Sprouting for Nutrition –revised. The original article appeared in Good Bird Magazine
by Shauna Roberts

Tender spouts of grains, seeds and beans have to be the ultimate food resembling springtime,  that is bursting with energy and nutrients. Sprouts (seed, beans, grains and nuts) are  biogenic, which means, that if planted they will create a new life. They are one of the most concentrated nutritional power house foods available and so one of the best foods we can offer to our parrots. When sprouted, these foods are an easy to digest plant that is at its peak nutritionally. This happens because  when sprouted, the seed releases all of its stored nutrients in an attempt to become a full grown plant. As an example of how much sprouting increases nutrition, in 1997 a study was done that found one ounce of broccoli sprouts contained more of an anti carcinogen substance than two pounds of broccoli. 

When a seed begins to sprout, natural chemical changes take place. As a result enzymes are produced to convert nutrients for the growing plant to utilize. As sprouting continues, carbohydrates are transformed by enzymes into simple sugars. Complex proteins are converted into simple amino acids, and fats change into fatty acids. All are easily digestible compounds, making sprouts an easy to digest food source. Even sometimes hard to digest beans become easily digestible once they are sprouted. Please note however that it may be best to sprout beans until they have at least a 1/4"-1/2" tail or longer to further increase their digestibility. The easier to digest beans are mung, adzuki, lentil, garbanzo and pea. 

Vitamins that were found in trace amounts previously are produced in larger amounts during sprouting, especially vitamin C and folic acid. Lentils have such a miniscule amount of vitamin C when a dormant seed but once sprouted their vitamin C increases so much that they are considered to be a very good source.  Sprouts will also absorb minerals from the water you use to sprout them in and those minerals are chelated, meaning they are chemically bound to amino acids, making them more easily assimilated or used by the body. 

Sprouts grow in nutritional value right up until the time they are eaten. This is very different from vitamins found in fresh vegetables and other produce where nutrient values steadily decline as soon as they are harvested. In some vegetables some of their vitamin content may deplete as much as half, only minutes after being cut and up to 70% or more by the time you see them at your grocery store. 

Sprouts are a well known "cooling"* food and are valued for this property and also their ability to detoxify, especially the liver. Due to their overall cooling effect it is suggested they should be  cooked for those who may be sick or suffering from digestive problems. In this case you would soak seeds, grains and/or legumes for 24 hours and then cook them. For grains or seeds, heat and simmer for 10-15 min. For legumes, bring to boil, boil for 10 minutes without a lid, reduce heat, cover and simmer for another 20 minutes. 

As part of any diet complete protein needs to be offered. Most grains, seeds, and legumes are high in protein but their protein is incomplete. It's best to combine legumes with sprouted grains and/or seed to complete their inadequate amino acid profiles, thus supplying a complete protein for your bird. 

Sprouting Challenges

Sprouting for the most part is relatively easy. However there can be problems.  The most common problem is spoilage. This is most commonly the result of either bad seeds, contaminated water, too much heat, or inadequate ventilation. You can help minimize the problem of bad seeds by purchasing quality human grade products, and if you happen to see a few broken or cracked seeds, remove them before you begin to sprout. 

During the summer months it can be hot and too much heat may spoil sprouts. If the room you use to sprout gets very hot, you can try putting a fan in the room to keep air circulating and also rinsing the sprouts more often on hot days. Adequate ventilation for sprouts is essential. Spoilage can happen if the water is not completely drained off during a rinse, and sprouts are left to stand in water. It's best to make sure that any container you use to sprout with enables air to circulate around the sprouts. 

Contaminated water can be another problem that may cause spoilage during the soaking stage. If you have trouble with water then try filtered water. If you like, you can add a little powdered kelp or wheat grass to the soaking water and possibly add a few extra nutrients. 

 Also, polished grains won't sprout, so don't include them in your mixes. 

How to Sprout

Start out by washing your hands before handling your seeds, grains, and/or legumes. 

1)Remove any broken, cracked, or discolored seeds that you notice. 

2)Wash seeds gently. 

3)Place seeds in a clean sprouter and add cool water to soak. (If you are sprouting mung, adzuki or broccoli seeds, soak in warm water 90*-115*). In general you will add 4 times more water than seed. You may also add some kelp or wheat grass to water, which may add even more nutrients to your sprouts. 

4)Soak seeds; the times will vary but in general soak for 12 hours

5) Remove any floating seeds, unless when you touch them they submerge 

6)After the soak, cover top of container and drain water off. You can rinse if you like, drain well. 7)Rinse with cool water (around 60*) and drain sprouts 3 times a day unless you are using a container that requires less rinses

8) You can rinse with clean water or add some organic apple cider vinegar. If you like, you can add straight apple cider vinegar to your final rinse and let sprouts soak for 15 min. Rinse well. Adding apple cider vinegar helps to guard against bacteria, fungi and gives the added benefit of even more enzymes. 

