testy”
or “feisty” so can be handled relatively safely by younger supervised kids.
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Pionus have a musky odor, which tends to be quite strong in an enclosed area. My
sensitivity to this smell has prevented me from keeping them. One Pionus can
affect the odor of an entire room full of birds, especialy if it is not regularly
bathed. Some people like the scent but consider this with care when thinking of a
Pionus as a pet.

Talking ability isahighly individual matter. | knew of a white-capped pet that
learned a wide vocabulary and never seemed to stop talking. Y et, for the ones that
do talk there are just as many that say very little.

If you are looking for a pet parrot but don’'t have the space, time, or finances to
deal with something as active, vocal, or large as an Amazon a Pionus might fit the
bill for your home.

3. Psittacula Ringnecked: Indian Ringnecked, Alexandrine, M oustache,
Derbyan, Plumhead, etc.

“Comparative Impact Statement”

Sze=41t0 7, Space=6 to 8, Noise level=5to 7, Playtime=4to 7,
Destruction=51t0 6, Talking=3t0 8

Ringnecked parakeets are al graceful looking long-tailed birds native to Asiaand
Africa. They are all sexually dimorphic but it takes 1 to 3 years for the attractive
ring to show up on the necks of the cocks. Hens are usually dominant over the
cocksinanormal pairing situation so oftentimes males make the best pets. Some
hens are sweet too though so don't let the sex be the sole criteria when choosing
your bird. Juveniles all look alike so it is necessary to have youngsters blood-
sexed to know which iswhich.

Ownersof these birds rate them as very good talkers. Many claim some species

of Ringnecked can rival the Amazonsin this regard. The entire Psittacula genus
can produce a call note, which, to our ears, translates into a high-pitched piercing
scream, but Ringnecks are usually not overly noisy. Due to the Ringnecked' s long
slender Iength and flight requirements true physical and psychological well being
can only be provided for in long flights capable of allowing unencumbered flight
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from one perch to the next. Ringnecked parrots are predominantly flying birds
rather than climbers so the normal “parrot cage” is not really adequate unless the
bird is given flight time each day outside of the cage.

None of the Ringneckeds pair-bond for life but, unlike many other parrots, will
select new partners each breeding season from the flock. This behavior translates
into a pet that tends not to favor one person over another aslong asthey are
perceived as “flock members’. Let everyone play with the bird and there should
be minimal problems with favoritism among family members.

MEDIUM TO SMALL MEDIUM BIRDS:

1. Australian Grass Parakeets groups. Rosellas, Neophemas, Red Rumps,
Barabands, Rock Pebblers, etc.

“Comparative Impact Statement”
Sze=31t0 6, Jpace=31t0 8, Noiselevel=21t0 4, Playtime=210 5,
Destruction=2to 5, Talking=2to5

One can find any color of the rainbow present in vivid display somewhere within
thisincredibly diverse natural showcase of bird evolution. Contrast the brilliant
red and blue of the Crimson Rosella with the soft pastel pink and blues on the
Bourke's parakeet; The lemon yellow, red, and green of the Rock Pebbler with
the exquisite patterns of red, yellow, blue, and green found on the Scarlet Chested
(Neophema) grasskeet! No human artist can match what millions of years of a
seemingly mindless process with no recognizable goal in mind, called evolution,
has accomplished!

Color is not the only attraction these birds have for humans. Instead of making
noise that must be put up with by human ears the call notes and songs of the
Australian grasskeets are rather enjoyably musical. The mood of my pair of gold
Mantled Rosellas could be read by the musical interval within their calls. 3rds
reported a state of comfort while 5" s and 6ths denoted a higher excitement level.
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Some are fair talkers but most grasskeets would rather whistle tunes or mimic the
whistles of other birds such as Cockatiels.

Being as pleasant as they are these birds do not bond strongly as pets. Even hand-
fedswill not sit still on ahand or shoulder but will tolerate a short visit and then
fly off to explore. Thisreflects the nomadic “grasskeets’ nature of always being
on the move. Needless to say, the typical parrot cageis not akind environment.
Much better is the longest enclosure possible. These are essentially aviary birds -
not pets. They are so enjoyable asthey are! Why try to make them conform to our

image of a parrot sitting on a shoulder and be forced to do things that are not in
their nature?

Assuming they are not overcrowded, grasskeets can be housed with different
families of birds such as finches, Canaries and Cockatiels. Do not put two males
of the same species together or they will fight.

If you follow the rules nature has set the Australian grasskeets offer afascinating
view into an exotic world seldom appreciated. Healthy, properly conditioned
birds will breed readily in captivity. All they ask for is a suitable environment and
their own space.

