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FCA Parrotkeeping 

How Do I Raise My Birds? 
By Marcy Covault, ©2006, All Rights Reserved 

www.birdcompanions.com 

Feathered Companions Aviary is a small home-based aviary, where chicks are fed in the kitchen and fledged in the living/family 

rooms. I get frequent queries for explanations of my handrearing and general feeding methods, and hopefully, this booklet will 

answer many questions. It is directed primarily at the small home breeder, for whom bird breeding may be a family endeavor, and 

for whom integration into the family environment is important. These are my methods and rationale—not the only way, but what 

works for me! There are links on my site to excellent resources. There are also more 

detailed articles with pictures, for example, on my outside aviary enclosure and  

interactions with my birds.  

Parrotkeeping at Home 

Aviculture is the practice and art of birdkeeping, and “parrotkeeping” is a 
specialized part of aviculture that focuses on the hookbill species. The 
environment and methods of keeping birds vary widely in the U.S., from small 
single-pair breeders to large commercial breeding facilities. Depending on the 
size of the breeding “operation” and the aviculturist/staff available to maintain 
it, the type of housing and feeding/maintenance schedules will vary, from 
moderate to intense time involvement. Aviculture, like virtually all animal 
husbandry endeavors, is labor-intensive, and those involved have to enjoy what 
they do to stay motivated to continue. In a home aviary, because the birds are 
literally part of the family environment, balancing total family needs with aviary 
activities becomes crucial for long-term integration of human and avian 
relationships and enjoyment. 

FCA Home Aviary 

Most of my experiences are with smaller hookbills, formerly including 
cockatiels, Bourke’s parakeets, and rosellas, and currently including Pacific 
parrotlets, Pyrrhura and Aratinga conures, and Indian Ringneck parakeets. 
I have been raising small parrots since the early 1990’s, and I have tried 
different environmental manipulations, feeding regimens, and handling 
techniques. I’ve learned a lot the hard way, as well as the easy, natural way,  
and I continue to learn each day from others and from my birds. 
The majority of my birds are inside, with adults and juveniles in my 
living/family room areas for sociability and interaction. Most get out in the 
evenings, and they can fly to and from various play/feeding (“foraging”) 
stations, some of which hang from the ceiling and some of which rest on top  
of cages. The flock dynamics are very interesting! 
I have two separate rooms for breeder pairs: one each for Pyrrhura conures  
and parrotlets. This type of environment helps reduce stress from other 
different-sized or noisier species when pairs are nesting, and it gives them 
privacy from the daily traffic of the mixed flock in the living areas, as well as 
from human guests and TV or stereo sounds. The flight cages in these rooms 
are larger than what one might ordinarily see for these sizes of birds. 
I have several indoor/outdoor (connected by portal) flights, some of which 
house Pyrrhura conure breeding pairs, and larger ones which house 

Indoor 

Indoor/outdoor 
Indoor cages with portals to 

outdoor flights 

Outdoor flights 

Outdoor aviary enclosure 
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Indian ringnecks. I have enclosed the entire outside aviary area to keep out 
large predators. This also allows me to go outside and enjoy the fresh air 
with flighted pet birds. 

Basics and Variables 

Type and size of cage and lighting, schedule of feeding, and environmental 
enrichment are all considered for successful breeding. What makes it 
difficult for the beginning breeder is that there are many ideas on what is the 
“best” way to raise and maintain birds. There are some “basics” (and many 
books and articles expound on those) and some personal-choice “variables” 
(and just as many books and articles discuss those). Each person has to 
choose the variables they prefer and which work for them. Following are 
my choices. 
Cages—We all accept that parrots should be in appropriate cages—type, 
size, sturdiness, functionality—for their species, use, and maintenance. My 
“house” birds are almost all in powder-coated cages, because these are the 
easiest to clean and they “look good” in the home. In the past few years, 
because of competition and sources from other countries, powder-coated 
cages have become affordable for most people. One must be careful with 
these though, as quality can vary dramatically, and some may provide 
dangerous exposure to lead or zinc. Some of my cages are dometop, and 
some are flat-top with perches and playstands on them. This provides 
variety and allows preference for those birds that like one type better than 
the other. These cages are sturdy and durable, and they can also be rolled 
out on the back patio, on a rotating schedule, for power washing—a 1300 
dpi portable power washer works great for cleaning hard-to-reach crevices. 
Most larger breeder flight cages are ½” x1” galvanized wire, which is harder 
to clean than the powder-coated cages, partly because they are larger, so 
more unwieldy to take down and power wash (if they are installed indoors). 
That means they get washed much less frequently! 
Lighting—Fluorescent lights, usually four-foot suspended, with full-
spectrum tubes provide lighting to indoor cages. There are several brands of 
these “full spectrum” tubes, but they should be for birds, not just plants or 

reptiles, as the right lighting, including UV, is important to birds. My lights are on timers, so that the birds 
can have relief from the bright light in the afternoons, when they are most apt to nap, and so that they go off 
at staggered times in the evenings for a gradual reduction of light for nighttime. The house birds go to their 
cages quite easily when the lights dim. I also have small nightlights in each area, so that they are not totally 
dark. 
Feeding and Watering—Bowls in the bottoms of cages (not under perches) provide water and afford 
bathing opportunity for all cages. The bowls are rinsed and refilled daily, and sometimes twice daily if the 
occupants foul the water or splash it all out of the bowl.   
For breeder pairs and in the indoor/outdoor flights, there are “bump-outs” on the fronts of the indoor 
portions where food and water bowls are provided. I do not add sanitizing chemicals to the water, no water 
how safe they are said to be. My concern is that if it kills bacteria in the water, it can kill beneficial bacteria in 
the digestive tract. 
Most of my birds LOVE to bathe in their water bowls. Also, when a hen is laying, she will get her belly wet 
and thus regulate humidity in the nest box. Some people mist their indoor birds because of the low humidity 
in the home. I rarely do that, but rather keep that water bowl full enough for bathing. Some of my birds, 
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when out playing, will fly over if I turn the kitchen faucet on. They will either jump on a plate I hold beneath 
the faucet, or they sit in the palm of my hand and enjoy a quick shower.  
Although some people use automatic watering systems and others use water 
bottles on their cages, I prefer the bowls, not only because the birds like to 
play and bathe in them, but also because I would be concerned about not 
being careful enough about water bottles—either in cleanliness (as they can 
harbor bacteria and mold) or water availability (as they can malfunction and 
stop up so that the bird or birds do not have water for a period of time). 
Even though automatic watering systems are convenient and less messy, I 
have known breeders who lost birds because they didn’t realize a line was 
plugged or leaking, so that the bird wasn’t getting any water. This was 
primarily when they were gone from home, and someone else was feeding 
and watering for them, but we can’t be there 365 days a year! 
Depending on the cage and type of food, feeding bowls may be in holders, in containers on the bottom of 
the cage, or in hanging bowls. Soft foods in bowls are easily accessible, and those bowls are washed daily. 
Dry food bowls for pellets or seed mixes may only be changed once or twice a week, depending on how 
quickly they are emptied and if they have been fouled with feces or soft foods.  

