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As I sit here, Norman, a 35-plus year old wild caught Grey parrot sits on his play 

area in my office. I look at this amazing fellow and marvel at his adaptability skills. His 

life with humans hasn’t always been in his best interest. He was probably trapped as a 

youngster by paid poachers in the Congo region of Africa. Then, crammed into a 

makeshift crate with dozens more sharing the same fate, he was transported to the nearest 

broker in some adjacent town or even another country for export. Remember, this was 

prior to 1972 when wild caught parrots had virtually no limitations put on their 

exportation and importation.  Then, surviving quarantine, he was most likely sold along 

with hundreds of other parrots at auction. How he landed in Colorado is an 

undocumented story. He ended up at The Gabriel Foundation because he was chronically 

ill, blind and in need of serious veterinary care. The special link with me to  Norman is 

that parrots have provided a unique bridge between me and peoples of all cultures 

throughout the world for over 30 years. At this point in my life, I find that the 

relationship that I have enjoyed with parrots has provided me enrichment beyond 

measure.  

The past two years have been dear to me for many reasons, and celebrating 

parrots has taken me to many new locations both near and far. Journeying as a birdbrain 

provides a diverse view for both regional and world travelers to celebrate a universal 

passion. 2006 and 2007 found me in many parts of the US as well as abroad. As fall 2006 

settled in to the high prairie of Colorado that I now call home, I embarked on a varied and 

interesting trip to Spain, Kuwait and Qatar while stopping briefly in Chicago before 

returning to Colorado. 

On September 24, 2006, I was packed and ready to depart for Tenerife, Canary 

Islands, Spain, for the VI Congreso Mundial de Papagayos. The first international parrot 

convention was begun in 1986 by Wolfgang Kiessling, founder and general director Loro 

Parque and president of Loro Parque Fundación. According to Mr. Kiessling, “With its 

even treatment of methods for conservation of parrots in the wild, and the maintenance 

and breeding of parrots in captivity, this Convention encourages further improvements in 



both areas. In doing so, the hope is that fewer of these beautiful and charismatic birds will 

suffer, and more will become ambassadors for nature.” This trip was a momentous 

occasion for me.  

I first visited Loro Parque in 1998 for the fourth conference dedicated to parrots. 

Fast rewind: The scandal involving former President Clinton and Monica Lewinsky was 

featured in the world press and on international TV. What old news that seems now in the 

light of the current political scene. For me, seeing one of the most wide-ranging private 

collections consisting of 350 species of parrots in one location was a dream come true. 

Participation in a state of the art avicultural conference with attendees from all over the 

world allowed me to gain a unique perspective on the worldwide conditions of parrots 

outside of the United States while meeting fellow aviculturists, conservationists and 

hobbyists. Seeing firsthand at that time the newly designed aviaries built by Mr. 

Kiessling to house his vast collection was an awesome and impressive experience. 

Learning more about the dedicated outreach and conservation support that Loro Parque 

Fundación funds in many countries was inspirational. Having enough “free time” to 

casually stroll about the exquisite grounds of Loro Parque itself was a delight for me with 

its abundant flora and fauna. The opportunities to observe and photograph many of the 

world’s parrot species were frequent. It was a trip I would plan to make again for the next 

conference in 2002. 

Fast forward: 2002. Along with friends, I was eagerly anticipating my 2nd trip to 

Puerto de la Cruz for the V International Parrot Convention at Loro Parque. In late 

August, I attended the annual conference of the Association of Avian Veterinarians held 

in Monterey, CA. After setting up The Gabriel Foundation’s exhibit booth I was walking 

out of the hotel with colleagues for dinner when disaster struck. Little did I know how 

much my life would change at that moment or that danger lurked under the carpet! While 

walking briskly out of the hotel, my shoe came to a dead halt on the carpeted walkway – 

something hidden there stopped me immediately in my tracks. I felt that bizarre sensation 

of falling, and before I knew it, I was face down on the floor. My left shoulder had 

dislocated and throbbed with a familiar ache. But something else was wrong – as I had 

fallen forward, my foot had stayed firmly in place while a searing pain tore through my 