2. Cockatiels: Quarrion: All colorsand mutations.

“Comparative Pet | mpact Statement”
Sze=5, Sace=5t07, Noiselevel=3to 7, Playtime=2to 7,
Destruction=3to 5, Talking=2t05

Cockatiels (the littlest Cockatoos) are fast becoming one of the most popular pet
birds around. These Australian “Quarrions’ breed so readily in captivity that
Cockatiels can be seen as essentially domesticated - new mutations are popping
up al the time. Furthermore, serious breeders are showing birds that are judged
by nationally recognized exhibition standards. Cockatiels are many generations
removed from their wild counterparts and this, along with a friendly outgoing
nature, make the ingredients for a nice pet. For those who want a medium-sized,
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readily available, inexpensive, interacting family pet the cockatiel easily beats the
competition. Hand-fed babies are naturally tame and easy to get along with. Even
little children can handle atame Cockatiel
without fear of a painful bite.

These birds show atrue kinship with the larger
Cockatoos as awell-mannered tiel isfriendly
to anyone and enjoys being picked up,
scratched, and played with. Of course, being a
little Cockatoo means they have the same
“talcum-dust” on their feathers but in a smaller
dose.

| Thisisanother bird that would rather whistle
than talk but many talk well enough to amuse
their owners. | rather enjoy the “wolf whistle”
variations performed by the male as he courts a
mate and proclaims his ownership to a nest
box. Some owners or neighbors may find the
persistent whistling of a male cockatiel abit
annoying though so cock birds might not fit the
bill for a good apartment pet. Hens tend to have a calmer disposition and are less
vocal than males,

Single pets can do okay in a standard commercial
cockatiel cage but need the exercise of flight to stay fit.
Breeder pairs can be housed comfortably in 2" square
cages and then be given an annual 4 to 6 month break in
a6’ to 12’ flight. A healthy compatible pair of tiels will
willingly breed. All they need is a nest box which acts
as acatalyst to start the process going.

Breeding Cockatiels is contagious! Even if your goal is
to donate aroom to the birds and market some offspring
it is best to curb ambition and slow things down a bit.
Cockatiel breeders are prime candidates for “Bird

23



24

Fever”. Those afflicted with this malady find every mutation enticing and owning
new species of birds inviting. Acquiring to many birds leads to overcrowding and

the inevitable consequences. Inadequate lighting, insufficient cage space, less
individual attention, low maintenance, poor ventilation, higher stresslevels and
overwork for both keeper and birds - all contribute to lowered disease resistance
resulting in frustration and frequent trips to the vet. Enjoy your pet, join abird
club, attend afew shows, breed a pair or two, but be a responsible servant to
those in your care.

3. Lovebirds: Peach Faced, Black M asked, Fishers, etc.

“Compar ative Pet | mpact Statement”
Sze=3t04, Sace=3t05, Noiselevel,=5t06, Playtime=210 8,
Destruction=3to 5, Talking=1to 3

L ovebirds are stocky, smaller parrots that have been well established in

aviculture. Much of their recent rebound in popularity is due to the explosion of
colorful mutations. Breeders find endless opportunities to experiment and explore
different color combinations and in doing so come to appreciate genetic principles
and the laws of nature.

Lovebirds are not great talkers but instead emit short, staccato-like high-pitched
“screeks’. They do have the ability to be playful amusing petsif they are handled
on aregular basis. Long-term tameness requires a commitment to daily quality
interactive playtime outside of the cage - most neglected lovebirds revert back to
afearful wildnessthat is difficult to overcome. These birds like to crawl in,

around and under objects. They also have the playfulness to push and pull on
items. This behavioral fearless curiosity makes the lovebird a good subject for

learning to push carts, fetch objects, crawl through atube, roll on its back, or do
many other suitable tricks you might think of.

Breeding Lovebirdsis easy if you have atrue compatible pair. This may sound
obvious but | have seen many “pairs’ sold that were in reality just two birds
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thrown together. Both sexes |ook very much alike so blood-sexing is the only sure
way to know what you’ ve got. Lovebirds have been bred in colonies of three or
more pairs. Birds are placed together as youngstersin aflight and given four or
more nest boxes al at the same height. Hens can get pugnacious when choosing a
favored nest site so fighting is common even within an established flock. If a
strange bird isintroduced it will promptly be injured by attack or killed. Even
among flock members fights can cause picked feathers, missing toes or eyes. For
these reasonsit is really best to have one compatible pair per cage. Also, cage
breeding of single pairsis necessary for controlled production of desired traits

and colors.