Foods and Feeding  

Feeding a balanced diet to a mixed group of parrots offers a challenge because what’s required by one 
species may not be perfect for another; what’s available for the birdkeeper may be limited; and what the birds 
will actually eat may not be what is the most desirable. 
Because of the many books and articles expounding the necessity and merit of 
different diet types (much like for humans), it can be very confusing to the 
beginning breeder. One person will tell you their success has to do with feeding 
mostly pelleted feeds, and another will tell you they never feed pelleted feeds. 
One says sprouting is too problematic because of mold and bacterial problems, 
and another says that sprouting is easy and necessary for healthy birds. It truly is 
up to the aviculturist to do research for themselves, use common sense, and make 
decisions based on what works for them and their birds. 
Birds in the wild forage and eat a variety of foods, including “live foods,” such as 
plant parts, flowers, insects, etc. Providing a suitable diet can be a challenge for 
the aviculturist, and there is more than one opinion on how best to do this. 
Sprouts—Sprouting is one method of providing living, growing food, and the 
variety of grains and seeds available offer choices that fit species size and 
aviculturist’s needs and preferences. For me, sprouting is easy, and if you follow a 
few basic rules—including using high quality seeds and grains and following basic 
cleanliness procedures— there should seldom be any problem with providing 
fresh, living sprouts for food. Using either bleach, GSE, or other mild 
disinfectant in the soaking solution is advisable, because mold spores are 
everywhere in our environment, and they could otherwise start growing during 
the soak. 
“Sprouting” is a somewhat ambiguous term. Depending on who’s talking, it can 
mean anything from a 24-hour “soaked seed/grain” mix to a several days 
“growing” routine. Based on what I have read and experienced, I usually use a 32-hour “sprouting” routine, 
when the seeds/grains have swelled and have just started a tiny tail (nib). The chemical process of conversion 
to a growing plant from a dormant seed has begun, and the enzymes have started their work—and this is 
when there is optimal nutritional value for the parrots. I can also leave this stage sprout in the soft food bowl 

Morning Feeding 
For all of my birds, in a 
large stainless steel bowl, I 
mix a smorgasbord of the 
following in the approxi-
mate ratios shown:  

 Rinsed sprouts (1/3) 
 Chopped fresh 

veggies and fruit (e.g., 
kale, carrot, apple) 
(1/3) 

 Seed mix (1/6) 
 Other, e.g., bird 

bread, spices, etc. 
(1/6) 

For parents feeding 
chicks, I will feed more  
of the egg food plus 
additional crumbled bird 
bread.  
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all day—where if not eaten within the first couple of hours, it will 
continue to develop—and feel confident that there is little chance of 
spoilage. 
If I wait until the “tail” is longer, the birds seem to just nip that off, toss it 
aside, and eat only the kernel anyway. If you wait until there is a longer 
stem with a beginning leaf, you have to be very careful with cleanliness, 
because that time period of several days provides opportunities for 
bacteria and fungus to proliferate on the sprout. 
I never feed sprouts from the store, because the chance of bacteria 
colonies, such as e-coli, is just too great. I also use hulled seeds and grains 
as much as possible, particularly with sunflower seeds, as the shells of the 
striped sunflower seem to be particularly prone to growing a furry fungal 
coating rather quickly, whereas sunflower hearts sprout beautifully, and 
rarely have fungal problems. 
Vegetables and fruits—As a daily staple, in the morning, I typically feed 
kale, collard or mustard greens, or broccoli for the dark green vegetable, 
and carrots for the yellow-orange. I occasionally use parsley or celery for 
variety. Apple is the usual fruit offered, although occasionally banana, 
grapes, or other citrus may be offered as a side dish. I toss the veggies and 
fruit into my food processor, pulse a few times to coarse-chop, and 
include in the morning feeding. I also keep back a few small stems and 
leaf pieces of the vegetable and put atop the soft foods in youngsters’ 

bowls for them to nibble on and play with. In the late afternoon, I feed a small amount of mixed vegetables, 
which have been thawed under running hot water, drained, and sprinkled on top of any morning soft foods 
still remaining in bowls. 
In the afternoon/evening, I thaw frozen mixed vegetables and give each group of birds a few kernels. This is 
a nutritious treat that they look forward to with gusto. They greet me raucously and become quiet as they 
munch away. Parents feeding babies also dive into these soft, warm veggies. 
Growing food—I do not have time to garden much, but being able to control the quality of vegetables and 
fruits more than just looking for “organic” in a store is obviously desirable and healthier—for your human 

family as well. You can also grow what may not be readily available locally, e.g., 
rose hips, an excellent food for birds which grows on a lovely, if prickly, fruiting 
fence hedge. 
Seed mixes—I believe that conures and other small hookbills need some seeds. 
Since I am never 100% satisfied with most available commercial seed mix blends, I 
add to them. I start with a good, clean, small hookbill seed product. I then add a 
variety of other grains or seeds, depending on what I have. It doesn’t have to be the 
same all the time! I may add split green peas, rye or barley flakes/grains, oat groats, 
pepitas (hulled raw pumpkin seed), flax, etc. I also add dried red pepper flakes and 
dried herbs, e.g., Italian seasoning (no salt). 
I have been told that some parrotkeepers also add a small amount of diatomaceous 
earth (DE) as a deterrent to “seed moths,” and that some add a little to food to de-
worm their birds, but I do not do this, as DE is the sharp skeletons of small 
crustaceans, and I am concerned about possible intestinal irritation in parrots. 

Pellets—Most of my birds have free choice pellets in a separate bowl, unless they use them for play, wasting 
instead of eating—and in that case, they are rationed. Pellets make up about 20% of my birds’ diet. Some 
love the pellets; others eat them sporadically; and a few others leave them. Many will eat Roudybush brand 

Sprouts 
24 hours 

 
32 hours 
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while they may not touch some of the other “natural” brands I have tried. If 
I fed a diet that emphasized pellets, I would likely feed one of the good 
“uncolored” pellets. 
Although I prefer non-dyed pellets, since pellets are not the major part of 
their diet, I don’t worry about it. Almost all will eat Zupreem Cockatiel Fruit 
Blend, so that’s what I usually feed. I don’t feed the larger (conure-sized) 
pellets because they waste too much! I do not feed pellets to my parrotlets, 
as I have been advised that the color mutation parrotlets, in particular, do 
not tolerate pellets well. 
“Bird” bread—The baked specialty bread I make is nutritious and 
appealing to the birds. There are many recipes on the internet, but I usually 
make some variation of the recipe I have on my web site. During breeding 
season and for youngsters, I will crumble blocks of the “bird” bread into the 
morning soft food and or put small chunks of it besides the soft food in the 
bowl. 
Cooked mixes and hot mashes—There are recipes galore for cooked 
mixes and mashes, and I have fed many of them, as enticements for 
youngsters, as soft foods for parents feeding chicks, and just for special 
offerings. In the winter months I will often feed a small amount of cooked 
brown rice/lentil mix to birds in the indoor/outdoor cages (on the unheated 
“bird porch”), to youngsters inside, and to a limited extent to adult birds. 
One has to be careful about spoilage with these, and it is not wise to feed as 
a dietary mainstay or frequently because of the high protein content. 
I have fed some of the commercial blends of mashes designed mostly for 
pet birds. They are well-received by most, but I have found that Malt-O-
Meal (or oatmeal, or Cream of Wheat) with raisins and spices is liked just as 
well, and is much less expensive! 
Meat and live “protein”—I do not feed raw meat of any kind. 
Occasionally, I will feed a small piece of baked chicken breast to my sun 
conures, who enjoy it as a treat, but I do not typically feed meat or insects 
otherwise to my birds. Years ago, when I raised kakarikis, I was told that 
they must have meal worms for successful breeding. So, I bought some and 
followed instructions on how to keep a colony going for fresh, live food. 
When the kakarikis left, so did the meal worms. I’m just not cut out to handle wiggly, live food, and the adult 
beetles getting into the house did not thrill me at all! 
Other specialty foods and supplements—To the soft food mix, I add the same spices I add to 
handfeeding formula, sprinkling lightly over. I also add a supplement, such as Higgins Snack Attack Proteen 
25 or Quiko Classic (both, egg foods), if it is breeding season and if I have lots of youngsters. Some seed 
mixes have dried fruit, and you can also buy dried papaya, bananas, pineapple, etc., but be sure these do not 
have sugar added, and preferably, are not sulfite treated. 

