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                   “Learning Anew from This Spring’s Babies”  
     It seems that every time April and I have a request for Yellow-Fronted Parrots, hence decide to set up a nesting box and let one of our amazons raise a family of chicks, we end up learning from the babies once they are transferred to our in-house care. This spring was no exception! 
     We presently have five youngsters inside sleeping in baskets—three of which have begun flying around at various skill levels. Tasha and her brand new ‘husband’ Kahuna produced three sisters, the first time in 25 years I have had a three-bird clutch turn out to be all female. We do not do any feather sexing, of course, since by the time youngsters are fledged and beginning to interact with each other and older male or female training amazons we keep, it is quite obvious to us what the genders of the new ‘children’ are. Our younger offspring, two babies born of Lorenzo and Hope, appear to be one boy and one hen. This many girls is most exciting. I prefer female pet amazons; most of my clients and the one pet bird store we work with think the same. The boys may play and talk a bit more, but they tend to be excitably less tranquil.

     So what are we learning this season?
1)  Enthusiastic parent birds that have been left two or three years between being allowed to breed are so joyful at having new chicks that they are extremely diligent--eating five times a day and keeping those babies stuffed!  This accelerates the growth curves for the neonates so that they put on weight faster and feather out earlier by about a week per six weeks age.

2)  Chicks also remain extremely calm provided the parents are unstressed during all this feeding and care. April and I would check into Tasha’s box every week or two, take the babies out to clean and replenish substrate wood chips, and these three girls would not growl or snap—they just stared at us and looked around in their full-cropped contentment. It was amazing how placid they seemed even with eyes wide open and feathers mostly green.

3)  When such offspring are finally brought into the nursery, things begin to happen incredibly fast. Within a week the ‘kids’ are flapping in earnest; they move from a cup feeding to mush and soaked pellets from the hand within ten days; they are hopping and moving from one darkened basket to a nearby provided one as a fledging tool within another week; and fledging begins right after the eighth week. 

4)  With all girls in a clutch, it seems to delay their fledging process somewhat due to the lack of a confident male sibling leader. Our little hens would tend to peer out and flap on the edge of the basket, then look around as if to ask “Who’s going to take off first here?” Then they would jump back inside and add another day or three to the first flight departure! They also are less likely to explore new locations, odd looking toys, etc. We have seen this before with hens and cocks together, but never as a total female group.
5)  Baby parrots in threes often have an inclination for two of the brood to ‘buddy up’ leaving an odd bird out, so to speak. The third bird may be the youngest of the clutch, it may be the smallest of a threesome of two rowdy boys and a hen, it may just be a quirk of nature, but the third bird needs to be watched carefully for getting the worst of any wrestling, food treats, allo-preen activity and so forth. The danger is that such a sibling might choose not to socialize with the other birds and hence become far too dependent on only human interaction during its formative first few months.
6)  It takes real resolve and will-power in conscientious keepers to not clip fledgling toenails when they are learning to fly and need to catch hold of all sorts of fixed objects, curtains, and new landing sites. My lower arms are full of lesions from toenail scrapes, overly-firm claw grips by heavy, unskilled fledglings, and imprecise landings on skin. My scalp has a few scabs too until the chicks learn that shoulder t-shirts are the suitable perch sites. April and I take pains to protect our face and cheeks from incoming neophytes—especially at feeding time!  Sometimes I wonder how much commitment it takes for an aviculturist to put up with sharp claws and full wingspans during the few weeks before accurate airborne maneuvers take over. It’s a decision for the babies, not for my comfort.

7)  I cannot imagine how I once raised ten or fifteen baby parrots in a summer season and fledged them inside the house! The six (three capes and three amazons) at present are so very much work! Besides just the feeding and attention they demand from humans, there are hours of clean up of poops and laundering of basket towels and sweeping up of chewed branch materials and flung seeds and vegetable matter and arranging new toys or fresh tree limbs, and such. I assume that I am no longer as quick or efficient as I once was twenty years ago (which is true!) and that I now have many other added projects in my life that also demand time (which is also true!). The truth remains that numerous baby parrots require so much effort in keeping up standards of care and training, that if a busy human owner chose to actually handfeed dozens of them in one year, they are most likely going to get neglected in certain subtle ways or locked in cages a goodly amount of time. 
8)  That said, after 25 years, it is still such a thrill to have these three little green girls fly across the room, land on my scratched arm, utter an “ungh-uh” baby beg to me, and lower their heads for a neck scratch. I can’t wait for next week when they start going out into the colony cage for training in real trees with other adult Yellow Fronted Parrots nearby…
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