L ovebirds as a group are certainly on of the most colorful yet inexpensive birds
around. Many people find them ajoy to have around the house. Just remember
their “screek” noises, but, in choosing your pet, also remember the playful side of
the hand-fed baby L ovebird.

4. Budgerigars ( Parakeets): American and English.

“Comparative Pet | mpact Statement”
Sze=2t04, Space=3t05, Noiselevel=41t06, Playtime=2to 8,
Destruction=2to 4, Talking=2to 6

The ever-popular common little Australian shell parakeet is without doubt the
bird most often chosen by parents as the “first pet” for their child. Budgerigars are
aperfect size for the
average household with
an elementary-school
child. A baby keet just
out of the nest is easily
tamed and while careis
relatively simple the
kids do experience the
responsibilities of pet
care.
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Budgies can mimic an astounding number of words and short phrases for their
size however, these are uttered in a“budgie voice’ often making it difficult for
outsiders to understand what they are saying.

A pet budgie can become a playful interactive member of the family yet is not
overly demanding for attention. Single birds do need some daily attention as they
are naturally quite gregarious (which is what makes them bond to humans in the
absence of their own kind.)

Budgerigars will do well in alarge cage if provided with one or more companion
birds. (I find the increased interactive activity of a group of budgiesto be more
satisfying than alone one so desperate for company it excepts a human as a flock
member.) If you house the birds in a cage large enough where they can play
around comfortably with toys and let them out often for needed exercise and
“people time” abudgie or two can make nice pets.

So many colors are readily available! sky blue, cobalt, yellow face, green, or
violet mixed with lutino, pied, opaline, spangled, cinnamon, and more make for
hard decisions at the pet shop. Most customers who do not know or understand
which birds in agroup will make the best pet material will simply pick out the
prettiest, brightest looking parakeet and take it home expecting it to immediately
hop on afinger and “talk”. Pet shops will not tend to discourage any selection for
sales are the prime goal and older birds become aliability.

Beauty, of course, isin the eye of the beholder and in budgiesis definitely more
than “feather deep”. Selecting the right budgie as a pet is very important. The
wrong choice will bring you painfully frustrating results. Adult hens are one of
the most difficult of all birds to tame and the bite of an uncooperative parakeet is
something to consider - it hurts!

There are important guidelines other than color to follow when choosing your pet.
When selecting a single pet for your child be sure to pick ajust-weaned baby that

has good weight and is eating well. If the bird is active, bright-eyed, clean-
feathered and easily handleable without biting it will probably be a good choice.
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Ask the shop to help you pick ababy. If they don’t know the difference between
babies, juveniles and adults it might be good to shop somewhere else.

SMALL BIRDS
1. Parrotlets: Celestial or Pacific, Green Winged, Blue Winged, etc.

“Comparative Pet | mpact Statement”

Sze=1t03, Face=21t03, Noiselevel=31t05, Playtime=210 8,
Destruction=2to 4, Talking=1to 3

Parrotlets of the genus forpus are among the smallest representatives of the order
of parrotsin the world.

Being only afew inchesin length has allowed them to be successfully bred in
finch boxes - athough a standard budgie box is more suitable.

These diminutive but mighty little parrots from Central Americaremind me of
African lovebirds in their shape and personality but they are smaller and in no
way related. All forpus parrots are sexually dimorphic with cocks displaying
more blue on the wings,

rump, and face then the B Ficure courtesy

; : Bill Lechner
hens according to their “Show Off< .
Species.

By far the most commonly

seen parrotlet in aviculture

isthe celestial or Pacific.

They are alittle larger and

more colorful than other 3
available species bred in i
captivity. Thedown sideis
Pacifics are also a bit more fearlessly feisty and pugnacious than the rest. |
consider talking ability marginal but some owners out there do say they talk abit.
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Forpus parrotlets can be entertaining little pets with hens perhaps averaging a
little more dominance in their personality than males. All must be handled
routinely on adaily basis or pet quality will be lost.

Noiseis not areal problem. Parrotlets sound like quiet lovebirds but the forpus
voice hasamore pleasing chirping quality about it and so should pose no
problem to close neighbors. Space demands are also minimal.

Parrotlets are one of thefew species of bird that seem to tolerate small cages well.
| consider them true “efficiency apartment” birds. Pacific parrotlets have
prolifically bred in the medium to large sized commercial parakeet cages and do
fine on the corner of a shelf or table. Birds should have supervised playtime to
crawl around, in and out of, and on top of toys for they are fearlesslittle explorers
and, when not breeding, need the diversion.

For the person with little space, little time, and little money; Parrotlets may be
just what the doctor ordered.