Breeding 

When I started investigating breeding in suspended flights, one of the first things I was told by a breeder 
with an outdoor setup was that you wanted a large flight for exercise, a sturdy perch for breeding, and a 
nestbox to be the focal point of the pair. Toys were distractions from their main activity—breeding. I wasn’t 
convinced then, and I’m sure that was incorrect advice now. Birds are intelligent creatures, and in the wild 
they have not only lots of area to fly, but also lots of fauna and flora to explore, as well as variety in food and 
play objects. 

Coarse chopped kale, carrot, 
and apple 

 
Breakfast for the “bird gang” 

 
Dish for youngsters 
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Of course, there are also survival issues from predators. In our home aviaries, 
they do not have to worry about predation if we can make the areas safe from 
night marauding creatures, such as opossums, raccoons, ringtailed cats, ferrets, 
owls, rats, coyotes, snakes, etc., and daytime predators, such as hawks and 
domestic or feral cats. 
Because their flight space is necessarily limited in a home aviary, particularly if 
we are setting up individual breeding pairs, making these setups as interesting 
and stress-free as possible can be a challenge—but it is in their best interest, as 
well as promoting a more productive breeding environment.  I believe we have 
an obligation to provide environmental enrichment for all our birds’ well-
being. 
Cages—Because of the fact that some breeding pairs are not very human-
oriented and may be stressed by frequent handling or nearby activity, my 
breeder pairs with this temperament have their own areas, with larger flights 
because they don’t get out as often, and with privacy from human “living” 
areas. Those pairs that enjoy human activity may be in the living room, but 

they usually will have a private corner, because they may be disturbed by evening noisy flock activity or 
human gatherings. 
Feathered neighbors and visual barriers—Many species are sensitive to their neighbors, rather like 
people. A quiet person probably doesn’t appreciate a super-noisy neighbor. Same thing with birds. And in 
the case of pairs set up for breeding, noisy neighbors can mean no eggs, infertile eggs, broken or eaten eggs, 
killed or maimed or deserted chicks—not exactly a pleasant scenario! 
As an example, even though I had raised a pair of green cheek conures in the same area as my sun conures, 
when I set the green cheeks up in a cage near the suns, the green cheeks would not raise chicks. I believe it 
was due to the volume of noise from the suns and perhaps the noisy flock environment. When I moved 
them to a quieter area, they did much better. Quickly changing an unacceptable situation is key though, 
because they can get in the habit of destroying eggs, etc., and that “habit” is harder to change once 
established. 
For some species, sight barriers are necessary for less stressful breeding. Parrotlets often fall in that category. 
I have visual barriers between my parrotlet flights, although pairs across the aisle from each other can see 
(and chatter at) each other. For my conure flights in the Pyrrhura room, sight barriers are located on the ends 
between the flights. The nestboxes are on the long sides at the ends, and a sight barrier means that the 
nestbox entrance is not in the line of sight of other pairs, which may mean less stress for nesting pairs. In my 
indoor/outdoor flights, there are visual barriers between at least the top 2/3 of each pair of indoor cages, 
where the nestbox entrances are located.  
Nestboxes, inspections/intrusions—I use either bootboxes or vertical grandfather nest boxes for my 
birds, providing them as much privacy as possible, e.g., facing the entrance hole to a wall or at least away 
from other birds, if at all possible. I also give my breeding pairs in the nestbox as much privacy and lack of 
intrusions as I can. That means I usually don’t check 2 or 3 times a day to assuage my curiosity or eagerness!   
Different pairs are tolerant to different extents to nestbox inspections. The key is to know your pairs, and that 
only comes with experience with them, unless you have a good background on them when you bought them. 
Even then, a change in environment can bring about a change in behaviors. A formerly proven and 
producing pair can refuse to even lay for a year or more in a new environment! 
I desensitize the birds to my checking nestboxes, but there are times when I leave them alone. Once I know 
a hen is laying, for example, I may only check once every couple of days, and try to time it when she is out of 
the nestbox. Once the eggs are laid, I may not check again for several days so long as the hen is setting well. 
If I am concerned about fertility, I will find a time after a few days to candle eggs  (using a long-necked pen 
light, but not handling the eggs, if possible). 

Suzie Bubblebutt— 
soon to lay 

 
Unwelcome intrusion! 

 



FCA Parrotkeeping—How Do I Raise My Birds?  7 

Then I wait. I may check every few days if the hen comes out, primarily to see if 
the eggs look like they are being kept in a “setting” order and to be sure there 
are enough shavings under them (as some will dig down and either discard or 
pile shavings in the back away from the eggs—or bury some eggs).  
If all seems to be going well, I listen for the first chick “peep” and mark it on the 
breeding sheet I keep for that pair. Further intrusion depends on the pair. 
For example, most of my conure pairs do not mind my examining briefly while 
they are out chowing down to feed the chicks. However, I have one pair that sits 
very tight on eggs and chicks, and they get very upset if I open the inspection 
door during the last of their incubation time and the first week or so of their 
chicks hatching. So, since they are good parents, I respect that and mostly listen 
at the door for the peeps and sounds of parents feeding. I will still briefly check 
every few days if I can pick a time when they are both out of the nest—difficult, 
because when they hear me coming, they usually both dive in!  
With some pairs, e.g., Indian Ringnecks, tapping on the inspection door will 
usually cause the hen to go to the back of the nestbox or even out the entrance, 
so inspection and examination of chicks is easy.  Parrotlets are often the least 
likely to move away from eggs and chicks. 
There is a judgment call that becomes better with experience and knowing your 
pairs—when to monitor nestlings closely and when to just let the parents do 
their job. No one can make that call for another—just advise what they might do 
in that case. It’s tragic to make a decision to check and have a parent bird kill a 
chick right in front of you, but it’s also tragic to not check and have a parent bird 
mutilating chicks when you could have seen a problem and separated them. We 
don’t always in our own lives make the best decisions, no matter how much life 
experience we have, nor should we expect perfection in our birdkeeping. We do the best we can and realize 
that nature sometimes throws us a nasty curve. 
I don’t weigh chicks in the nestbox. I often weigh chicks when I am handfeeding, but I also rely on my “feel” 
of them and if they are eating well. If there is any suspicion of something not quite right (e.g., regurgitating 
food, poor feeding response, sharpening keel), I will keep a weight log and consult a vet if necessary. 
Problems need to be caught quickly, as chicks can go down very fast. 

Raising Youngsters 

Depending on the species and the quality of parenting, there are different ideas on when to take the chicks 
for handfeeding. I try to leave chicks in with the parents as long as practicable, realizing that if I take them 
when they are a bit older, I must consider the brooder environment more carefully and spend extra time with 
them in the first few day’s adjustment period. It is usually more stressful for a 3+ week old chick to adjust, 
for example, than for a 10-day or even 2 week old chick to adjust. Older chicks (whose eyes are open and 
trying to focus) are more aware of their environments and more used to the dark coziness of the nestbox and 
ministering of the parents, so it may take them longer to accept a new environment and caregiver. 
DNA sexing and banding—As a rule, I DNA-sex even pet birds (unless they are sexually dimorphic or 
color sex-linked), as I believe it is advantageous for new owners to know the sex of their birds. For example, 
if they have a female, they can ensure at maturity that she gets a little extra calcium so that there is no egg-
binding problem. If they decide to add another pet bird, they can opt to get one of the same sex if they are 
not interested in breeding. I band all chicks with numbered and appropriately sized closed bands. 
Brooder environment—I do not use clear, lighted brooders such as the aquarium types, because I believe 
those stress chicks more than a dark brooder. I try to simulate the nestbox environment in order to reduce 
stress on the chicks by starting out with a fairly dark brooder. 