left leg and agony registered in my brain. Breathless and frightened by this unfamiliar 
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pain, with assistance from a passing bellman, I was finally able to get myself into a seated 

position on the floor to recompose and evaluate my injury. When I tried to stand up, my 

left leg wasn’t working as it should and the pain from my leg and shoulder sent me en 

route to the local emergency room. I exited the hotel in a wheelchair, in tears. As it turned 

out, those tears would be the beginning of many for the next three years. While at the 

hospital, after a few long hours, my shoulder was pushed back into place and my arm was 

in a sling; the news about my leg wasn’t good. I had ruptured my Achilles tendon – 

surgery would be required when I returned home. I was released with a sling, leg and 

ankle brace, and cane. After the conference ended I returned to Colorado, home to 

excellent orthopedic surgeons. Surgery was scheduled and I now smile as I recall telling 

the doctor that I had to be ready to travel to Spain in mid-September. He looked at me, 

seemingly incredulous that I would entertain such a thought and replied dead-pan 

earnestly to me that I would NOT be going anywhere for awhile. I was scolded and 

instructed that I needed to allow ample time for post-op recuperation before I entertained 

any traveling ideas. The ordeal of surgeries, bed rest, recuperation and healing began and 

lasted until fall 2005.  

Finally healed, with seventeen surgeries behind me, this year I made the trip back 

to the Canary Islands, albeit 4 years later. It was a momentous occasion for me with 

memories of the last four years all too fresh in my mind. I flew direct overnight from 

Denver to London’s Heathrow airport. Having a few hours before my flight to Madrid 

and then the connecting flight to Tenerife, I treated myself to a fabulous breakfast. Unlike 

most American airports filled with the same old fast food eateries, European airport food 

can be scrumptious. If you’re vegan or vegetarian, skip here to the next paragraph! Sitting 

at an elegant counter I dined on wild Scottish smoked salmon served with a salad made 

up of the freshest tender greens of arugula, rocket and endive. I had a bottle of still water 

produced by the famous Scotch whiskey maker Glenlivet. Topping it off was a perfect 

cappuccino. Even after a few thousand miles in the air, I was completely refreshed and 

ready for the remaining 2000 mile journey. My flight to Madrid was uneventful. I 

scurried through security as quickly as I could in hope of making the final connection to 

Tenerife. The new Barajas terminal at Madrid’s airport was spectacular. Its graceful lines 

suggestive of a bird’s wings in flight renewed my enthusiasm to get to my destination. I 
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joined a lengthy line of people waiting for the flight to board and settled in to the airplane 

cabin once again. Three hours later we landed safely. Waiting at the baggage carousel 

until the last couple of pieces of baggage went round and round, I was dismayed to find 

my luggage missing. At Iberia’s lost luggage I was expected. It seems my bags never left 

Madrid due to some type of computer error. I took a taxi to the hotel, enjoying the 

sparkling lights glittering in the dark evening along the north coast of this hilly tropical 

island. Once at the hotel, I saw old friends and enjoyed sitting outside among the gardens 

and palm trees in the sultry tropical air. I had arrived safe and sound. Fortunately the 

airline followed through and my suitcases arrived intact the next morning at my hotel.   

Wednesday found friends and me en route to the multi-themed Loro Parque to 

pick up our registration packets and spend a leisurely pre-conference day strolling about 

the parrot exhibits. So exactly where and what is Loro Parque? Loro Parque is Spain’s 

most visited zoo, with 1,500,000 annual visitors. Housed there is the biggest and most 

diverse collection of parrots with 4000 individuals of more than 350 species and 

subspecies. The park also features exquisite botanical gardens replete with thousands of 

palm trees. There is a dolphinarium and show, a man-made iceberg with a penguinarium, 

the new Orca Ocean with killer whales in conjunction with Sea World. A gorilla habitat 

provides for the care and welfare of a group of lowland gorillas. There is also a spacious 

big cat habitat for several species of jaguar. The day was sunny, with exquisite blue skies 

and flowers abloom everywhere. The volcanic black rock along the beach made a 

dramatic contrast to the brilliant blue ocean horizon. The familiar call of conures and 