2. Canaries. German Roller, Timbrado, American singer, Belgian,
Columbus, & Border fancy, Norwich, Lizard, Gloster, Dutch frill, Red
factor, Blue, etc.

“Comparative Pet | mpact Statement”

( Song issubstituted for talking in all finches.)
Sze=21t05, Space=2to5, Noiselevel=21t0 6, Playtime=11t0 3,
Destruction=1to 2, Song=2t0 9

As can be deduced from the numerous breeds listed
above, canaries have been favorites for both song and
beauty for along time - especially in Europe. All the
domestic breeds originated from a single species that was
brought over from the Canary Islands many hundreds of
years ago. Thislong length of time has allowed the
canary to become the most thoroughly domesticated of

al non-produce birds and in turn allowed fanciersto
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develop types and show standards akin to how dogs and cats are judged.

It was the song that first led the sailors of old to trap and bring these
insignificantly colored (green and brown highlighted with yellow) siskins back
home where captive breeding brought on the development of the now common
yellow form of the canary. As time passed many were bred for different standards
of body conformation and color while other breeders concentrated primarily on
singing styles.

North American bred canaries that were crossed with the Venezuelan black
hooded siskin became the “red factors” we know today. These vividly colored red
and black siskins from Central
America have paid a heavy price for
their beauty. So many were captured
for the pet industry or succumbed to
habitat |oss they are now critically
endangered.

Contrary to popular belief, there are
no canaries native to the western
hemisphere. The so-called “wild
canaries’ inthe US are usually i .
yellow warblers or goldfinches mistakenly called canaries because of their brlght
yellow plumage which, of course, does not even resemble the true wild colors of
the canary at al. Actually in North America canaries are closely related to siskins
such as redpolls, purple finches and house finches.

The true native haunts of the domesticated canary, The Canary Islands, are
located just west of Africaat about the latitude of Florida. This makes canaries a
semitropical species and as such seasonal daylight change plays a crucial role
governing the timing of pairing, nesting, flocking, molting, etc. This need for
seasona change must be served if canaries are to stay healthy and breed properly.

So many problems can be attributed to improper lighting techniques! The best
way around thisis simply to house the birdsin anaturally lit part of the house
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and let nature take its course. Canaries do need uninterrupted sleep from dusk to
dawn. Even through the longer nights of Winter it isimportant for them to have
undisturbed sleep. Thisiswhat the timing mechanismis al about. If the birds are
cared for and timed properly breeding compatible pairs should be easy. Cocks and
hens will come into condition at the same time with plenty of offspring to follow.
Y oung males should be molted out and in full song by the following holiday
Season.

When buying a canary for song make sureit is a cock bird because hens don’t
sing nearly like males do. Also it is good to hear him singing so you can judge the
song for yourself. Birds bred for song qualities include rollers, timbrados and
American singers. These sing with more of a closed beak producing a much softer
pleasing rolling tone than louder varieties. Their song may not compete well in a
noisy shop setting but | believe these birds are more suitable for the quiet of the
home than the louder chopper singing breeds of canary.

Do let the canary out of the cageto fly and remain fit. It is erroneous to believe a
canary will dieif it islet out. My birds are so much stronger, active, and healthier
when alowed in afree flight setting. | enjoy watching their flight as much as
hearing their song. A Canary is afinch and the whole physiology of afinch has
been fine tuned over millions of years for flight. Do not deprive them of this
pivotal part of the expression of their existence!

With the advent of business-oriented large scale production of hand-fed baby
parrots taking more resources from those who might otherwise be raising
canaries, this little gem of aviculture appears to be losing ground. Even though
the demand for a“guaranteed to sing” male remains high the profit margin for
alot of work isbasically nonexistent. Not only are hens unmarketable as singers
but breeders must house young birds for 7 to 9 months before cocks will achieve
full song. When expensive easily spoiled egg-foods, greens, vegetables and fruit;
space for breeder cages, separate flights for hens, cocks, juveniles; and labor are
tallied up it makes more business senseto breed birds year-around to be sold
within days of weaning where sex is not an issue. Only atrue lover of canaries
will stay with them for their management takes work, dedication, and expense.
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Canaries arethefirst birds | ever raised. Even after these many years of breeding
numerous species the Roller canary especialy still holds a spell over me as he
sings his varied tours of liquid song.