Indoor breeding setups 
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When I feed, the lights are dim, and the light over the feeding area is a low-
wattage amber, which seems to startle chicks less than brighter lights. This 
seems to be particularly true for more timid species, such as Indian ringnecks. 
Unless you pull ringneck chicks to handfeed very young (around 2 weeks old), 
they are more likely to react negatively to being placed into a brightly lit 
environment from the nest, and I think they stress unduly. I have observed 
that parent-raised ringneck chicks do not fledge from the nestbox until 7 or  8 
weeks old. With the conures, chicks will peep out at 6 weeks old, but not really 
fledge out until about 7 weeks old. If we pull them for handfeeding at 3 weeks 
old, how can they even be close to being ready to be placed all day in bright 
lights? 
Types of brooders—I have three commercial brooders, but I rarely use them. 
They are larger and bulkier than “home-made” brooders, and larger is not 
necessary for the small parrot species I raise. If temperature is critical, e.g., with 
younger chicks and singles that don’t have clutchmates to help keep them 
warm, then the commercial brooder is advisable, as it is much more precise in 
heat and has an air circulating fan and filter. Humidity can also be better 
regulated. It is still prudent to have a backup thermometer and hygrometer, 
and to calibrate the commercial brooders if temperature is critical. Even the 
digitally equipped brooders can get “off” in temperature, and that can mean 
the difference in thriving, or even life or death to a young chick. 
I usually use one of several sizes of the double-box home-made brooders, with 
either a heating pad (usually on low) along one side or the “cuddler” bottle   
(water bottle with aquarium thermometer installed within and heat pre-set) 
inside the container. The former is my preference because it’s easy to adjust the 
heat according to the age of chicks and size of container needing heat.  
Intermediate plexibrooder—The plexibrooder is an intermediate brooder 
that I use as a step between the dark brooder and the weaning cage. It sits in a 
secluded area, where the chicks can venture out and see the world, but not be 
frightened by too-bright lights or other birds moving around rapidly. A towel is 
draped over the back half, and a wire top rests on the front half. I use a 
substrate of newspaper layers in the bottom, with white paper towels over that. 
New layers of paper towels are placed as necessary during the day, and each 
morning the towels are totally changed along with a layer of the newspaper. 
From the time the chicks are in a more lighted brooder (e.g., the plexibrooder), 
they have a sleepbox in the back of the brooder against the heating pad, which 
warms the back of the sleepbox. The pad is separated from the main brooder 
area with a clear divider, so the chicks cannot get to the pad as they learn to 
explore. At first, the chicks will stay in the sleepbox, but within a few days, they 
begin to peep out, and finally to step out, briefly at first, and more exploratively 
as time goes on. When they have done exploring, they go back into the 
sleepbox to nap. In the sleepboxes, I have a layer of aspen shavings with a 
white paper towel lain on top. A new paper towel layer is put on with each 
handfeeding, and the towels are totally changed each morning. Chicks usually 
stay in the plexibrooder for a week to 10 days. When they are climbing all over 
it and looking for a way out, they graduate to the weaning cage. 
Nursery location—Although it is best practice to have your “nursery” away from mature birds, it is also 
impractical in many home aviary settings. However, we need to be aware of the possibility of a mature 
“carrier” bird passing on something that doesn’t affect them, but which could be deadly to a youngster with 
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an undeveloped immune system, and to understand that separate 
areas insomuch as possible is good avian husbandry. 
Handfeeding—There are several good books, as well as detailed 
articles on handfeeding basics, so I won’t discuss those here, but 
rather will discuss my preferences and techniques. 
Formula—I use Zupreem Embrace Plus, because it gives me good 
weight gain, and I think the active smaller birds need the extra 
calories. If I use a “regular” formula, I find the weight gain isn’t as 
satisfactory, and I wind up adding a bit of plain peanut butter to the 
formula to boost the fat content. There are those who say not to 
add anything to a commercial formula because it is balanced and 

complete as is. However, I have good results doing this, so I also add a 
very small amount of powdered spices and supplements to my formula: 
ginger, cinnamon, cayenne, garlic, aloe powder, spirulina, and wheat grass. 
For the first couple of days after I pull chicks for handfeeding, I also add 
“Instant Ounces” (a powdered carbohydrate product). 
Feeding equipment and method—I use small to medium insulated 
soup containers for the formula, because those hold heat better than a 
regular cup. I also use a separate container with water to dip the syringe 
after filling and to hold a syringe of water used to rinse the youngsters 
off. The rinsing syringe works better with pinfeathering chicks than a wet 
cloth, which tends to smear the formula into the chest area. As chicks get 
older and begin mutual and self-grooming, a warm, wet washcloth to get 
the worst off is sufficient. If I have a lot of chicks to feed, I may need to 
reheat the formula in the microwave for only a few seconds, and I stir it 
very well and make sure it is not too hot. Although I rarely use separate 
containers and syringes for different clutches, I do feed the youngest 
chicks first, and the house “mooches” get what’s left after all babies have 
been fed. 
The temperature consistency of formula can vary, primarily according to 
the age of the chicks. The older they get, the more finicky they usually are 
about temperature, and sometimes even about consistency.  Once they 
are eating some solid food and depending less on formula, many prefer 
the formula they eat to be “hot and thin,” and may resist eating any other 
way.  
The feeding tub keeps wandering babies in. I put a piece of epoxy-coated 
stiff wire on the bottom, then a dry washcloth, and then a paper towel, 
which is changed between (and sometimes during) feedings. This way, the 
babies can get a grip, but they do not tangle feet in the washcloth. The 
wire keeps the washcloth fairly flat so it doesn’t bunch up and slip on the 
bottom of the feeding tub, plus liquids from rinsing off messy baby fronts 
are on the bottom of the tub under the wire. 
In between feedings, I soak syringes and bent spoon in a container with a 
mild disinfectant, such as Kennel-Sol. This particular product is not hard 
on hands or equipment but is effective against most bacteria and virus. 
Syringe or spoon—My handfeeding is usually done with a 5 cc “O-ring” 
syringe. I also use a “bent” spoon to start a chick that has been pulled for 
handfeeding a bit late, because they take to that easier than a syringe. I 
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transition them to a syringe, as that is less messy and somewhat faster than a 
spoon. I will sometimes use the spoon to “top off” a fledgling youngster that 
has decided it doesn’t want to eat from a syringe and yet still needs a certain 
amount of formula. Others use pipettes for the smaller species, but I’ve found 
a syringe works best for me. 
I do not gavage or tube feed, and although I can feed pretty quickly, it’s not a 
true “power feeding” technique. As the chick pumps, I keep a slight pressure 
on the syringe plunger, so that it sometimes seems  like the chick is “sucking” 
the syringe empty. Actually, the esophagus is open to the crop during pumping, 
and with very slight pressure on the syringe plunger, the food flows quickly into 
the crop. 
One must be very careful not to aspirate the chick, so experience in developing 
a feel for the pressure is necessary. Otherwise, one should go much slower. If 
necessary, I will go round a tub of chicks, giving each a mouthful at a time and 
thereby get enough formula into reluctant eaters. 
Overcoming Fledgling Food Rejection—When the chicks have started 
flying, they will often be more interested in flying rather than eating formula. 
They will still need the formula, because they are not eating near enough food 
on their own to maintain their weight. I will let them fly first and work up an 
appetite. If they are mainly resisting being in the feeding tub, I will feed them 
on top of the cages (where they land after flying around). It’s a less contained 
mess, and they will get it on their faces and chests, but they will often eat 
several cc’s that way, and I can catch them up after they’ve exercised and clean 
them up. They also have learned to preen themselves and each other by this 
age. I have had them line up on a perch or cage top to get their formula (after 
exercising), and I will go around, as necessary, with mouthfuls to get enough 
food in them. Obviously, I cannot measure the amount ingested (or wasted) 
with this process, but I can feel their crops and determine when they have 
enough. 
Weaning—The weaning cage is often a smaller cage than the flight cage that 
they will ultimately occupy, although it is big enough for them to move around 
in and explore, climb, flap, and even take very short flights across, up, and 
down. I start with their familiar sleepbox, set in the bottom of the cage (with newspaper and white paper 
towels on the bottom grate until they are comfortable climbing around). I move the sleepbox up once they 
are regularly hanging out higher in the cage.  
At first, the weaning cage will have a towel draped over it, not only to keep any draft away, but also for some 
feeling of security for the chicks, so that they don’t feel overwhelmed by seeing the large room, coupled with 
hearing all the noises from the other young birds in flights. Also, when the other birds are out flying, they 
land on the towel atop the cage, which is less threatening to the chicks. 
By following this process, I find that the chicks explore at their own rate and learn to move up and down in 
the cage. They also have an easier time transitioning to actual flying and are less prone to flying into walls. It 
usually means they take their actual across-the-room flights a few days later than they otherwise might, but 
they have learned in the meantime to maneuver and land in a small area, so transitioning to the larger area 
seems to not be as difficult or scary to them. 
Weaning food, food, everywhere!  That’s my philosophy with young birds. I have bowls in the floor of the 
cage and in suspended bowls near favorite “hang-out” perches (as I can determine those). Soft food gets 
changed or replenished at least twice a day, and the “dry” food (small pellets and seed mixes) gets changed 
and replenished as necessary. I start with crumbled bird bread and a combination of hulled millet, quinoa, 
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and steel-cut oat groats. I also sprinkle over the soft foods (sprouts, 
chopped veggies, fruit) an egg food like Higgins Proteen 25 or Quicko, 
and I put small pieces of leafy veggies and fruit for food and play. 
In the afternoon, all birds get the thawed veggie mix (corn, peas, etc.). 
Once chicks start picking at these foods, they develop an appetite for 
them. The variety of foods offered is very important because it means 
that they don’t get fixated on one thing. I have seen Cheerios recom-
mended as a first food, but I don’t use them—that’s human food with 
little or no nutritional value for birds, and my goal is the ingestion and 
acquisition of a taste for nutritious foods. Some feed millet sprays, and I 
think those are fine, except that I’ve noticed that about 90% is wasted! 
The seed/ grain mix I offer has much less waste, offers more variety in 
taste, and is more nutritious than just millet. 
I continue to offer handfeeding formula until they are taking only a 
beakful (and they will always do that). Even if they only take 2 or 3 cc’s, 
that will usually then stimulate their appetite so that they seek out 
weaning food. Withholding formula, e.g., eliminating a feeding 
prematurely, can trigger a panic response so that the chick is begging, 
even with food right in front of them. I opt for more feedings per day, 
even if smaller, rather than going to fewer feedings with more formula 
per feeding.  

