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                              “Those Messed Up Male Psittacines”
     April and I recently took in a four-year-old Male Yellow Fronted Amazon name Kahuna, ostensibly to befriend and perhaps bond with a 12-year hen, Tasha, who had been rejected by her mate in favor of a younger amazon. 
     The two yellow fronts were introduced in a large 20’x12’ planted aviary with lots of diversions and places to get away from each other if necessary. Like many amazon parrots, they were tentative in their early friendship and of course, slept in different preferred spots at night.

     What became apparent, however, was that Kahuna is an obvious human impressed former handfed pet—one with a huge slate of odd behaviors and dysfunctions. He screeches like a cockatoo, laughs like his former lady keeper, sings “You Are My Sunshine” all the way through four verses, and babbles on daily in humanspeak whenever he wishes to express himself. Tasha, meanwhile, is not particularly enamored of all this odd vocalization, since she is one of our third generation yellow fronts with over ten years experience in amazon communications gleaned from role models who are her ancestors. She has free flown some, knows the appropriate warning calls and joy expressions of her kind, and to put it bluntly, seems put-off by Kahuna’s inability to commune with her on a parrot level.
     Personally, I am scarcely impressed with the talking repertoire of our new male amazon—consider it superfluous and dysfunctional when carried to extremes such as this. People speech is fine in a pet home I suppose, though I never sought such in my pets. I prefer vocal skills which evoke a species’ instinctual norms and call to mind a bird’s wild niche.
     Furthermore, Kahuna, like so many messed up former handfed parrots, would rather spend his time threatening and trying to harass me than courting his new girlfriend. Early in the morning, this confused cock can be heard strutting and warbling in baby begging/sexual talk while Tasha perches over on the side, wondering when he will get it right and pay respects to her.
     Tasha did cycle a clutch of eggs in the box we gave her to play in; but, Kahuna not fulfilling his male care and feeding role adequately, she never began to set tightly. Then when the hen exited the box for a time, he would enter and be heard digging around inside—an easy way to scramble the egg clutch and leave it in disarray. We finally removed the nesting site for her benefit, and now Kahuna is back to making noisy cockatoo squawks and laughing hysterically.
     What is the point I am driving at here?

     This yellow front is only one of a host of male psittacines that I have had to deal with and try to revitalize during my years as a hobby keeper. Invariably such subjects are deeply bewildered handfed birds that were stolen away from their parents early on and developed a deep identity with humans, that is until they reached puberty and assume the oft common “identity crisis” that comes with sexuality. 
     Many male birds will form a “love/hate” attitude towards keepers, becoming unpredictable, changing allegiances, vacillating between aggression and affection, even taking it out on another bird living with them in the form of mate abuse. It saddens me to see so many screwed up male parrots. It also tends to make me disgusted.

     Truly, if there were one single transformation I could make in the world of captive aviculture at this time, it would be to instill in bird breeders, expert and novice alike, the importance of giving male psittacines a true sense of self: not ‘self’ as a companion pet or a socially acceptable house bird, but self as a distinctive member of a species of wild hookbills with all the personality and mannerisms that go along with this. Were all the breeders that presume to propagate the future generations of male birds to grasp this concept, then the way they arrange their facilities and the methods used to raise and train male parrot offspring would instantaneously change. 
     The world of domestic aviculture would be richer and more conservation oriented in the doing…

     It might be worth noting that for two decades I have been helping through adoptions, training, and phone consultations to rehabilitate dysfunctional handfed male psittacines. Even back in the early 90’s, my focus was always on taking domestic-raised birds and teaching them to behave in a normal parrot-like manner with an opposite-gender friend. Problem hens? Yes, sometimes, but under common circumstances, most handfed females have a mothering instinct strong enough to lay eggs, set upon them, hatch and likely feed their chicks. Given a gentle and experienced mate, the “ladies” usually will get it right within an expedient amount of time.

     But, the screwed up boys?  They can be serious problems. They may not even accept a suitable girlfriend because of their affinity to humans; some fight over the food dish; others dominate and protect the nest site from their hen; a few court the different genus psittacines in the aviary next door, while masturbating in front of their expectant mate. And then there are those that do not know the difference between love and aggression—the ones who kill in their desire to be prime cocks. 

     I learned early on to stay away from the kinds of parrots that when hand-raised by humans, prove to be inconsistent and violent to a fault. The risk is just too great to attempt the natural behavior schooling of such emotionally messed up psittacines. I have known breeders that tried again and again with male Major Mitchell’s or Moluccan or Lesser Sulfur Crested Cockatoos, losing multiple hens in the process. No thank you. I do not want to keep psittacines that kill…
     So how does one attempt to rehab a screwed up male parrot? Slowly! I tend to do so with huge flight cages with plants and sunlight and rain and places to hide and  the ground to forage upon. I offer hollow log or wooden tunnels to bring out mating instincts without subjecting two birds to a brooding nest site. I do not force bonding and will separate a pair if aggression occurs—seldom putting them back together again as they are telling me, the keeper, something, right? 

     The reason most screwed up male parrots are dysfunctional is they have environmental and upbringing problems that get in the way of instinctive behavior . It is necessary to remove as many boundaries between the bird and nature as possible, thus allowing nature to stimulate and bring out instinct. It takes time and acute observation, but it can be accomplished.  To me, this is the ultimate rehabilitation: bringing out the parrot in the parrot, not in an attempt to get them to breed certainly, for that is a short-sighted point of view, but to give them a better life than they will ever have as a mixed up male. 

     Ah, the joy of seeing a psittacine that for decades had known only clumsy human petting, being allo-preened by another parrot!
     This brings up my final point here. So much of this screwed up male psittacine dilemma would be totally unnecessary if bird breeders everywhere concentrated more thought and energy into giving young boy parrots quality male role models during their first seven  months development. Leave them in the box with their father for a month or more; design fledging/weaning cages next to adult males or pairs of their own species; keep savvy one year old non-aggressive males or independent single elderly hens back at your facility to introduce into the fledgling cage for training and personality refinement. Be aware of early over-imprinting of human values and human touch on any youngsters  raised; handfed parrots essentially are always social and nice when brought up with kindness, so spend the early weeks emphasizing independence and self-confidence and parrot sounds and activities rather than focusing always on the cuddly pet routine.
     I have been doing it this way for many years now and I can assure aviculturists that the quality of psittacines goes up, the stability of the pets in a new home environment rises, and the intelligence of the male parrots being produced grows—all of which bodes well for future generations of captive birds, don’t you think? We need these male birds to know who they are? The alternative, aviculture as usual, is amateurish. 
With aloha, EB