The use of grapefruit seed extract (GSE) is not recommended. The natural product which is hard to find unless you make your own does not have any properties to fight mold or bacteria. Commercial GSE products are not natural as they contain the addition of  benzethonium chloride which is a powerful cleaning agent. 
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Once you see little tails FIRST appear on grains or seeds, the sprouts are ready and at their nutritional peak. For legumes continue to sprout until you see at least 1/4" long tails, preferably longer. 

If you want leaves on your sprouts, then once tails appear, place the sprouts in the window. 

Keep your unused sprouts in a glass or plastic container in your refrigerator. They should keep for 7-10 days and even continue to slowly grow.  Make sure before putting sprouts in the refrigerator that they are thoroughly dry; dampness causes spoilage. It can help to let them sit several hours after their final rinse.

Some seeds that you do not want to sprout are chia and flax due to their mucilaginous (gummy, slimy or gelatinous consistency) nature when water is added. You can sprout these in dirt however. This is growing a green garden in your home. You will need a planter and some topsoil. Once your greens are growing, you then harvest by cutting the tops of the greens. Seeds to sprout this way are chia, flax, buckwheat, wheat, sunflower, etc. 

One grain to never sprout is sorghum also  known as “super millet” because of its cyanide (hydrocyanic acid) content. Dry sorghum has very low levels of cyanide but as sorghum soaks its cyanide content increases immensely which could make it hazardous and perhaps even prove to be fatal. The average amount (61.3 mg) of hydrocyanic acid obtained from sprouts grown from 100g of seed exceeds the average fatal dose for an adult human.

http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1365-2621.1984.tb13212.x?journalCode=jfds

Deciding What to Sprout

Different nutrients are provided by different types of sprouts. Vitamins B can be found in sprouted  alfalfa, wheat, sunflower, rye and sesame seeds. Wheat is a good source of vitamin E; sprouting wheat increases its vitamin E content. Other sprouts high in this vitamin are oats, alfalfa, rye, almonds, sesame, and sunflower. 

Good sprout sources for calcium are sesame seed, almond, sunflower, chick pea and alfalfa. You'll find potassium in sesame, almond, sunflower, mung and cow peas. Iron can be found in good supply in sprouted fenugreek, lentil, adzuki, alfalfa and mung beans.Pumpkin seeds are an especially good source of zinc, which is a mineral necessary or the synthesis of protein and many liver functions. 

When deciding what seeds to sprout, it may help you to choose seed with similar soaking and sprouting times, although this isn't always necessary.  The following chart shows that sprouting times are not definite. You can mix sprouting times to a degree. The result will be longer tails on some sprouts than others. So don't only combine seeds by sprouting times but also think of various flavor combinations. Bon Appetite!

Sprouting Reference List
Adzuki bean: Vitamin C, iron, protein. Soak 5 hours, harvest 3-5 days

Alfalfa sprouts are not only a good source of vitamin C but also beta carotene ( vitamin A). If you decide to sprout alfalfa be sure not to feed dormant seeds as the dormant seed contains canavanine, a natural toxin and carcinogen but when the seed sprouts, any amount is miniscule. Soak 4-6 hours and they should be ready in 4-6 days. Other sprout sources of beta carotene are sprouted peas and cabbage. 

Almond:B complex, E, calcium, magnesium, potassium, selenium, protein and fatty acids. Soak 8-10 hours, ready to eat. 

Amaranth: Soak 3-5 hours, harvest 2-3 days. Soak 3-5  hours, ready in 3-5 days.

Barley, hulless type: Vitamins A, B complex, E, calcium, iron, magnesium, phosphorus. Glucans to help lower cholesterol and build the immune system. Soak 6 hours, harvest 2-3 days

Broccoli: Soak 8 hours, rinse 2-3 times a day, ready in 1-2 days. 

Buckwheat, hulled: soak 6 hours (no longer) Harvest 3-4 days

Fenugreek: Iron, phosphorus, trace elements. Soak 6 hours, ready in 2-5 days. 

Flax: Vitamins A, B1, B2, C, D, E, Omega-3 and Omega-6 fatty acids. 

Lentil sprouts:The richest source sprout of high quality protein, approximately 24 % protein. Folic acid, C, E, iron, phosphorus, potassium. 4-12 hours of soaking. Harvest in 3-5 days. 

Millet, unhulled: Vitamin B, E, protein. Soak 8 hours, ready in 2-3 days. 

Mung bean sprouts: Vitamin A, C, phosphorus, iron. Soak 12 hours and take about 5 days to get those long tails. It may be best to avoid mung beans if a bird has candida or any other yeast type of infection. 