Formula Treats—All of my handfed birds, including breeders, know what a “formula treat” is—they are 
my “moochers.” I can go around with a syringe of formula and give each a beakful, and it’s greedy gobbled. I 
have found that this can reinforce the “tie” to me as a provider with them (keying back to handfeeding days), 
so that they stay “tamer,” even without intense hands-on. This also makes it easier to give medications if I 
need to do that. 
Handling—I cuddle and kiss on the chicks from the time I start handfeeding them. While they’re in the 
nestbox, I may reach in (if parents are out) and stroke them, talking softly, but I don’t think that is as critical 
as how they are handled once taken for handfeeding. I am always careful to cradle them and not grab in a 
hurry, and to reassure them with a soft voice and whistles, and depending on the species, other sounds to 
which they may respond positively. For example, crimson bellied conures make tiny “clicking” sounds; green 
cheeks, roseifrons, white eared, and ringnecks have distinctive whistles; and sun conures (which do not 
whistle) make what I call “sun-duck” sounds (almost like a little quack). 
Rather than specifically training “step up,” I say, “come here” or “come on” in an inviting tone. Most of the 
time, they will learn to step up on their own. Operant conditioning techniques (often used for trick training 
through the use of positive “cueing”) work well. These are positive reinforcement methods that do not 
involve the “punishment/reward” techniques, such as “flooding” (which severely damages the trust a bird 
has in humans). Physical intimidation and punishment are never okay, as far as I am concerned. 

I also want to be able to slip my hand around their body and handle them 
all over and in all directions—over their body, under their wings, tickling 
their tummies and the sides of their faces. I want them to learn that 
human hands are wonderful! There will be a time when they are fledging, 
learning to fly well, and becoming independent when many will not be 
inclined to come to me, particularly if they know I’m going to put them 
in their cages. I try to allow enough time so that they are ready to go to 
their cages, and I reinforce that with stroking, cuddling, and a treat—a 
mouthful of formula while I am holding them, for example, or a thawed 
kernel of corn—an early favorite! 
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Health 

With experience, one learns to notice when a bird is “off”—most of the time. It is 
not possible to be the “guardian angel” that always catches a sick, distressed, or 
injured bird before it happens! Accidents and problems that individual birds have 
in response to their environment are sometimes unforeseen and unavoidable, but 
they can be lessened through careful, watchful husbandry practices. 
Aviculturists need to develop a relationship with an avian veterinarian, and it is also 
wise to have at least one, preferably two other veterinarian names and phone 
numbers, as well as the location and phone number of an animal emergency clinic. 
Emergency clinics may or may not have someone experienced enough in avians to 
provide appropriate care—sometimes you have no choice! 
“Well bird” examinations and preventive health care—Routine examinations 
with full work-ups (blood panel and cultures) for all birds are wise, but not always 
practical when one has many birds, but testing of new birds is good animal 
husbandry. There are diseases that can be dormant in birds for years and then 
become active. However, if one has had no health problems related to disease 
issues (polyoma, psittacosis, megabacteria, worms, etc.), then “spot checks” of the 
aviary and random testing may be enough to ascertain that you do not have serious 
health problems. There is lots of information available on types of diseases, their 
symptoms, prognosis, and treatment, and each aviculturist should educate 
themselves. 
Worming—I do not routinely worm my birds, since they are not on the ground 
and should not be exposed to internal parasites. I have wormed birds that I have 
bought when I suspected they were kept in flights with dirt floors. If a bird is not 
doing well and other tests are run at the veterinarian’s, a fecal for worms would be 
prudent, as they can get them.  
Quarantining—It is good avian husbandry to quarantine all new birds in an area 
that does not have shared air (indoors) with the rest of the aviary, and where you 
can service that area after the rest of the aviary. I have an outdoor flight, away 
from other flights, for quarantining; a covered patio where I can add extra cages, 
weather permitting; and a glassed-in porch that is not tied to my central air/heating 
system for exceptionally cold or hot times.  
Biosecurity—There are commonsense approaches to ensuring the health and 
safety of aviary birds. State health web sites have protocols for disease prevention, 
including the types of precautions that should be taken by aviaries. It is essential to 
be familiar with these protocols, because if a public health issue arises in your area, 
you may need to implement the most stringent of these, e g., Virkon-S footbaths, 
etc. The “Model Aviculture Program” also has guidelines for best avicultural 
practices. 