Quakers flying free outside of the hotel beckoned to me as I headed to breakfast replete 

with succulent Mediterranean fruit and steaming hot, rich coffee. Enclosed in a large 

aviary near the outdoor sitting area were Slender bill conures cavorting with apparent joy 

over the morning meal they were being served as the conference attendees filled up their 

own plates with the delicious taste treats from the breakfast buffet. I don’t know who was 

happier – the parrots or people? Seeing avicultural “stars” along with so many familiar 

faces made this event feel like the United Nations of Parrotism. (Author note: Parrotism 

is a word coined by Australian artist Noel Hart, www.noelhart.com). More than 800 

attendees from 43 countries were convened in Tenerife to share this passion for parrots. 

The conference lectures are simultaneously presented in English, French, Spanish, and 
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German. Topics ranged from conservation, husbandry and breeding, avian influenza, 

behavior and training and the history of aviculture from world perspectives. On selected 

evenings, the Mayor of Puerto de la Cruz, the island government of Tenerife and the 

government of the Canary Islands hosted separate festivities to make every guest feel 

welcome and special. Networking is de rigueur and the wealth of parrot knowledge in 

one location is staggering. Loro Parque itself had dramatically expanded in the 8 years 

since my last visit. New exhibits, including orcas from Sea World have changed the 

demeanor of the park visitors. Tourists abound, baby carriages, different languages linger 

in the air, and unfortunately – far too much cigarette smoke for this particular world 

traveler. Though Spain has taken steps to promote the dangers of cigarette smoke, the 

lesson seems to have avoided the majority of park visitors. In addition to providing health 

hazards to humans, I wondered about the effects of second hand smoke on the many 

parrots housed in close proximity to the wandering tourists. As I spent time dawdling in 

front of the new Kea exhibit watching these large psittacine acrobats hop and leap about 

in their expansive aviary, I found myself outraged by inconsiderate smokers that 

appeared to have total disregard for non-smokers as well as the amazing and rare animals 

and young children that surrounded them, while poking their fingers and food through the 

large enclosure. This is a substantial difference between the European and American 

outdoor park experience and one that negatively affected my overall experience. Big 

tobacco may be an ‘upright citizen’ in the US, but our European forebears are surely 

making up for any downturn in the States’ cigarette sales!  

At the end of day one, at Mr. Kiessling’s invitation, attendees were invited to the 

opening speech and reception for the conference kick-off. Cocktail attire added an 

elegant aura to the evening which was only reinforced by the presence of the 

multinational speakers. As the island tropical evening settled in, I joined several dear 

friends from Japan. The Matusmoto’s started Tsubasa in 2000 after attending The Gabriel 

Foundation’s first parrot symposium. Tsubasa is the only parrot shelter in Japan . Both 

veterinarians, the Sanada’s have a veterinary pathology lab and exclusively avian 

veterinary medical practice in Japan. Along with their translator, we headed out for a 

typical Spanish late evening supper, and found ourselves at Casa Lala, a small, homey 
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restaurant serving fantastic Canary Islands specialty cuisine. That evening will long be 

remembered as good comrades shared laughs together across any language barriers. 

This year’s audience at the Congreso was truly multinational. Worldwide support 

is critical to species survival and increased knowledge about Psittacidae, the world’s 

most threatened bird family. The next couple of days filled my head with facts. Day One 

was opened by renowned aviculturist Rosemary Low and was followed by presentations 

about conservation programs in Costa Rica, Brazil, and Peru. Day Two focused on 

husbandry, aviculture and behavior techniques to improve parrot-keeping, aviary 

management, and updates about the avian flu. Conservation topics included the Blue-

throated macaws in Bolivia, the Philippine (Kahala, or Red vented) cockatoo and parrot 

reintroduction attempts in the wild. Concluding the day was wonderful video of the big 

blue macaws and other wild parrots presented by Mark Stafford of Parrots International. 

Day Three featured conservation programs located in Venezuela, Colombia, and the 

South Pacific. Neonatology of parrots along with more video tours of the world’s parrots 

rounded out the day. Attendees visited the Fundación’s Breeding Centre throughout the 

conference. Seeing such a diverse collection of the world’s parrots is a highlight for all, 

with audible ooh’s and aah’s upon seeing the Spix macaws. Dr. David Waugh, Director 

of The Loro Parque Fundación, closed the conference with his presentation.  

