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             “Have You Ever Observed How Long It Takes a Baby Parrot 
                                        to Learn a New Skill?”

     April and I are blessed to have three baby Fuscicollis cape parrots outside in Ika and Stevie’s wooden nest box. The pair was set up on request by two clients who wish to have offspring. 

     Both parents are doing such an admirable job, feeding the little ones five times a day and tending to them continually, that we have made the decision to co-parent them. They are now going on seven weeks of age and as Ika has begun sleeping out of the box at this stage, we can easily open the box and take them out after dark for sessions of cleaning, cuddling, brief hand-feeding if they wish, and all round introducing them to the world of humans.
     In my way of thinking, this is a near-perfect way to raise baby psittacines. They grow faster, establish prime immune systems, get to experience a full and essential childhood in the dark with their parents, and are in very little danger of over-impressing on humans. In short they are birds first, companions second. It is quite amazing to note how calm these little fellows are when they have so much parental nurturing to rely on during upbringing. No stress or hunger in a nursery tub, no distractions with other species of hookbill, no bright lights or noisy electronic media. Mostly they just stare at things—us included—wide eyed and contemplative about all the newness they begin to see away from their eat-sleep-poop routine in the box!

     A fascinating aspect of this way of birthing and raising psittacines is the way April and I get to observe the scope of learning the chicks display from day to day, week to week. For example, the first time you pick a young partially-feathered parrot up in your hands, it will usually struggle a bit to keep its balance, moving its legs and body, perhaps flapping soft, fleshy wings in an attempt to compensate for being moved. The second time, it eases into the handling somewhat better, and by the third session, provided one moves very carefully, the chick has learned to accept our hands with little notice at all. That’s learning about the world of humans on the most basic level.
    The same thing applies with handfeeding by a small cup; first time, it is a little awkward, thereafter, babies learn to allow the process and enjoy the warm meal. All sorts of handling fits in this scenario: feather shaft preening, beak wiping, bathing of poopy feet in a warm water pan. When you team the smartest of neonates with the most skillful and conscientious of keepers, the learning curve for baby parrots is speedy and gratifying.
     Once a neophyte parrot becomes a fledgling, this learning curve kicks into high gear. We are talking speed-read here—education on the wing! It is no coincidence that when a baby bird is at its most curious and alert he or she is confronted with two of the three most important lessons in life: eating and flying. 
    A fledgling learning to eat on its own can be a humorous sight. Chicks will experiment clumsily with left and right claw, as if trying to decide which is the coordinated one for gripping a piece of walnut or Swiss chard. Beaks drop things, get mushy and covered with uneaten food, babies struggle to gnaw an almond, crush a pea, extract the meaty interior from a sunflower or hemp seed. As they grow more adept, they choose preferences in foodstuffs—one prime reason for offering lots of crunchy greens and vegetables early on during weaning. 
     Flying is a trial by “fire” so to speak or perhaps by “crash.” Fledglings tentatively try landing on all sorts of slippery and obstructed objects: picture frames, hanging curtains, screen doors, etc. Failure means a plop to the floor. So we provide lots of recognizable baskets with handles for our young flyers, similar to their nursery basket with towel and teddy bear in it. With such a goal in sight, psittacines learn very quickly to fly directly at a chosen landing spot, rather than hovering mid-air or bolting for somewhere they have no idea about perching upon. (It’s best to lave all toenails pointy sharp and useful at this stage.) As that learning curve steepens, a parrot will begin making 360 degree circles in flight, throwing in lots of little zigs and zags while airborne and increasing speed with confidence and joy.
     My third most important lesson in a young parrot’s life is survival. Now this may seem like a rather moot point in a docile, handfed bird destined to live indoors as a pet for years. But our definition of “survival” from a learning standpoint includes a wide range of abilities, from mastering those fight and defense postures so loved by rowdy sibling fledglings during their endless mock battles, to recognizing the difference between a dangerous soaring hawk and an unthreatening buzzard high up above. Living as a prey animal entails knowing about potential dangers before being cornered. Besides, living as a household bird never precludes being attacked or in jeopardy in a variety of ways. We expect all our parrots to absorb as much survival data as possible—from their parents and nestbox by way of audio signals, from brothers and sisters, from other savvy psittacines, from human teachers. I love to take older fledglings and train them to be on their backs, to claw and grapple, to learn the quick hop-and-flap techniques of peck, scratch and evade. Defense postures, survival information, wild bird talents these, but certainly they are not beyond the training regimen of devoted owners and their intelligent parrots.                                                                              

     Day by day, practice and repetition lead to expertise; with the best of chicks, progress is swift. The important point is that we keepers stay tuned to what our baby birds are learning. We try to encourage where possible—show the youngster there is a peanut or hazelnut in that shell, or that drinking water (say…’wa-ter’) comes in all sorts of cups and containers. Observing a psittacine chick’s efforts to learn skills and become one with its world leads us keepers to design better and better instructive learning curves. For those smartest of parrots, the cockatoos and African Greys, lories, capes and large macaws, the sky can be the limit on their knowledge provided they are given frequent opportunity. In fact, every bird from budgerigar to blue and gold benefits from the widest range of schooling we humans can devise. And much of it comes most straightforwardly when the parrot is young, curious, and flying.  Have you ever observed how long it takes a baby parrot to learn a new skill? It’s both fun and quite revealing…

     With aloha, EB