Selling Birds 

Beginning breeders and pet owners ask me, “Don’t you get attached to the youngsters? How can you sell 
them?” The answers are, “Yes, and it’s often not easy.” In time, I have learned to detach somewhat, and I try 
to ensure they are going to a good home. Even then, there are individuals that particularly tug at my 
heartstrings as they go out the door. And sometimes, while driving to the airport to ship one across the 
country, I wonder how I can do it. I have learned how to relinquish control and trust that others will love the 
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birds as I do, and I remind myself that I am sending little feathered ambassadors so that others can enjoy 
their company. 
Ethics and reputation—To maintain the reputation of an aviary, business dealings with customers must be 
conducted with candor and honesty, including discussing the pros and cons of birdkeeping in general and the 
species of interest, in particular. I try to determine why buyers want a bird, why this species, what their 

expectations and hopes are for the bird insofar as their relationship 
with it, and if they realize and accept that this is a long-term 
commitment.  
Screening buyers—I have talked people out of buying one of my 
birds because it either wasn’t the species for them or I felt the 
environment wasn’t optimal. I have also refused to sell to someone 
who had an obviously dangerous situation for birds that they seemed 
unconcerned about (e.g., pet ferrets that had the run of the house). 
However, absent a good reason, I don’t feel I can judge someone unfit 
who is passionate about wanting one of my birds. For example, I do 
not say that a child or teenager shouldn’t have a bird (as some say). It 
depends on the child and, more importantly, whether there is adult 
support and approval for the new pet bird. I ask the parents if they are 
willing to be responsible for the bird if the child cannot be. In the case 
of a teenager, if they leave home, will the parent assume the total 
responsibility for the bird? I also try to determine if there is anyone in 
the family situation who is really against getting a bird, because an 
unfriendly human “flock member” can make a bird’s life miserable in 
many small ways. 

Purchase contract—I use a purchase contract developed from others I’ve read, including one from an 
aviculturist who is also an attorney. This contract protects both buyer and seller and attempts to be fair to 
both. I also have a clause in it that the buyer is to notify me if they are giving up the bird and give me right of 
first refusal for re-homing of the bird. No contract is better than the parties to it, however, and if disputes 
arise, one must be reasonable in resolution of issues. 
After-the-sale service—I am available to my buyers (and to others) for questions and concerns. I help 
whenever I can in regards to birds, breeding, aviary management, etc. When I don’t know the answers, I 
refer to other breeders, behaviorists, or avian veterinarians.  
Though not preferable and not required, I have occasionally bought a bird back a few months or so after the 
sale, because either it wasn’t working out or the person’s circumstances had changed drastically. I have also 
helped people place a bird (my bird or another’s) in a new home when they couldn’t keep it. My objective is 
the best home for the bird, and I attempt to make that happen. 
Networking and communicating—I belong to more than 20 bird email lists, many of which are specialty 
lists for my species, but many of which also are general birdkeeping, service organizations, etc. This type of 
networking—whether it’s in consultation with other breeders or answering questions from new breeders or 
pet owners—is a daily, time-consuming effort, but I believe it is important, not only from a marketing 
standpoint, but also from the standpoint of learning from fellow breeders and helping to educate new bird 
owners. One must also learn to be clear and nonconfrontational or judgmental in dealing with others in 
emails. Even if you are just joking or feel passionate about a topic, the way you come across can be 
misunderstood, as facial expressions and voice inflections don’t come with an email! If one feels emotionally 
upset, it’s a good idea to save a draft response, walk away for an hour or more, come back and re-read, and 
usually tone down before sending the response. That will often prevent “burning bridges” that one might 
regret later! 
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The main reasons I write articles are to share with others what 
I have experienced with the species I raise and to help others 
understand their birds, which benefits both. Everyone has 
some different experiences, but if I can help a few people and 
their birds to have better relationships and improve the 
chances for birds to have healthy, well-balanced lives, I will 
consider myself successful! 
Advertising and buyer home visits—I do not advertise in 
the local newspaper. I utilize my web site, internet avian 
classifieds, specialty lists, ads in avian-related programs and 
publications, and networking, and I get referrals from former 
buyers and other breeders. I do have buyers in my home, but 
I try to screen buyers insofar as whether they really are or 
should be interested in the species I raise. As I’m not a zoo or 
public amusement park, and my time is valuable too, I 
sometimes need to clarify that my aviary is in my home, and 
that I take appointments. That will usually separate out people really interested in birds from strictly 
“window shoppers.”  
Although there are some exceptions, I set aside Sunday afternoons for visits, by appointment only, and I ask 
that they not stop by other aviaries or pet stores before they visit me. You can’t insist that visitors wash and 
sterilize from head-to-toe before they visit, but I do have hand wash gel for them at my house.  
If there has been any kind of public health warning, e.g., viral outbreaks in even poultry flocks, I will screen 
further to determine what other birds they have or are regularly around. I would suspend home visits if there 
were local health concerns of a magnitude of health issues like the END problems in California a few years 
ago. 
Bird marts—I do not take my birds to marts, as I feel there is too much risk of exposure to disease, 
particularly for young birds, since their immune systems are not as developed as mature birds. If one takes 
birds to sell at a mart, it is advisable to keep them as isolated from other mart birds as possible and to limit 
public contact with the birds (offering hand gel and discouraging sticking fingers in cages), as diseases can be 
passed on through contact. It is also advisable to quarantine any unsold birds as if acquiring a new one, and 
to wash any clothes or items taken to the mart. Airing out in direct sunlight is an additional method of 
helping to complete the sanitizing process. It’s better to be careful than to bring home something potentially 
lethal to one’s flock! 

Species Selection 

After having several different species over the years, from small to mid-sized, I 
found out what I was most compatible with, personality-wise—in other words, 
I determined what type of birds I wanted to share my home with! Part of that 
has to do with my “casualness” in sharing my home with my birds and sharing 
my birds with my friends. I enjoy a loose-flying flock in my home in the 
evenings! 
I also decided to specialize in only a few species of the dozens of smaller 
parrots available in aviculture, because there are differences in requirements, 
depending on size and natural disposition of that species; differences in size 
present safety issues for the smaller birds; and I am most comfortable with the smaller parrot species.  
I also feel that the smaller species, for the most part, tend to be more appropriate for novice bird owners. 
They are typically not as loud, destructive, and potentially physically dangerous as their larger counterparts.  
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Aficionados of larger species say that they are more intelligent and complex in their requirements, and in 
some instances, that may be true—but maybe having birds that can’t outwit the owners or require more than 
many people are willing to give is a good thing. Many people enjoy the challenge of a smart pet, but others 
get tired of being outsmarted!  

A Few Q&A’s 

When do you know a chick is weaned, and when can it go to a 
new home? 

When chicks are eating a variety of foods well, don’t beg for formula, 
and hold their weight, they are weaned. They will be playing, active in 
their cages, and flying a good bit. I usually like a chick to be weaned 
for two weeks before they go to a new home, particularly if they are 
going out of town or out of state, because I am not local to those 
buyers for hands-on assistance if the chick “regresses” to 
handfeeding. They are very unlikely to regress if they have been 
properly weaned—and that sometimes means keeping them longer.  
If I have a chick that has gone into a very nippy stage (which is a 
normal stage, particularly for many male Pyrrhura conures), I may not 
offer that chick until it has grown through that stage somewhat. Like 
any other animals (including humans) that go through life cycles, there 
will be psychological changes as the bird is “growing up.” These may 
include temperamental stages that involve nipping, flightiness, and 
excessive neediness, all of which can be dealt with in a positive 
manner.  
Birds are also sensitive to the “emotional charge” in a household, and 
some of their actions (including excessive screaming, biting, or feather 
picking) can have roots in environmental stresses of people in the 
household. 