4.  Other Common Domestic Finches. Society or Bengalese, Zebr a,
Lady Gouldian.

“Comparative Pet | mpact Statement”

Sze=1t02, Jace=1to5, Noiselevel=2to 4, Playtime=1to 2, Destruction=1
to 2, Song=21t06

The three different species of finches listed above are grouped together because

of both their similar husbandry requirements and comparable impact as petsin the
house. These very small finches should not be fit into very small cages. On the
contrary; Environments suitable for these lively, on-the-go creatures need to be as
large as possible. Healthy finches will forever be flitting about exploring every
nook and cranny they can reach so need the stimulation and exercise to remain fit.

Finches are an easy way for
budding naturalists to observe
species behavior in away that
is denied the master of only
the trained obedient pet. Few
sights are more satisfying
than seeing athriving pair of
birds display, court, nest, and
successfully raise young in a
well designed habitat you

A pair of Firetails courting.

researched and provided for them.

The Bengalese or society finch vies with the canary as the longest domesticated
bird kept for pets and amusement. This species of finch does not even exist in the
wild. Most scholarsin the field believe societies are the result of captive
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hybridization of two or more species of munia, nun and/or mannikin finches
native to Asia but thisis not known for sure. The ultimate product of this

Oriental biological engineering feat are very pleasant variably colored chocolate,
cinnamon or white finches that breed better in cages than in larger flights. For this
reason | consider Bengalese to be one of the few species truly fitting the term
“cage bird”.

Societies are, as the name suggests, very social birdsthat get along so well
together that oftentimes pairs will be seen sharing nests. These mellow finches
are easily tamed if handled often from fledging on and will enjoy being held,
perching on afinger, following you around the house etc. In addition cocks sing a
cheery little song and employ a simple courtship dance to attract a mate. Thisis
the only way to tell the sexes apart for they both look very much alike. Breeding
isasimple matter; the hard part seems to be stopping them! Simply provide
some sort of nesting site supplied with hair, grass and other materials and the
birds will do the rest.

The Bengalese or society finch isavery steady little companion that should not
be a bother to anyone. | consider them tops on my list as a“first bird” for the
child who wants to observe nature but not worry about problems such as fighting,
feather plucking, incompatibility, unacceptable noise, flightiness and so many
other problematic worries so prevalent among other species of birds kept confined
in cages.

Zebra finchesbelong to the strikingly varied and unique group of finches known
asthe Australian grass finches. Most of the different speciesof grassfinch are
considered non-beginner’s birds due to their relatively high expense and
unforgiving response to conditions not to their liking but Zebras are just the
opposite! Zebras are probably the most prolific and therefore the least expensive
finch available. A pair can bless you with babies when they themselves are only
four to six months old. Sexing Zebras is no problem either for males will begin to
show their dimorphic colors of chestnut flanks, red ear spots, and a zebra striped
chest within a month or two after fledging. Babies just out of the nest al look like
dull colored hens.

32



33

One pair of Zebras should be housed in alarge cage that will givethem at least a
little flight space and room to get away from each other at times. housing these
tiny but active birdsin asmall cage sold for asingle budgie or canary is asking
for trouble. Zebras are always on the move - they never stop! They are also more
nervous, swift in flight, and certainly not as docile as the society or Lady
Gouldian finches, Canaries and Cockatiels. Overcrowded incompatible birds will
often feather-pick and may be seen chasing other birds around the enclosure.
Zebras, even in alarge flight situation, may take over other speci€’ s nests and/or
try stealing nesting material if to many birds want the same nests or roosting
place.

My pet name for thislittle Australian bird is “Beeper”. The voice sounds
something like a diminutive toy trumpet “meeping”- and thisis kept up
continually. (This can become bothersome for some people but others do find the
vocal antics of the Zebra entertaining and , perhaps, relaxing as well. The cock’s
song is a short, repetitive, high-speed warble bleated out to any Zebra
proclaiming to all his willingness to woe a mate and make more Zebras.

Asis obvious from their willingness to breed Zebras are thoroughly domesticated
and are bred for show conformation and depth of color. Several very nice
mutation color forms are common so acquisition of these birdsisreally no
problem. The rapid reproductive rate of these birds makes them particularly
suitable if one wishes to experiment around with or seriously study genetics.

Although the active Australian Zebra finch does not appear to be as steady or
tamable as the majority of domestic-raised cagebirdsthey still do comfortably
well in amedium to large size cage in the home and are a pleasure to watch.
\When the ease of pairing the differently colored cocks and hensis added to the
fast-paced reproduction of the zesty Zebra this becomes another highly
recommended bird for the home.

L ady Gouldian finches have something about them that is captivating. The first
thing that immediately draws the attention of one seeing a Gouldian for the first
timeisthe vibrantly brilliant pure solid well defined shapes of vividly contrasting

color!
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