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         “I Have Outgrown the Way You Are Keeping Me”
     Do you remember when your pet parrot was a baby bird?  No, not still being handfed and dependent upon you, but a baby in months of time and in worldly experience.  Those days were straightforward, loving, carefree, were they not? It is ever so satisfying to be experiencing a pet psittacine  that is healthy, happy, and growing by leaps and bounds each week.

     Such young fledglings are often insatiably curious, active from sunrise to dusk. Each dawn brings new things to learn, new stimuli, greater athleticism and coordination. April and I regularly have baby parrots in our household, many of whom have spent their first year as young birds living intimately as part of our family. Juvenile parrots when raised properly, find joy and significance in so many routine things. They make us laugh with their fumbling comical attempts to manipulate things and perform acrobatics; they solicit constant attentions from the humans they feel affection for.
     “Baby parrots are easy,” expert Liz Wilson declares. I would habitually agree.  Life is so exciting for them that it takes very little imagination and energy to offer them something new to grasp, eat, investigate or dissect.  Here, try a fresh fig. Do you want some herbal tea from my mug? Peek-a-boo through a paper towel tube. Fly from here to there and back again, fast! Have some marigold buds. Let’s go out in the rain…
     Eyes wide and energy to explore abounding, adolescent hookbills given proper chance will by and large entertain themselves for hours—and have a ball doing it!

But as the years tick by, something changes for scores of our feathered companions.  New life lessons appear less frequently. Human cuddling reaches a peak and wanes. Food choices drift towards the mundane of pellets, seeds, fruits, vegetables and the same old treats. No one laughs during bath time. Perhaps even wings are trimmed so flight is abridged. The pet parrot has learned well to fit into his or her home efficiently and routinely. But the sameness has begun to invisibly fray its emotional framework. 
     Young psittacines seldom “shout out” from frustration or necessity. Instead they tend to endure. They cope with the world as they see it: the rut of unchangeable surroundings, plastic playthings, extruded foods, and lack of full time physical camaraderie as best they can. For some species or individuals it tends to be simpler than for others. But the truth is, if our pet parrot could speak its mind, it would be telling us: “I have outgrown the way you are keeping me.”
     Animals in the wilds continue to acquire wisdom their entire lives. In a nutshell, that is much of what constitutes survival. New circumstances such as strange weather patterns, unfamiliar food items, refined predator attacks and human induced habitat changes are just a few of the factors that keep wildlife on a gradual learning curve towards continued existence. In captivity, it is in our best interests to teach and stimulate our pet birds for the betterment of their health and mental acuity.

     Such things as creative foraging, allowing flight after denying it for years, procuring a same species companion, or  renovating a years-old diet pattern are just a few of the way we can keep our psittacines alert and growing mentally. The problem for most pet owners is that they take on an initial impression of who and what their pet bird is during the first year or so of owning it, then employ this “vision” in a static manner for many years hence. That does not give the parrot much credit for evolving towards maturity and beyond as an extremely intelligent and perceptive creature.
     “We have taken this cage as far as it can take us,” is another pronouncement pet psittacines probably would love to shout. It makes me shiver to think of all the keepers in this country and abroad who go out and buy their first ever bird cage when they obtain a baby parrot, and that cage is considered the only one the bird will ever need. Breeder facilities are infamous for doing this to their psittacines; they build cages for producing pairs and regardless of the money these birds bring in with their sold offspring, they are kept in the same rectangular space with the same cage furniture, view and exercise options for ten, twenty, thirty years! At The Perfect Parrot, I am continuously looking at options for moving birds from one lesser aviary to a larger or less remote or taller or greener flight. Such a move is not detrimental to the birds when done conscientiously—to the contrary, it stimulates the parrots and gets them back into a vocal and exploratory mood. In a single decade one of my amazon or cape parrot pairs might enjoy three or four diverse locations and cage environments next to several different psittacine pairs. April’s pet cape Makana has no less than five different places he may be placed to spend time, including the house and outside on the farm. As intelligent as Makana is, she could not imagine him being happy and “un-bored” without at least a few options. That does not mean it is easy to do, either!
     Think sometime about the cage your pets or breeder birds inhabit. Have you been contemplating changing or upgrading it for several years now? Why are you waiting? 
     What likely was an interesting and adequate holding pen for your parrot as a juvenile may over the years have become a veritable prison for the mature bird. I personally am too cerebral to spend all my days in the same room of our house, no matter how nice that room was originally set up to be. Smart psittacines are much the same….
     Just like with human teen-agers, unhappiness in parrots seldom arrives spur of the moment. It builds up over time to a point where dysfunctional behavior results. That is why it is so important to step back occasionally and take a close, honest look at your pet or breeder birds’ existence with an eye towards improvement, and prevention of discontent. Lack of newness and diversion can easily lead to boredom in parrots. But the signs are readable if one makes the effort. Most bird owners know that if their charges are over eating, screeching, biting, or shaving their plumage, then something is dramatically wrong. Such behavior is rarely an isolated one—rather it’s a symptom of deeper displeasure. When one of our pets begins regularly misbehaving at a certain time of day or in a certain location, it’s time to take notice. A lack of joyful noisemaking, showing no interest in toys or food items, even the continuation of “begging wing” posture in a caged psittacine are all indications that something is out of kilter. “I’ve outgrown the way you are keeping me!” pleads the no-longer-a-baby bird in the only body language ways it has available to it.

     The question is, are we keepers alert and mindful enough to notice?
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