The new owner has a responsibility to research the physical and psychological needs of their species, so that 
they can handle personality challenges successfully. This makes the continuing, and hopefully, lifelong 
relationship with the companion parrot much more satisfying for both human and bird. 
Do you vaccinate your chicks (polyoma, specifically)? Do you test them for disease? 

I do not vaccinate my chicks. The species I raise are not as susceptible to certain diseases for which there are 
vaccines, although all young chicks are vulnerable (if exposed) to diseases such as polyoma. However, if there 
is polyoma in an aviary, there are usually sudden deaths among chicks, and there are physical signs that 
accompany chicks succumbing. I do not test chicks for specific diseases, unless I have a suspicious illness or 
death, and I want to know that I do not have an outbreak of one of the “dreaded” illnesses (most of which 
can be treated successfully if caught early enough), such as polyoma and psittacosis. 
Do you provide a health certificate with chicks? 

Unless a buyer requests and is willing to pay for a health exam on the chick, I do not provide one, as it is at 
best only a superficial exam. To determine the true status of the health, it would be necessary to run blood 
panels and cultures, which can run from $200 up, a cost that many buyers are not willing to add to the cost 
of their bird. If they want those tests, they would most likely have them done by their own avian veterinarian. 
How much do you handle chicks when handfeeding? 

I will spend a few moments with each chick, cradling and talking to it before and after feeding, and as they 
get older, I spend more time with them. Some species also require more than others. Suns are naturally very 
tame and cuddly. My nickname for suns is “Cling-on sunrays,” as they “swarm” me and all try to pile in 
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under my layered t-shirts to snuggle. Many Pyrrhuras are that way too, but they seem to 
vary more, some needing more reassuring and some more naturally tame. On the 
whole, they are more independent than suns. Parrotlets need early and consistent 
“hands-on” time, as do ringnecks. If they don’t get it, most will be flighty and touch-
me-nots. Parrotlets that are handled regularly are usually very cuddly. As a rule, 
ringnecks do not tend to be as cuddly as the conures or parrotlets, although there are 
exceptions.  
Do you prefer to keep pet birds singly in cages or in pairs (or more)? 

Birds are flock creatures, and I usually keep mine at least two to a cage. They may be 
same sex or opposite sex, although for long term without breeding in mind, same sex is 
preferable. Many birds do just fine as single birds in a household, but I personally feel 
that most welcome another warm feathered body in the same room. They do not 
necessarily need to share a cage, but having play time out together is usually enjoyed, 
and they may wind up in the same cage anyway! If they are similar in size and not the 
opposite sex, that’s usually okay.  
For the pet owner, it is important to watch the dynamics among the family members, as 
birds sometimes attach to one person to the exclusion of others or other birds, and 
behavioral issues dealing with territoriality and aggression can surface. Especially with 
conures, they are really touchy-feely birds, as a rule, and if someone works all day, 
having a buddy to keep their bird company would probably be welcome—whether it’s 
eating, playing, mutually preening, sleeping, etc. Will they prefer their bird buddy to their human? Possibly, 
but usually it just changes the relationship a bit, so that they are not so overly dependent on the human. In 
my view, that is a good thing!  
Do they talk? 

With occasional exceptions, conures are not good talkers. Their voices tend to be little quacky-type speech. 
Parrotlets and ringnecks are better talkers, with ringnecks ranking fairly high, and parrotlets next.  Parrotlets 
have diminutive voices, and ringnecks can be pretty clear with their words. It is rewarding to me to learn 
their language, because the rewards of that are wonderful in my relationship with them. 
Do you flight fledge and/or clip your youngsters’ flight feathers? 

All of my chicks are flight-fledged and will not have their flight feathers 
trimmed unless (1) they get so independent that they are very hard to catch 
(although I can usually outsmart them or bribe them!), and (2) when they go to 
a new pet home. The reason for this latter is so that they have a chance to get 
used to the new home and new owners and to prevent startling and flying into 
a door or window if startled (because it’s a new environment), and so that the 
new owner will have some degree of control. I trim only enough feathers to 
prevent upward and fast flight, as I feel it’s important that birds retain some 
flying ability. Whether a bird stays trimmed depends on whether it’s safe in the 
new home, i.e., whether other animals or children might make a trimmed (or flighted) bird a problem. My 
birds are full-flighted, but I have a controlled environment, and I’m not worried about them flying out the 
door. When the flock gets going in the evenings, however, I do wince sometimes when one barely stops 
before slamming into something (because they got going so fast), but they must learn, and we should give 
them the chance to “spread their wings!  
As a note, for those who are willing to learn the techniques of operant conditioning (e.g., training a bird via 
“cues” to respond to recalls), these can allow one to keep their bird full-flighted. However, one has to be 
aware of hazards and perceived threats in the bird’s environment whereby instinctive panic can override a 
conditioned response.  
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Do you ship birds? Is it safe? 

I have shipped birds via airlines from coast to coast. Other than an occasional delay, I have not had a serious 
problem shipping (using major airlines set up to carry pets). [Note: it is against U.S. Postal Service regulations to 
ship hookbills, and one risks confiscation if that is attempted!] 

Depending on the type of bird and how many birds in a 
shipment, I will use either a “pet taxi” type carrier or a 
wooden carrier. If the bird is a single, I put a sleepbox in 
the carrier, for security and for a familiar sleeping place in 
its new home (since it will have used a sleepbox already). 
I put a paper towel, then lots of dry food on the floor of 
the carrier. I place sprouts in a small amount of water, 
with spices to retard bacterial and fungal growth, in a 
container fastened to the door of the carrier. That way, if 
for some reason, the flight got delayed, the bird would 
have plenty of food and moisture to keep it hydrated and 
fed until the end of the journey.  
For a wooden multi-compartmented carrier, I will put 
lots of dry food in the bottom of each compartment as 
well as slices of fruit, such as apple or orange. Birds don’t 
consume a tremendous amount of water, and this should 
supply sufficient moisture. With this type of carrier, it is 
especially important to have a contingency plan, because 

the multi-compartment setup isn’t really designed to sustain for much more than 24 hours. Airlines that are 
experienced in carrying birds should have procedures in place if there are mistakes in plane changes or 
unexpected layovers. 
How can you continue to breed and sell birds with the current pet animal “overpopulation” 
problem? 

I believe the concept of pet “overpopulation” is overused in most areas—and that the term was coined and 
has been used liberally by the animal rights fanatics who wish to end pet ownership. There are attitude 
problems with pet retention which have been exacerbated and exaggerated by animal rights groups who 
villify breeders and want to end breeding of companion animals in the next couple of decades. For the sake 
of humans, who need animals in their lives, I hope that the demand for and availability of good quality pets 
continues. Further education to enhance breeder and owner responsibilities is needed and can be refined 
over time—if we don’t let the animal rights fanatics destroy our access to quality pets through egregious 
legislation. 
Do you “rescue” birds? 

I believe the concept of “rescue” is also overused—and is another term liberally exploited by animal rights 
fanatics. Certainly, there are cases of neglect and abuse, and there is a need for people to help when those 
circumstances arise. But those are the minority we hear about because that’s what makes the news. Of the 
millions of pets that are sold in the U.S. each year, the overwhelming majority are in good homes. There are 
many reasons for “re-homing” pets, which is the term I prefer to use, because it doesn’t have the emotional 
charge and is more realistic, in my opinion. I do help re-home birds. Although I do not usually take birds 
needing re-homing into my home for biosecurity reasons, I do help place them, and I refer people to 
organizations that I know will help them without browbeating them about being lowsy owners because they 
are giving up a pet. Life happens, and when possible, I encourage people to work through their situations 
and keep their pets, but that’s not always the best option for them or the pets. I never refer anyone to a 
sanctuary that “warehouses” birds under the philosophy that birds shouldn’t be pets and therefore shouldn’t 
be adopted to homes. I do not believe that is looking out for the best interests of the birds! 

