Birdkeeping Naturally

EB Cravens

December ‘08
               “Let Your Parrot Grow Up Before You Get Another”
     There once was a gentleman who called me up to inquire about purchasing a baby parrot.  After talking together for a bit, it became apparent to me that this prospective new owner also had acquired a baby pionus parrot which was not yet seven months of age. The new bird he wanted was of a species inappropriate for befriending the pionus; nor did he have that in mind. He just wanted a new bird. It took about an hour for me to convince this birdkeeper that he should wait before buying a second pet. “Give your young pionus a chance to grow up before buying another psittacine.” I counseled. “It will pay off in the long term.” 
     My reasons for feeling this way were many fold. First of all, when one takes a baby psittacine into a household, there may pass a year or more before it becomes intimately familiar with the routine. Voice inflection and commands, where not to perch or chew, the daily ins and outs of being a stable, manageable pet all take time to assimilate. Should another parrot fledgling enter the scene, not only will the first bird be affected by the changing routine, but the new companion will not have the optimum influence of an established well-schooled mentor so to speak. Such a tutor as an older pet is an invaluable help to the keeper trying to train a new arrival. In some cases, ordinary lessons shown to the new hookbill by means of demonstration with the steady, older pet are immediately learned by the newcomer. Eat this, it’s good; wait here for a minute; step up on this; time to sleep; bath spray is not threatening—the list of show and tell is endless! 
     With time comes confidence, so the pionus in this story will be better able to set a good example once it has a more mature bird/owner relationship. This is particularly important if the first parrot is a hen in commonly male dominant species. Young females can be intimidated or skittish unless secure in their roles within a home.

     Much depends upon the species involved and the genders of the birds of course, but basically any keeper who chooses to purchase a second parrot will in effect be creating a threesome. Threesomes are a bit of an oddity in the natural psittacine world, though they do exist in family units and certain communal breeding situations. Nevertheless, for a novice bird owner, the dynamics of threes (or more when a spouse is considered) are certainly more complicated than that of a single pet dwelling. The more an owner learns from his or her first bird, the fewer mistake are going to be made with a new arrival.

     Who would want to risk blunders while attempting to deal with two young parrots, when a bit of patience will lead to skills and right techniques with one parrot? The difference between buying two young psittacines who do not know each other and might end up not liking each other, and getting two fledglings already acquainted and social from the same source, are like night and day to a pet buyer. 
     What can go wrong?  Well, what if you find yourself with two neophyte parrots and one is overly mischievous and destructive, aggressive towards a child in the house, or loud to a fault. It can be particularly tricky to prevent the other bird from picking up some of the same mannerisms, while at the same time trying to re-school the behavioral “offender.”  And all the while the keeper is trying to reinforce the depth of a still tenuous bird/human friendship in this threesome.  Not at all a task for a beginner, I would judge. Baby parrot training proceeds best when done one-on one.
     First birds in a home, when hand fed according to most of the common schemes in aviculture today, will often be needy of their humans during the early months of weaning and acquaintance. Until they develop some maturity and become more independent, it is not unusual to see jealousy crop up in a situation where another parrot is prematurely introduced. An exception might be where a fledgling has been brought up, weaned and allowed to interact with a variety of other parrots—say in an innovative shop where the birds are given weeks to learn the nuances of eating together, allo-preening, playing etc. But not all chicks have this opportunity during their upbringing; that is why this is an exception.

     April and I have had fledglings of several months age in our home, that were just beginning to blossom as superior companion birds when another psittacine youngster entered the nursery.  Not surprisingly the result was jealousy in the original baby leading to aggressions that were not dangerous at such an age, but were nevertheless anti-productive for the personality development of both individuals. Essentially, when allowed to interact, the two hookbills were learning not to like other parrots. Not good for owner or pets!

     Finally there is the consideration of mixing microorganisms in two dissimilar parrots at this young age. Obviously all chicks have unique metabolisms and immune systems. Sometimes two healthy babies can carry subclinical pathogens that erupt when the two are exposed in close contact. Psittacines from the same breeder or pet store are less at risk here; but a quarantine period would certainly be essential, and the whole process is somewhat more complex when dealing with the strain of a new pet home, and the vulnerable youth of the introduced parrots.
     All in all, I thoughtfully recommend that birdkeepers make an effort to space their new pet acquisitions a year or two apart. It is frequently easier on the owner and his family, and likely will save the new companion parrots some stressful times as well.            Aloha nui loa, EB

