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                                 “The Real Rap on Sunflower Seeds” 
     I must admit, I like sunflower seeds. I munch them raw and tamari roasted, in salads and on granola, as sunflower butter, even ground up and added to baked goods. It may come as a bit of a surprise to nutrition-oriented birdkeepers that I also like feeding sunflower seeds to my parrot flock. Most of the larger psittacines, especially the oil-loving macaws and Africans, get some every day. I have spent more than 25 years studying various aspects of captive avian diet, and I have never encountered even one valid reason not to feed this nutritious item to birds. They all like them, the seeds are very good for parrots, and the shell cracking experience is a form of foraging.
     Why is it then that I keep having conversations with birdkeepers who are quite terrified to offer this wholesome addition to their pets? Evidently the bad “rap” given to sunflower seeds by veterinarians and extruded diet manufacturers in the 1980s and 90s lingers in the minds of many aviculturists. Of course sunflower seeds have fat in them. And of course an obese bird should not be given too many fatty foods—or too much food for that matter. But then, I offer sunflower the last thing in most feeding days just before dusk, after sprouts and veggies and cooked beans, rice, lentils, etc. have been given in the mornings. Yes. a measured amount of sunflower seeds per each bird is a greatly appreciated and healthy treat for all my birds.
     Let’s take a brief look at a nutritional analysis of sunflower. The fats in sunflower are more than 85% good fats, that is, the kinds that lower total cholesterol levels. They are a source of plant protein, very high in the antioxidant vitamin E, high in vitamin B-1, manganese, and good providers of B-6, B-5, copper, selenium,  and folate. They also have fiber, iron and zinc; and are a supplier of plant phytosterols.

     It seems to me no mere coincidence that in the historical past there were documented parrots living well into their forties and fifties eating a diet very concentrated in sunflower seeds. We now know that avian nutrition should not be so skewed towards an all-seed diet of course, but the point is, the seeds themselves did not shorten the parrots’ lives.

     Dale R. Thompson, the noted aviculturist from Southern California once told me about a study completed 20 years ago that tested cockatiels placed on specific seed-only diets. Safflower seed was the only seed that resulted in mortalities to the birds, Dale said, which is why he never fed safflower to his breeder aviaries, preferring sunflower. Even today, we limit any mixes with safflower seeds and find that many of our birds do not like them at all. This debunks the myth that persons who fear sunflower seeds should switch to safflower based mixes when offering seeds. In fact safflower is listed as 59% fat while sunflower is only 47% fat!
     If you take the time to germinate such fat rich seeds 24 to 48 hours, you end up with a “greener” and more nutritious product—starches and carbohydrates are changed by enzymes to become more digestible vitamin, protein, essential fatty acid, and amino acid constituents. Safflower is one of our staple sprout seeds.

     We do offer sunflower whenever we have a baby parrot to raise. At about age five weeks when we start feeding a chick taken from its parents, our commercial baby formula is mixed half-half with grains and nuts and adult pellets and other ingredients which we pulverize to powder in the blender. Raw hulled sunflower seeds from the health food store make up a goodly amount of these grains. They are great for putting on weight before fledging; they have a nutty taste that picky neonates beginning to reject typical commercial gruels take to quickly; and they help keep the droppings of the nursery chicks green and white and solid like the parent birds. When fledglings reach an age where they are getting more chunks in their formula fed with a plastic cup, shelled sunflower seeds are included whole. They stay with a baby longer especially overnight and are always totally digested. 
     In fact, all our large sunflower comes from the health food store in food grade 25-pound bags. It is much cleaner than the farm and pet store variety, has better developed kernels, and happens to be organic. This is all the black-stripe type; the whitish grey striped ones sold in many pet outlets are not preferred by our birds and we consider them inferior. 
     We also keep on hand the small black oil sunflower seeds which are salted into our small hookbill mixes that the Australian Parakeets, small conures, lovebirds etc. eat at dinnertime. Smaller birds will crack the oil sunflower but will often avoid the larger kinds. It is no mere coincidence that Cornell University bird experts claim “In most areas, black-oil sunflower seed attracts the greatest variety of birds. It has a high meat-to-shell ratio and a high fat content. It is small and thin-shelled, making it easy for small birds, [such as the Tufted Titmouse at right] to handle and crack.”
     When weaning time arrives for a psittacine fledgling, it is given an assortment of nutmeats, veggies, greens, pellets, cooked rice, and the like which includes hulled sunflower. It is eaten in varying amounts along with other things and helps the birds ingest nourishment without having to shell anything larger than spray millets at a time when soft foods are best. Later we will begin to offer in-shell sunflower seeds in a mix to teach chicks dexterity in husking; though some babies will pretty much ignore it for the first several months, opting for easier items to feed upon.
     Certain bird persons insist that sunflower seeds are “addictive” and that parrots brought up with them in the diet will avoid eating anything else. I find this totally false. I have never had a parrot ignore wholesome cooked, sprouted, and green foods in preference for dry seeds of any kind, except perhaps in the winter months or on very rainy days.. 
     Some of our parrots actually prefer other seeds rather than sunflower. And on those occasions (mostly Sundays!) where we feed a totally dry treat and nut and seed and pellet diet with sandwich or waffles and selected fruit pips, it is not unusual to see sunflower seeds left over in a dish at the end of the day.              I have adopted elderly pet parrots from other persons over the years—birds that were on a total seed diet to the detriment of their health. Certain species prone to overeating were obese and did tend to eat every sunflower seed placed in front of them. But I suspect this was due more to boredom in their former life than addiction of any sort, since when presented with a green raw and varied cooked diet here at The Perfect Parrot, every one of those psittacines adjusted well and gave up the former overeating habits. 
     Personally I find more birds unstimulated by the sameness of pelleted diets than by certain seeds in the diet. Incidentally, if you have a feather plucking parrot such as a grey or a blue and gold, and you are not offering the experience and nutrition of in-shell sunflower seeds, I would recommend them. They are a great oil supplement and beak-time occupier for most any pet!
     Aloha, EB