The Loro Parque Fundación writes that it uses 100% of its donations for its 

projects on conservation and welfare. There are four main areas of operations: Education, 

research, captive management and breeding and conservation field (in situ) projects. The 

centre manages species in its parrot collection to retain genetic diversity, with emphasis 

on threatened species in cooperative breeding programs. According to Dr. Waugh, the 

Fundación believes that research improves captive management and application of 

techniques to field conservation and that parrots are exhibited to encourage people to 

support conservation.  Loro Parque has specialized in captive management and exhibition 

of parrots since beginning in 1972. In response to the serious decline in wild parrot 

populations it began to support field conservation activities in 1987. The Loro Parque 

Fundación (LPF) was created in 1994. During that time LPF has directly supported 46 

parrot conservation projects, partnering with conservationists in nearly every part of the 

world with indigenous parrots. At the end of 2006, LPF will have funded conservation 
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support with a total of $4,162,568 – a considerable achievement for any organization and 

a phenomenal gift to parrots worldwide.  

With visions of feathers swirling in my brain and memories of wonderful new 

friends, I again traveled to London via Madrid. Without incident, I connected with the 

flight to take me to Kuwait where I would visit friends after a 30-year absence. Kuwait 

has certainly changed in that time. The country has many beautiful buildings and 

exquisite amenities. It also has the harsh reality of extreme poverty for the thousands of 

workers providing major labor resources in a rapidly growing world economic power. 

My visit occurred during the holy month of Ramadan, so it was critically important to 

comply with specific cultural behaviors out of courtesy to this host country. Seeing the 

full moon over the Arabian Gulf was such a beautiful sight in the fading sunsets.  

As a young expatriate married woman, my former Kuwaiti in-laws gave me my 

first large parrot in 1972 as a welcome gift! When I think about that time in the early 

70’s, I recall many things: How far that wild caught Yellow-naped Amazon had come 

from its original home in South America to end up for purchase in the souk (outdoor 

market) in Kuwait; how truly ignorant I was about the care of such a bird; and that there 

were zero resources available to me in Kuwait at that time to help me learn to care for a 

parrot. What that poor creature must have endured at the hands of its captors, sellers and 

a totally ignorant American caretaker. I named her Sadiki which meant little friend. I 

hardly remember the care that I provided ‘her.’ In 1974, when I returned from the 

hospital after giving birth to my daughter, the cage and bird were missing from my front 

patio. I console myself and try to remove my chronic sense of guilt by fervently hoping 

that some knowledgeable and caring person saw the dire straits in which I kept that bird 

and intervened in its future. I never learned what happened to my little friend.  Sadly, 

very little has improved today for animals sold in the Middle East, no matter the vast 

wealth of some of the countries. The missing element is education, and very few, if any 

avicultural resource materials appear in many of the world’s languages other than 

German, English, and perhaps Portuguese. The potential readership is just not a 

significant number to justify publication and printing costs.  A quick walk through the 

souk left me depressed and unable to continue any further there. I am forever grateful that 

English is widely taught in the Middle East and other developing countries so that the 
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available information from multi-media sources is freely obtainable. That benefit is 

priceless for those people seeking information and guidance about parrot care. Those 

memories of my benign ignorance remain with me to this day and still cause me anguish 

yet inspire me daily about the importance of becoming a skilled parrot caregiver and 

finding quality resources for that information – a key part of The Gabriel Foundation’s 

education and outreach programs.  