Mustard seeds sprouts can add some zesty flavor but when seeds come into contact with water  allyl isothiocyanate is formed. Mustard seed sprouts are likely safe but some people prefer to avoid them for their birds. Soak 4-6 hours and harvest in 4-5 days. 

Oats, hulled: Vitamin E. Good for immune system and skin disorders unless bird is sensitive to gluten. Soak 8 hours, ready in 1-2 days. 

Peas: Vitamin A, iron, potassium, magnesium. Contain all 8 essential amino acids and 22 percent protein. Soak time: 8 hours, harvest in 2-3 days. 

Pumpkin seed: B complex, E, phosphorus, iron, zinc, protein. Soak 8 hours, ready in 1 day.

Quinoa: Vitamins B1, B2, B3, B6, folacin, copper, iron, magnesium, phosphorus, potassium, zinc and protein. Soak 3-4 hours, harvest 1-2 days. 

Radish:Vitamins A,C (more than 29 times the vitamin C and 4 times the vitamin A of milk), calcium and protein. Soak 6 hours, harvest 3-5 days

Sunflower hulled: B complex, D, E, calcium, iron, phosphorus, potassium, magnesium and unsaturated fatty acids and protein. Soak 6-8 hours, harvest in 1-2 days. 

Teff: soak 3-4 hours, harvest 1-2 days

Wheat: B complex, E, folacin, iron, magnesium, manganese, protein and omega-6.  Flavor is sweetest when tail first appears. Soak for 12 hours, harvest in 2-3 days. 

Wheatgrass: Red winter wheat is the most common variety used. Soak what for 8-12 hours, then transfer wet sprouts to damp soil. Place in warm window and water indoors 3-8 days.Transfer outside or to a window with southern exposure. Cut grass with scissors. It can be stored in the refrigerator up to 5-7 days. You may also want to try planting kamut and spelt. 

CAUTION:Large beans: Anasazi, Black, Fava, Kidney, Lima, Navy, Pinto, Soy, are not suggested for sprouting. These legumes can cause toxicity and remain difficult to digest. Their raw flavor is also very bad. If choose to serve these to your bird they MUST be soaked for a minimum of 8 hours, water drained and beans rinsed well, and then cooked by bringing them to a full boil, boiling uncovered for 10 minutes, covered and simmered for another 20 minutes.

Let’s Sprout!! 

Getting Started:

Now that you have some background information you can try some sprouting. There are different methods that you may want to try in order to find one that you are the most comfortable with or is the most convenient for you. 

To start choose which sprouts you want to try. You can sprout one type of seed at a time or combine seeds. By looking at the list you may choose sprouts that have similar soaking and sprouting times. You can also choose items that may not sprout at exactly the same time and let those faster sprout tails grow a little longer while you wait for the slower sprouts. The easiest sprouting seeds to start for beginners are: wheat, sunflower, lentil, mung and quinoa. 

Some possible combinations to try: 

#1 Sunflower seeds and quinoa

#2 Mung, wheat, amaranth

#3 Buckwheat, quinoa, sesame seed
#4 Millet, sprouting pea, chickpea, wheat

Measure out the amounts you want to start with and remember they will expand to be 4 times larger or more than the dry seed. Don’t overfill your container. If container is overfull the result will be a clump of tightly woven sprouts more prone to molding. 
Sprouting Methods: 

Using a Jar: 

Use wide mouthed jars such as Mason jars. These are inexpensive and you may want to consider having several in order to have a sprouting garden where each jar contains only one type of sprout.  Add water and cover the jar opening with cheesecloth or screen. Fill the jar halfway with water and let soak for recommended amount of time on list. When time is up drain water off and rinse and then drain water off again. Place jars at a 45 degree angle with the mouth facing down. This helps drain any excess water off and provide air circulation. Rinse sprouts with water and drain twice a day when using this method. Water coming out of jar may be a little foamy which is the waste that the sprouts produce. Place jar mouth down at 45* angle after rinsing. 
Using a Sprouting Bag: 

Sprout bags are made of hemp or nylon mesh. To use fill about ¼ full with seed and place in a bowl to soak. After soaking rinse bag and then hang the bag on the faucet or hook over the sink with a plastic bag you have poked some holes in for air circulation around the sprouting. Rinse twice a day by removing bag from plastic and placing the sprout bag in a bowl of water or rinsing under the faucet. Drain well then place back into the plastic bag. 
Using a Colander, Tray or Wire Mesh Strainer: 
Measure amount of seeds or seed mix needed. Soak seeds for the times listed in a bowl or jar of water. Rinse and add to tray that has been lined with cheesecloth to keep small seeds from falling through. This method provides a lot of air circulation. Rinsing 3-4 times a day is recommended to keep sprouts from drying out. 
Commercial Sprouters: 
There are several of these to choose from. My favorite is the EZ Sprouter available from http:www.thebirdbrain.com If you purchase a sprouter follow manufacturers directions. 
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