Airline shipping carriers 
Adapted “pet taxi” carrier 

   
4-compartment carrier 
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Legislation Affecting Animal Owners 

All animal owners need to be aware of local, state, and federal legislation that 
may affect their rights to keep and/or breed animals. There are many anti-
breeding groups whose agenda is to stop all breeding. Citizens may encounter 
them as local busybodies who try to pass their personal idea of pet care and 
breeding through onerous legislation; state legislators who are pressured by 
“animal rights” group lobbyists; and federal agencies who are mandated to 
enforce regulations which have been pushed through by special-interest 
“animal rights” groups. Did I say “animal rights” enough times? That concept 
is very different from “animal welfare,” with which it is often confused—and 
that’s deliberate! When you are browsing web sites, look for “key words” that 
indicate a group is anti-breeding and even anti-pet owning. Concepts such as 
“guardian” instead of pet owner; “bird mills” to describe commercial operations; “living off the backs of 
birds” to vilify breeders; and “exotic animals are wild and should not be pets,” are all clues that the 
organization espousing these may have an anti-animal-owning/breeding agenda.  
Several animal interest groups are actively countering the AR propaganda and regulatory attacks. For 
aviculturists, the American Federation of Aviculture (AFA), which was formed in the 1970’s, is a nationally-
recognized organization. In addition, the National Avian Welfare Alliance (NAWA) is a group of 
aviculturists from all areas, not just parrotkeeping,  that was formed to address the effects of the federal 
Animal Welfare Act on aviculturists. Another group with excellent, experienced aviculturists who are aware 
of and addressing AR concerns is the Avicultural Society of America (ASA). Links to web sites, as well as 
others that are concerned with protecting the right to keep and breed animals, are in the References section. 
Also listed are exposés of several well-known “animal rights” groups masquerading as “animal welfare” or 
“animal protection” groups. 

References and Recommended Reading 

Many web sites have links to articles. The Winged Wisdom e-zine has many articles on various avian topics. 
Most are informative and interesting, although some are a bit dated, having been collected over the past 
decade from various authors, with varying experience. Other specialty web sites have dozens of links.  
Following are a few books that have generally excellent information. They don’t always agree with one 
another, so one must do a bit of “sifting” through information. Some are no longer in print but usually can 
be obtained from an avian specialty shop, Amazon.com, or eBay.  
Behavior, Training, and General Care:  

“Good Bird!” and “The Bird Behavior Problem Solver” by Barbara Heidenreich 
“Don’t Shoot the Dog!” by Karen Pryor 
“Clicker Training for Birds,” by Barbara Johnson 
“Guide to Companion Parrot Behavior” and “The Second Hand Parrot,”   
    by Mattie Sue Athan 
“Why Does My Bird Do That?” by Julie Rach 
“The Pleasure of Their Company” and “The Parrot in Health and Illness”  
    by Bonnie Munro Doane 
 “Birds for Dummies,” by Brian Speer, DVM, and Gina Spadafori 
“The Complete Bird Owner’s Handbook,” by Gary Gallerstein, DVM  
“The Conure Handbook,” by  Anne Watkins 
“Bringing Up Positive Parrotlets,” By Sherry Lucciola 
“The Beginner’s Guide to Ringneck Parakeets,” by Theresa & Alan Jordan 

Breeding:  
“Parrots: Handfeeding & Nursery Management,” by Howard Voren & Rick Jordan 
“The Parrot Breeder’s Answer Book,” by Gayle Soucek 
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“The Indian Ringneck Breeder’s Handbook,” by Phil Robson 
“Handfeeding & Raising Baby Birds,” Matthew Vriends, PhD 
“Handrearing Parrots and Other Birds,” by Rosemary Low 

Miscellaneous:  
“A Guide to Popular Conures,” by Ray Dorge and Gail Sibley 
“The Consumer’s Guide to Feeding Birds,” by Liz Palika 
“Aviary Design & Construction,” by D.W. Pearce 
“Holistic Care for Birds,” by David McCluggage, DVM and Pamela Higdon 
“The Human Nature of Birds,” by Theodore Xenophon Barber, PhD 

Following are a few web sites with additional information. 

Training: http://www.clickertraining.com/home/, http://www.goodbirdinc.com/ 
Articles and links: http://www.oldworldaviaries.com/info.html, http://loveofbirds.com/avianlinks2.htm,  
    http://www.birdsnways.com/wisdom/ww1.htm, http://www.bfbsbirdclub.org/articles/,  
    http://www.cockatiels.org/articles/Diseases/avianDiseases.html 
Breeding: misc. articles: http://www.parrottalk.com/breeding-parrots.htm,  
    http://www.avianweb.com/breeder.htm 
Conures (including some fun pages): http://www.concentric.net/~conure/conlink.shtml, http://www.conure.org/ 
    http://www.sunconure.com/general.html, http://www.pyrrhurabreedersassociation.com/ 
UK breeding articles: http://www.theparrotsocietyuk.org/index.html,  
    http://www.fortunecity.com/meltingpot/swaziland/15/ 
Indian Ringneck: http://www.angelfire.com/biz/puds1/irbreedn.html ,  
    http://www.indianringneck.com/breeding/, 
http://www.netpets.org/birds/reference/mckain/mckain1.html 
Parrotlets: http://www.parrotletalliance.org/, http://www.internationalparrotletsociety.org/, 
    http://www.forpus.org/articles/, http://www.grannysgallery.us/jb_bull.html 
Avicultural Organizations 
    Avicultural Society of America (ASA): http://www.asabirds.org/ 
    American Federation of Aviculture (AFA):  http://www.afabirds.org/ 
    National Avian Welfare Alliance (NAWA): http://www.nawabirds.org/ 
    Organization of Professional Aviculturists (OPA): http://www.proaviculture.com/ 
Model Aviculture Program: http://www.modelaviculture.org/ 
Other Animal Interest Groups 
    National Animal Interest Alliance (NAIA):  www.naiaonline.org/ 
    Pet Industry Joint Advisory Council (PIJAC): www.pijac.org/ 
    American Dog Owner’s Association, Inc.(ADOA): http://www.adoa.org/ 
    The Cat Fancier’s Association, Inc. (CFA): http://www.cfainc.org/ 
    Animal Agriculture Alliance (AAA): http://www.animalagalliance.org/ 
    Missouri Federation of Animal Owners (MOFED): http://www.mofed.org/ 
    Sportmen’s and Animal Owners’ Voting Alliance (SAOVA): http://saova.org/index.shtml 
Legislation and Animal Rights Issues:  
    HSUS, an ARF Organization: http://www.activistcash.com/ organization_overview.cfm/oid/136 
    Animal Rights is not Animal Welfare: http://www.animalscam.com/rights_vs_welfare.cfm 
    Pet-Law (Pet-Law): http://www.pet-law.com/ 
    Wikipedia’s discussion on “animal rights” groups: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_rights 
    Center for Consumer Freedom exposé of PETA: http://www.petakillsanimals.com 
    Owner vs. Guardian discussion, PVMA (with more links): http://tinyurl.com/lubu2 
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Disclaimer: 

Observations are my experience only. 

Each person should rely on common sense and personal research to determine 
their own actions with their birds. 

"Some say they don't believe that Angels can be seen or heard. What a shame such 
blindness, what a pity such deafness, when the Song of Songs abounds and heaven's flyers 

are all around, only thinly disguised ... as birds." (author unknown) 


