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        “Posterior-Ulterior, Gastro-Intestinal White Cockatoo Syndrome”
{or why do so many cockatoo pets give their owners unexplainable feelings 
in the bottom of the stomach!!!}

     Some time ago a long-time parrot keeper wrote this suggestion on her Birdkeeping Naturally renewal form: “I would like to hear about your experiences with cockatoos, especially umbrellas. I have the ‘Umbrella from hell,” living at my house.”

     Now it has been ages since I last wrote about white cockatoos; as I recall even that article was concerning the stance not to breed any more of them into the captive parrot world, since so many cockies seem to end up in adoption programs. Nevertheless, for those tried and bewildered owners who find themselves in the possession of a bird which occasionally shows traits like that of the lady above, I will take a stab at some illumination of this enigmatic Cacatua genus as parrot pets.
     First off I would mention that I do not own any cockatoos. I rescued a severely chest-plucked Citron Crested hen for a time many years ago, but by and large I have handfed, trained, boarded and helped save and re-home tens of Cacatua, all which belonged to other people. I find cockatoos too naturally noisy for my location and lifestyle—and entirely too intelligent and needy for my farm and flock workload.

     That, said, I do love being around and petting the well adjusted Moluccans, tritons, umbrellas, goffin’s, eleonoras, rosies and more that I have known. It’s kind of like the love one has for young nephews and nieces: it seems so easy when someone else ends up taking them home!
     And I certainly have known some very well behaved and stable cockatoo pets in my time. Lessers who were  12-hours-a-day activity nuts, Moluccans loved and cuddled and always in the middle of the family life with kids and grownups alike, rose-breasteds that got outside, had the ground to forage, even flew free weekly in guarded locations. The idea that cockatoos cannot make satisfactory companion parrots is not entirely true. The problem, and the basic reason for that tongue-in-cheek title for this column, is that many keepers have trouble staying ahead of their cockatoo’s needs. The old adage that “I have outgrown the way you are keeping me” fits closer to the Cacatua group than to any other kind of psittacine. And there is a distinct tendency for owners to get deep down discouraged—pit of the tummy kind of upset—when their cockatoo reacts to an unchanging lifestyle with screeching, biting, feather shaving, or other unsocial and dysfunctional behavior.

     So what is the solution?  It starts with any breeders still producing baby cockatoos for the pet market. These persons must recognize that, contrary to popular belief , trying to suppress the exuberance of  a cockatoo by trimming its wings and confining it to a medium cage many hours of the day with a few toys will in the long run work against producing a pet parrot that develops a balanced, controllable personality. Young cockatoos, especially fledglings need endless hours of activity each day in order to eat properly and sleep enough. Stifling such needs will not create a placid bird—in fact there may be no such thing in the white cockie crowd. It only serves to frustrate your parrot, increasing the chances that undesirable behavior emerges.

     As an aside, it also helps to have a baby cockatoo that has been raised many weeks with its parents and weaned and fledged around lots of other hookbills so that self-realization of being a psittacine rather than an orphan imprinted on humans occurs. Cockatoos that are independent enough to play many hours a day by themselves make the best long-term pets. 

     I once knew a sulfur-crested owned by a knowledgeable man in his seventies. Tito had a large macaw-sized wrought iron cage which every day was enhanced with new plastic objects, brown paper bags stuffed with rattly things, hard to open nuts and millet sprays and gallon milk bottles with wood beads locked inside. Tito could disassemble most any object in five or ten minutes, then would go down and haul that milk bottle up to his top perch and proceed to figure a way to get the beads out of it His owner used to tell me the best place to buy new toys for an intelligent cockatoo was the hardware store!  That was one fine pet, I can tell you. But it took daily time and effort to keep him that way.
    This emphasizes another facet of Cacatua keeping. These birds require an inordinate amount of energy by a care giver to keep them happy. They are one of the highest maintenance parrots one can obtain. It is the responsibility of the pet store or breeder selling a cockatoo to underline this when showing off a young bird to a prospective customer. Too many outlets stress the cuddliness of the young white birds, their malleability when raised as handfed babies. Sure, I like petting a fluffy ball of clean feathers as much as the next bird person; but I also know that this is the last selling point I want to emphasize if I am looking to place a fledgling cockatoo in a long term situation. In fact, I would venture the opinion that the more an owner spends his real time petting a cockatoo pet instead of devising active, athletic games to play with it, the more likely sexual problems are going to arise once that bird goes through puberty and wants something more from the closest  creatures in its life.
     Sexuality and cockatoos go hand in hand. They are one of the few genera I have encountered that actually copulate out of season for fun and bonding reasons. Touch them all over every day and you are going to keep their minds on sensuality.  T’would be much better to concentrate your interaction in ways that divert your cockatoo’s interest away from intimacy and substitute high-energy activity and play instead. That way an owner kills two mongoose with one stone, so to speak: the bird works out its need to burn off calories with vigorous action, hence is more tired and fun-loving, less likely to obsess with touchy-feely contact.

     As an aside….keeping a cockatoo without its wings and the physical activity that allows is asking for behavior troubles.
     Are you over-feeding your pet cockatoo? Does he or she throw out a goodly portion of the daily food bowl fare? Have you confused the miniscule eating habits of these big birds with those of more gluttony eclectus or amazons or the like? Most of us over-feed our parrots as we over-feed ourselves. In the case of cockatoos, not only does it give them the opportunity to pick only the favored items from the dish (unless you feed 100% pellets which is boring and boredom and cockatoos are match and tinder!) but it can hype them up with rich, energy-inducing, nest-inspiring nutrition, to the long term detriment of bird and owner. Remember, some wild cockatoos go days and eat nothing all day long, but eucalyptus flowers, some dried out seedstuffs, water and most likely a bug or three. I would never deny a cockatoo interesting little seeds like millet, canary, hemp; but I would also find ways to offer them garden-gathered maple tree twigs, marigolds and pansies, green crabapple buds, chard stalks and any other imaginative thing that would get them away from the high-energy, same-thing-in-the-dish rut they may be in.

     Some of the cockatoos I have rehabilitated were pluckers; some were screamers, some were overly aggressive. (Biting in birds that for years had been absolutely cuddly and affectionate speaks volumes about their environment and the buildup of frustrations in the way we humans keep them.) Invariably I would introduce those parrots to a natural habitat with logs and the ground and leafy boughs and a sandbox and a sprinkly fountain and swinging ropes and direct sunshine and anything else that might break their dysfunctional habits overnight. Some we gave fresh tree stalks held in a Christmas tree stand. Others got piles of river rocks and pebbles and hidden treats down in the pukas (Hawaiian for 'holes’). 
     As I see it, there are only two ways to outsmart a captive pet cockatoo. The one is to get it a compatible psittacine to live, preen, and be friends with—taking the pressure off the owner to be the bird’s one and only, but adding other difficulties such as more noise, mess and interactive needs.

     The other is to stay one step ahead of it. Happiness is a diversion, I like to suggest, and with this trying group of psittacines, that is especially true. A busy cockatoo is a satisfied cockatoo. And, most likely the owner of that bird is also contented—at least for the time being! After all, who likes their birdkeeping hobby to cause ill sensations of guilt or aggravation down near the gastro-intestinal tract? Not me. That’s why I never kept cockatoos. 

        Aloha nui loa, EB