After Kuwait, I was extremely fortunate to have been allowed to visit the private 

Al Wabra Wildlife Preservation Center outside of Doha, Qatar to see HRH Sheikh Al 

Thani’s private 2.5 km2 wildlife breeding facility of many rare and endangered animal 

species, including the Spix macaw. A long time college friend and her Kuwaiti husband 

were my hosts. We have shared a generation of stories, children and memories. She 

joined me on the visit to Qatar where we would meet up with longtime Irish friends 

whom I had known since my early days in Kuwait. With a good night’s sleep despite jet 

lag, we were back at the Kuwait Airport ready to fly to Doha, Qatar for my next 

adventure. 
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Qatar is one of the newly wealthy Gulf Emirates. With a lengthy coastline, the 

panoramic views from land are splendid. Lacking potable water, huge water distillation 

plants supply the country with its fresh water. As a Westerner traveling in the Middle 

East, it is crucial to remember that these are truly tribal-based countries, with established 

monarchies and hierarchies. Democracy is NOT the form of government. Ruling families 

have internal disputes and leadership changes. Each ruler brings his own special interests 

to the forefront and sometimes a political dance is the ensuing result. I witnessed old trees 

being uprooted and replaced by expansive carpets of green grass. Wait a minute – this is 

the desert! The water required to sustain such a landscape boggles the mind. But, the new 

ruler likes grass better than trees, or so I was told by my Irish friends. Qatar is developing 

a gargantuan infrastructure unlike anything I have ever witnessed. Its vast, new wealth 

comes from natural gas and oil revenues. Towering cranes, high rise buildings and public 

venues are popping up like weeds. Stellar shopping of items prized by the wealthy 

abounds at the airport and in Doha. Inside the airport, open spaces appear like glittering 

jewels sparkling with the many luxury items available for duty free purchase. Qatar has 

started its own airline which already famous for its beautiful new fleet of airplanes and 
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elegant service. This tiny country was preparing for an onslaught of visitors as it hosted 

the 15th Asian games. According to the Web site, www.doha-2006.com, “The corporate 

identity of the 15th Asian Games Doha 2006 was designed to reflect the host city: 

Modern and progressive but based firmly on cultural traditions and beliefs.” 

“The theme 'Old and New' reflects Qatar's unique dichotomy - a balance of the 

natural environment, heritage, culture, traditions, modern lifestyle and architecture, and 

the distinctive patterns and textures this creates across the land.” 

“Old draws from the desert and tribal lifestyle, and the sea where pearling, diving 

and fishing thrived. Textures and shapes from calligraphy and architecture reflecting the 

golden desert sands, and the turquoise blue sea are represented in soft, flowing patterns.”  

“New takes in the vibrant and rapid growth of modern Qatar. Included is the focus 

on diplomacy and moderation, the investment in technology, education and health, the 

lucrative production of oil and gas, and the promotion of culture and sport.”  

“The contrasts between these two philosophies have helped create forms, 

materials, patterns and colours that give a glimpse into what to expect in Doha 2006: A 

rich mixture of ethnic culture and spectacular sport.” 

Taking even a limited tour one cannot help but have a jaw-dropping reaction to 

this new vista. But, with a quick detour off of the main byways, one sees the old Qatar 

with its shanties housing many of the Third-world laborers arriving in the Middle East to 

generate income for their families living in destitute villages and circumstances back at 

home. Many of these laborers endure exhausting trips and extortive fees from human 

brokers for the opportunity to work in the wealthy Gulf countries. As a visiting American 

one cannot help but wonder about our immigrant relatives and their journeys to a new 

and better life in years’ past. The educational learning curve is steep for those not 

fortunate enough to have a secure financial horizon. Human welfare, not animal welfare, 

is the priority for many. For the majority, focus on food animals is acceptable because it 

serves a documented need. Hoof and mouth disease is a fact of life in Qatar with food 

animals slaughtered for human and animal consumption. Food animal medicine and 
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husbandry is decades behind western nations. Of particular interest to me was the 

statement that Sheikh Al Thani has his own breeding farm near Al Wabra to produce 

food animals for the carnivores living at Al Wabra so that they have a supply of safe 

nutrition untainted by disease. Companion animals as Westerners know them are often a 

by-product of the wealthy, with trickle down to the middle classes thanks to the 

veterinary and animal husbandry fields, education, marketing and a culture friendly to the 

companion animal concept. The majority of Middle Easterners have not been 

acculturated to companion animals. Animals sold as pets are generally viewed as a 

disposable or renewable commodity. Dogs are particularly detested as unclean 

throughout the Arab world, and cats don’t fare much better. The fashionable breeds of 

