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“Why I Feed My Parrots Twice a Day”

     Down through the years in aviculture I have known many breeders and pet keepers who chose to only feed their birds one time per day. That is, the food and water bowls are filled up in the morning and left until evening or the next morning when they are pulled out, cleaned (hopefully!) and then re-filled.
     I know for some owners who work a regular job or are on a tight schedule of some kind, that this procedure saves much time and effort. It often appears that the birds exist fine on such a diet routine. But I always wonder if they thrive, or if they have just adapted to it.

     I prefer to feed my psittacines twice each day. For over twenty years this has been the habit at The Perfect Parrot for many reasons. First of all, from observations of birds in the wilds, we know that they frequently become active feeding early morning and again late afternoon before dusk. So feeding our cagebirds at these times mimics the natural activity. It coordinates with evolutionary predispositions towards daily physical activity, digestion, sleep. 
     Secondly, feeding twice a day allows me to monitor well the intake of foods for our pets and pairs. Parrots do not eat the same amounts each day. Much of their dietary intake depends upon weather, season, what is being offered, and exercise or breeding activity. When our birds are hungriest in the mornings, they receive a fresh mix of chopped veggies, green stems, fruits with pips, cooked and sprouted grains sprinkled with some canary seed, a few dried extruded pellets, and powder vitamin-mineral additives. This is our most important raw and nutritious feeding of the day.

     I also like to separate my wet food feeding from the dry one for the simple reason that cooked-sprouted-raw foods and washed fruits and vegetables quickly dampen dry foods and pellets in the same bowl. I even avoid those “extra special” dried fruit and nut seed mixes because the dried fruit is not dry enough to keep from making the almonds, peanuts, seeds and walnuts and such slightly moist. Taste them sometime. April does feed some of that type of costly mix on weekends. 

     If only one feeding is given and there are mixtures of moist and raw foods like fruits and veggies that sit in a dish all day long, the danger of fungus or microbe growth is greatly increased. Also, when I was keeping eclectus and hawkhead parrots, these species would often dirty their water bowls with pellets carried over and ‘dunked,’ so refreshing the water was necessary after midday.

     At four p.m. or so when I make the rounds for second feeding, I can analyze exactly what  each bird or pair has consumed, which items are favored right now, and whom needs an adjustment to be fed slightly more or slightly less. This is not possible if a keeper is feeding once per day. Our second feeding consists of two types of clean dry seed mix of our own blending.  One is an organic in-shell black stripe sunflower ordered from the health food store; the other a millet, buckwheat, safflower, pumpkin, etc. combination much like a conure mix. Even large macaws get some of both—enough to satisfy them and make sure almost all is eaten. Some birds prefer more of the small hookbill, others more large seeds. 
     This feeding is a slower digesting, hearty, carbohydrate, protein and higher fat content meal that lasts the birds for the whole night. They do not overeat since they have had a morning/afternoon with green and cooked soft foods. Especially parents with chicks in the nest like to fill up with the dry seed right before dark so that they have reserves, should the babies wake at night and require feeding! As chicks progress and get bigger, we will be feeding parents three or four times a day as long as they consume nearly all in the dish or at least their necessary favorites for that stage of offspring. Parent psittacines often prefer precise nutritional ingredients for certain age chicks and it pays to check up on them every few hours!
     On weekends when April feeds, she offers lots of treats, health food biscuits, boiled edame soy beans, corn on the cob, peanut butter on whole grain bread sandwiches and a selection of shelled walnuts, almonds, pine nuts, roasted pumpkin seeds and the like, along with their afternoon seed mix measurement and a goodly amount of fresh pomegranate, papaya, guava, passionfruit, or fig, whatever is available with pips intact. She feeds this mix only once per day. I find on Monday morning that the parrots are less hungry after such a previous 24-hour regimen.
     Now and then the way parrots wish to eat changes abruptly during the day and they do not like what I have given. For example, if I give my soak and cook mix in the morning, and the weather then turns rainy, our hookbills do not like eating moist and cooked food on damp days. So much of it will be left in the dish or ignored—especially the fruit and the rice and beans. This means they are especially eager for dry mix, come 3 p.m. If I had not checked and given a second feeding, my birds would have under-eaten during the rains or been forced to consume items their bodies warn them against. Not a good development if it is cold and windy. It is also true that parent parrots with young babies will suddenly give up eating items like corn on the cob, green spinach stems, banana, oily nuts, or other things—and wish totally dissimilar nourishment with decidedly different minerals, amino acid complex or fat content. This can happen with savvy hens in a short span of hours after maybe a week of eating what I have been giving…
     Another habit that occasionally goes along with those who feed their birds only one time a day is leaving the food dishes in the cages for 24 hours until the next feeding time. This makes it nearly impossible for one to assess exactly what is being consumed and when, since psittacines are notorious for waking up at five a.m. and going down to a leftover food bowl to ingest any old goodies. Leaving bowls in cages also encourages nighttime visitors like ants, roaches, rodents or flies to explore remaining fare. 
     Needless to say, the old-timer breeders that taught me their ways of keeping and raising cagebirds always specified that feeding sessions should be undertaken at least twice per day. In fact, the more often an aviculturist goes out and checks on outdoor breeder cages, the better—provided he or she is not bothering pairs who like privacy to court and copulate prior to laying eggs, of course!

     One of the worst faults I ever observed was a parrot store that would fill up bowls with extruded dry foods for its pet birds, offering 90% only this diet without any quantity of fresh or soft food, then would “top off” the dishes each day when the store was opened. On instinct I chose a very tall deep pellet bowl in a far back cage, reached in and dumped the food out into my hand. The bottom half inch was a damp, mildewed, solid layer of “old pellet powder.” I showed it to the owners and they instructed their employees to wash the dishes every day!

     So my advice is copy what the wild birds do…encourage your flock to partake of two meals a day. One after sunrise, the other before sunset.

     With aloha, EB        
