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           “Should Breeding of Birds for the Pet Trade Be Stopped?”
     Over the past several years many bird breeders I have known and several close friends have all made the decision to no longer permit their parrots to breed young.  I can fully understand such decisions. One need only look at the psittacines which are “languishing” under the care of rescue and rehabilitation facilities to realize that there are far too many unwanted, former pet and breeder birds in this country and abroad.
     Furthermore, as I keep in regular touch with Feathered Friends of Santa Fe, the exotic bird store I managed for seven years, it is obvious from talking with Darlene the owner that parrot sales, especially of large cockatoos and macaws, are in long-term ebb. The bird “craze” of the 1980’s and 90’s peaked and has been fading for more than a decade.

     This brings to mind conversations I have had with single pet owners and discussion groups about whether all breeding of birds for the pet trade should be curtailed. Here are just two of the comments I have heard.
     “I think that all breeding of birds for the pet trade should be stopped. I don't know how realistic that is, but it is what I believe.”
     “Birds and bars?  Birds do not belong in cages.  It just seems so simple.”

     As a long-time bird owner and sometime hobby breeder, I would like to address this dilemma:

      It seems to me that it is not so much the breeding of birds that is the problem, it is the way one goes about it. Commercially breeding for the highest number of young and the money they represent is going to be much less ideal for the parrots than breeding by a small home breeder that has a relationship with the parent parrots and raises the babies in their household.
      The total amount of babies birthed and raised in one season inevitably affects what can be done for each bird's happiness and future. Last year, April and I raised just two parrot chicks. That is hardly a situation that would necessitate being pressured selling them to undesirable or uncommitted new keepers. Of course one cannot ever be absolutely sure what is going to happen with those two chicks five or ten years down the road--but the truth is none of us can tell what will be going on with our lives and our parrots five or ten years hence. Even birthing human children is a risk and always a chance at goodness or failure in their future lives...

 

     The important thing for birdkeepers to remember is that parrots are natural creatures. Having a chance to raise a family once in a lifetime or perhaps every few years or so is as natural to them as rain and sunshine. Parenting with a compatible mate under prime environmental circumstances can definitely be a high point in a psittacine’s captive existence April and I would never think of denying our parrots who wish to “get married” this one moment of contentment. It brings a cock and hen together like nothing else and can be quite wonderful to watch unfold--when allowed to progress naturally.

     In fact, April has some dear pets and adopted rehab birds that we would like nothing better than for them to accept their companion as a mate, lay eggs and experience a nesting. It would change their lives immeasurably for the better because many of these handfed birds are so dysfunctional in their attitudes towards other parrots, so impressed and dependent on humans, that after years of trying, many of them will not even allow a cage mate of same species opposite gender to allo-preen or eat out of the same dish with them. Instead they look to humans for their every need and affection, finding unsatisfactory fulfillment there of course--and so remain trapped between two worlds.
     The best that hobby breeders can do is raise our babies to be psittacines first, captive pets who need humans secondly. But to do this we have to give parrot babies a childhood within their true family for at least a month or two so they can learn about being a definite species of psittacine. Then we must treat them so well that they lose their suspicion of humans and willingly choose to befriend us. It makes things hard for the breeder at first, but it certainly creates a more complete parrot--one better able to cope with life changes and ignorant treatment and all that may come in their uncertain futures. There are no guarantees for any of us in this life on earth. Yet, I would rather my parrot chicks be spunky and uneeding of humans--more likely to get angry at neglect, than to turn on themselves in utter desolation when the humans they thought were their "parents" begin to disappoint them…
     Think about this for a moment: If I am a birdkeeper who customarily takes young neonate babies out of the nest and away from their natural parents way too early so that I may handfeed and raise them to think  I am their parents. Well then, as soon as I sell or pass them on to another person, I am in effect abandoning them. The first human that a handfed bird comes to trust is basically deserting them and proving we are not to be trusted at all! Breeders merely assume that baby birds will willingly latch on to the next person in their lives, but seldom does a keeper acknowledge that the emotional damage has already begun.
     Breeding parrots is not the problem, I feel. Breeding too many parrots and breeding parrots in the wrong manner or for the wrong reasons is the problem.  Hopefully aviculturists of the future will evolve into compassionate breeders who make decisions for the birds in their care, not in spite of them.
     One last point I think should be made. It is dangerous for we who wish to help the plight of captive birds (or indeed all animals) to issue ultimatums and manifestos that would "ban breeding" or "ban selling" or the like. We need to work to change aviculture, not to abolish it. I shudder to think what would happen if all the large commercial bird farms decided to dispose of their parrots at the same time. Chaos and suffering could only ensue. Make no mistake, parrot welfare needs these people to listen calmly to what we are recommending--the last thing we wish is to alienate them to the point of their turning a deaf ear to us. Certainly rescue groups and parrot welfare organizations should never take such a hard line. It would mean abandoning all those breeder parrots and their chicks.
     The live animal trade has been going on within the human race for more than 5000 years. It is not going to stop in 2010 or anytime soon thereafter. The proper lessons of live animals must be learned by everyone in order for change to occur. In the mean time we can take heart in the knowledge that we still can better the cause of captive bird care one creature at a time.
     Mahalo nui loa, EB