cats and dogs are generally “commodified”, but the lack of availability of companion 

animal veterinary care adds insight to the historic cultural bias regarding these animals in 

the last century. It is different with birds.  Birds can be confined to cages or if raptors, 

used in falconry – and it’s relatively easy to keep them cooped up. Diet and husbandry 

are abysmal in the Middle East for most parrots – but again, it’s that old education 

continuum. American and European expatriates often became captivated by a parrot that 

had been given to them or that they found and purchased in the outdoor market – the 

souk. Many of them find sequential homes as one expatriate returns home and the bird is 

passed on to another friend. The difficulty for many is the rigorous paperwork and multi-

government compliance required to bring a companion parrot back home. Leaving the pet 

behind is a fact of life. The opposite life is true with hawks and falcons.  

It must be known that Arabs have long held a fascination with raptors, especially 

falconry. These birds are highly valued and often command great sums of money. 

According to the Web site Arab Net, “Hunting with birds of prey probably originated 

with the nomadic peoples of the Asiatic plains. The nomads used their tame falcons to 

help procure the food necessary for survival, in perhaps one of the first methods of 

hunting ever used by man. Later, falconry developed into a sport, and this fascinating co-

operation between man and bird is one of the oldest of all open-air pastimes.”  

“Falconry has long been regarded as a noble art. The falconer was seen as a figure 

of authority - mounted on his horse, surrounded by his hunting companions and with his 
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falcon descending from the sky to rest on his hand. As he controlled his falcon, so he 

controlled his territory.”  

“Throughout history the falcon has been the symbol of high birth and luxury, and 

its care and training have always been given particular importance. It is known as a 

superlative hunter, and is particularly valuable in the desert, where climatic conditions are 

extreme and no protection from the elements is available. Here, the falcon can pursue its 

prey from a great distance, and with a speed and accuracy second to none. It is no wonder 

that the desert nomads have always appreciated the stamina and hunting instincts of the 

falcon. The Bedouin people in particular used this bird to hunt game, which provided an 

important and nutritious addition to an otherwise monotonous diet.” 

“Today, the Arabian Peninsula is one of the last places in the world where 

falconry remains an important sporting activity. Although falconry clubs do exist in 

America and in almost all European countries, it is in the Gulf region that the sport is 

held in truly high regard and commands the greatest interest. The people of the Gulf have 

a strong personal commitment to falconry and ensure that it is practised in the correct 

manner, with the proper respect due to Islamic customs.” 

“The chief falconer is highly respected, as he is responsible for the birds' daily 

training and care. The falcon requires much human contact and careful attention on a 

daily basis, or it will quickly grow wild and therefore unreliable. When hunting, an 

experienced falconer drives his bird ahead to pursue the prey, following at speed to 

ensure that he is on the spot within a few seconds of the falcon's landing of the game. It is 

essential that the falcon's talons are well placed in the prey before it lands.”  

“The falconer also needs to ensure that there is no fighting between the falcon and 

its prey, to avoid injury to either bird. The falcon is less skilful on the ground than it is in 

flight and may lose its courage when confronted with a larger bird.”  

“Finally, the falconer must be present to ensure that the game is killed according 

to Islamic custom.” 

“The Houbara Bustard is the falcon's chief prey. This is a large, fast-flying desert 

bird about the size of a heron, and it is hunted for its delicious meat. Great skill is needed 

by the falcon in tracking down a bird of this size and speed, as it is often required to 

cover distances of four or five kilometres before finally capturing its prey.” I recall the 
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name of the community gathering center called the “Houbara Club” from the days when I 

lived in Kuwait. We were never served bustard – the British expatriates would have never 

tolerated it! 

 Countries that export wild caught parrots view the trade as a way to 

generate revenue. The trapper is generally a native, and poor, with a naturally gained 

knowledge of the birds’ habitat and routine. Brokers eager to make a few bucks capitalize 

on the local’s knowledge of indigenous animals and enlist their services to gather the 

chosen animal to be trafficked. Trappers have families to support, extremely limited 

resources and few choices in their lives about how to generate income. Poor economic 

circumstances enhance the cash incentives that wild animal brokers and traffickers 

eagerly entice them with to provide food for their families. Without demand from 

importing countries, trapping would lessen because brokers and exporters would generate 

less income. Less demand translates into less trapping because of falling financial 

incentives. With education, locals can learn to keep what Paul Butler wrote, “What’s 

rare…there.” Eco-tourism is a renewable resource and brings money where it is needed 

most. But with eco-tourism there is a downside that needs to be managed in situ – how 

many people is too many people? But, that is a topic for another day. 

The educational materials published about Al Wabra confirm that this unique 

farm is an oasis of green areas, palm trees and many rare, wild animals from all over the 

world. A highly skilled team of international expert veterinarians, biologists and keepers 

are dedicated to the care and conservation of the thousands of rare and mostly endangered 

animals that call Al Wabra their home. Al Wabra was originally founded as a hobby farm 

by the present Sheikh’s father. Now, it’s a state of the art breeding and research center for 

endangered wildlife. Most recent additions are big cats, parrots and Birds of Paradise.  

The center is not a zoo, and much of the area is totally offsite to visitors for the well 

being of many of the highly sensitive animals that live there. Many enclosures encompass 

vast areas for the hoofed animals to roam as freely as possible in a somewhat hostile 

climate and terrain.  The sheer size and financial commitment to this highly specialized 

effort is amazing. The knowledge that the operations team has in regard to the 2500 

animals of a variety of species kept there is impressive.  Even though I went specifically 

to see the parrots, I was in awe of the huge undertaking that the Sheikh has underwritten 
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on behalf of conservation. I saw the highly endangered Somali wild ass, mountain sheep, 

Arabian and Beisa Oryx, Beira Antelope, Pelzeln’s and Rheem’s gazelles, and Gerenuks. 

I saw lions and different cheetah species. The skill required to care for this huge 

assortment of animals is stunning and the veterinary team adept and its clinic well 

stocked. The mission of Al Wabra aims to continue setting standards in its field. More 

effort is to be invested in education young people to understand the critical need for 

conservation of wildlife and nature – a significant challenge. A visitor center will be 

located in the new building compound nearing construction completion. I was told that 

this compound has been five years in the making: Local tradesmen had no previous 

experience in building such a specialty facility so international contractors supplied the 

skilled builders.   The compound is still without public electricity and functions with its 

own generators and power plant for the present.  

But, it was the rare and elusive Spix macaw that lured me to Al Wabra in the first 

place. Having seen the Lear’s macaws in the wild in Brazil, I was looking forward to 

catching sight of Al Wabra’s Lear’s macaws. The aviaries that have been built are of the 

highest caliber and quality that one can imagine. It appeared to me that no cost had been 

spared to provide for the utmost welfare of the precious species housed within.  Foraging, 

flights, nest areas, abundant vegetation and intensely detailed records are provided for all 

parrots on the farm. I respected the expertise of the Al Wabra team as a group 100% 

dedicated to preservation and eventual reintroduction of these rare species. These birds 

were NOT pets, and all staff there clearly emphasized that point. This was truly a 

conservation program with successful propagation as its mission. One of the young Spix 

macaws I saw had been injured by its parents as a chick in the nest. Toes and wing tips 

were bitten off so the youngster had trouble perching and with flight. This individual had 

a couple of toys that were sent especially for him by an international admirer. The bird’s 

caretakers said that they take a very hard line about the realities of this particular bird’s 

life with its serious injuries – but its genetics make it a valuable asset to the Spix species 

which is why it is still alive.  The knowledge gleaned by the Al Wabra staff from these 

captive flocks is a priceless asset that can ultimately benefit all parrots in the wild.   The 

Sheikh has made involvement in international breeding programs a priority for many of 

the species at the farm. The team providing me the tour of Al Wabra generously gave me 
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time, insight into and appreciation for their dedication and hard work.  A personal 

highlight for me was entry into a large flight with young Spix macaws landing on me. I 

felt like I was touching living history – the past, present and future all in one moment.   

Kudos goes to Al Wabra’s bird curator and team for the successful hatch of a Lear’s 

macaw, the first captive bred chick worldwide in twenty-five years. The only surviving 

previous captive bred chicks were hatched at Busch Gardens in Tampa, FL over two 

decades ago. This CITES I parrot survives in small numbers in northeast Brazil while 

IBAMA (Brazilian Institute of Environment and Renewable Natural Resources) funds 

and supports strong conservation measures for the species survival along with other 

international conservation organizations.            

These exquisite blue macaws were not the only parrots I saw. I heard the familiar 

trumpeting of Hyacinth macaws – and the bee-de-bee call of Golden conures along with 

the high pitched vocalizations of Red tailed black cockatoos. Watching them fly about in 

the enormous rainforest habitat that they called home at Al Wabra was fantastic. Having 

seen them in the wild in Australia, their heads look barely supported as they fly across the 

distance appearing as winged and large, dark forms. These birds at Al Wabra were 

equally inquisitive about their visitors. They flew from branch to limb to get a better look 

at the humans temporarily sharing their terrain. The gak-gak-gak call of the Gang Gang 

cockatoos became louder and louder as I approached. They were curious to check out us 

humans. These birds were quite familiar with people and their inquisitiveness persevered; 

their behavior was rewarded as we approached them at last. Our fingers extended 

magically as the pair beckoned us closer to them with lowered heads begging, “Skritch 

me, skritch me now.” The adorable red cap of the male reminds me so of a cocky French 

beret with a red plume. The female of the species is equally charming though her 

plumage is less vivid. Lurking behind lush foliage with a spring-like source of running 

water, I saw Scarlet Ibis and their scorching vermillion feathers peeking out from dense 

green vegetation. Birds of Paradise with long sweeping tails managed to keep themselves 

well camouflaged in the lush, green tree canopy. Spending time in that climate-controlled 

habitat was an oasis of pleasure for my eyes and ears as I listened intently to the different 

vocalizations when I turned my head to locate the caller. 
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After several hours, it was time to depart. Dinner with friends that evening would 

break the daylight’s Ramadan fast. We feasted on a savory chicken curry, fresh 

vegetables and fragrant Basmati rice, while enjoying an icy, cold beer – quite a score in 

an alcohol-dry country. Dessert was a concoction of enormous, fresh European berries, 

homemade meringue and the freshest whipped cream, known by pastry chefs as a 

Pavlova, named after the famed Russian ballerina. Completely satiated, it was time to 

head back to the airport for the late night return flight to Kuwait. As the plane roared 

down the runway, I dozed with visions of parrots swirling in my brain. This was a trip  I 

would never forget. Its impact on me was profound. The interconnectedness of nearly 

everyone I met during my adventure abroad was due to a mutual love of and respect for 

parrots.  

Why does what’s happening to parrots in other countries matter to us here in the 

U.S.? The answer is a simple one: Parrots need help from each one of us to survive in the 

wild. Every one of our companion parrots is a unique link to their wild relatives. 

According to The World Conservation Union (IUCN) Status Survey and Conservation 

Action Plan 2000-2004, “Of the approximately 353 known parrot species, 28% of extant 

parrot species are threatened, making this proportion one of the highest for any major 

family of birds.” 95 species are listed in the Action Plan published in 2000. Figures 

indicate that almost 78 species of the parrots listed in the Action Plan are endangered by 

habitat destruction and fragmentation. According to this study, “Perhaps more than any 

other bird group, parrots also face the considerable extra pressure of the bird trade. In this 

Action Plan, 36 species are threatened primarily by insufficiently controlled and 

unsustainable harvest from the wild. Between 1990 and 1994 nearly 2,000,000 parrots 

were traded on the world market (TRAFFIC 1999).”  
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The only indigenous parrots found in the U.S., both Carolina parakeet and the 

Thick-billed parrot went extinct in the U.S. between 1916 -1918. It is up to all of us to 

ensure that this scenario does not happen worldwide. Maybe you will not have the 

opportunity to personally observe a parrot fly in its home habitat. Can you imagine the 

collective loss to our planet if future generations’ only exposure to parrots is in a zoo or 

photos? What a spectacle of nature we are depriving ourselves, children and 
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