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Such cuteness!

I'm sitting at the com-
puter editing pictures,
and Banning has
crawled into the front of
my fleece vest, right on
top of my "boozum" and
has taken a little half
hour snooze there. Then
she woke up, climbed
up to my shoulder and
started to preen. Sigh!
Best kind of friend there
is.
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By Terrilyn
(Sly) Sturtz

Perhaps you
have heard of
the latest notion
to help occupy a
pet parrot, the
foraging box.
Why would you
want to create
one? What do
you need to set
one up? The
~ following article
is my own ex-
D perience and the results are with my own
bird. | cannot guarantee that you will get
equal, greater or lesser results, because
this is purely anecdotal and subjective. So
read along, look at the photos and decide
t for yourself if you would like to create a
foraging box for your parrot!
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A Little Background Information

I had no idea what a foraging box was be-
t fore seeing some photographs at an avian
veterinary office. | had heard that foraging
is very good for birds, and occupies their
complex minds. Itis an enriching activity,
one that, while not  exactly what they
would be doing in the wild, simulates that
which they would normally spend an enor-
mous amount of time doing. My experi-
ence began as | was perusing the photos
on the wall of the exam room, while waiting
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about their return:

glad to be home.

thank you.

foraging
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Congratulations to Ingrid on the return of PiPi (Nanday) and Zoey (Sun). Ingrid had this to

much, | can't believe she even remembers me but PiPi is th
and totally remembers me...is on my shoulder now and | kno

They have a new brother Buster and so far PiPi is okay with
but Zoey is trying to dominate, and that's not going over so

well...they make me laugh, but my heart is FULL right now..
believe they're back..you all told me and prayed and wished
.they're

b o x

for the vet. There was a perfectly healthy -
looking red -tailed African Grey parrot,
using both his feet and his beak to dig
through material placed in a box, to re-
veal treasures underneath. When the vet
entered the room, | asked him what the
pictures were showing. He replied that
the parrot in the photo had nearly
plucked himself bald before being intro-
duced to the foraging box. He went on to
explain that the parrot gets 100% of his
food by finding it beneath the material in
the box.

This piqued my interest as | have been
fostering a harlequin macaw with a severe
plucking problem. The macaw had gotten
worse in my home, not better. The veteri-
narian gave me a few tips on how to set
up a foraging box, what materials to use,
and how to introduce your bird to the

new activity. | am now going to share
that information with you. Oh, and the
plucking macaw? It ds
months since he started using the forag-
ing box every day, and he is currently in
glorious feather with little feather de-
struction/plucking ongoing.

The Reasonsé

If you are building a foraging box to en-
rich your birdds 1ife
warding activity, please feel free to jump
ahead to the instructions! | believe that

Continued on page 2
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Gypsyos foraging box

Continued from page 1

every bird would find this activity to be interesting and pleasurable. But if you are
building a foraging box because your bird has feather destructive behavior or worse, self
-mutilation syndrome, please read on.

| would be remiss to jump ahead with the box, and not mention some of the reasons a

bird might pluck. He may have a physiologic reason, such as mites, allergies, bacteria,

dietary or nutritional problems, toxin ingestion, hormonal triggers or other physically -
b . ‘ manifesting reasons. He may have psychological problems which include but are not

Gypsy was plucking his legs limited to boredom, phobias, obsessive  -compulsive disorder, a history of mistreatment,

and chest or other underlying causes that are difficult if not impossible to diagnose. Before as-

suming that your bird has turned too much attention on himself and simply needs dis-

traction, it is strongly advised to have your bird thoroughly examined by a qualified vet-

erinarian who is intimately familiar with reasons for plucking/mutilating. Be prepared

to put your bird through a thorough exam, which should include a comprehensive

physical exam, blood work, cultures and a fecal exam. When all other physical reasons

veterinarians believe are ruled out, then and only then might you consider that the bird has a psychological

need to pluck/mutilate.

o0Many birid

behaviorist and avian

that plucking starts What is the pay -off for the bird? Why would a bird mutilate himself, even to the point of

fatality? This is a difficult question, but there are some ideas as to why the bird finds

when a bird becomes . ) ; - i C 7 .
hurting himself, pleasurable. Many bird behaviorist and avian veterinarians believe that

frustrated, bored or plucking starts when a bird becomes frustrated, bored or fearful and simply over -
preens. Snipping the tips off feathers or mining a primary gives the bird something to do
fearful and simply that does not hurt, but breaks the monotony of having nothing else to do. Going one
step further, a bird may accidentally pluck one f
over-preens. Snipping from it. Sure it hurt a bit, but the slight adrenalin buzz that followed was rewarding.
So out comes a feather, and another and soon the cage floor is full of them. It may hap-
the tips off feathers or pen once or it may become a habit. |ltds hear|tbre
that if it continues, follicles can be permanently destroyed and the feathers may never
mining a primary grow back. Otherpay -of fs may be the orewardo6é6 the birdj|get s
plucking. If you fret and whine and give the bird more attention, that alone can rein-
gives the bird force the behavior. If you give him a new toy to play with, a food treat, time out of the
cage, or any break in the monotony, it could be perceived of as a reward and the behav-
something to do that ior can inadvertently be reinforced.
does not hurt, but One more thing which | cannot stress strongly enough: Weigh your bird. Get a weight

before you begin this process and continue weighing your bird regularly and often.

breaks the monotony How to Get Started

of having nothing else To build your foraging box, you will need a few items. It is relatively inexpensive and
¢ 404 the things you need can be found in most general merchandise and pet stores.
o] 00
The Box

Find a suitable box for your bird. I f your blird
right?) then cardboard is probably the least expensive way to go. If your birds are like
mine, cardboard and wood will be disintegrated in a flash, so a sturdier material would

be a better choice. | chose plastic, but that too can be too tempting for bigger beaks, in
which case you may have to resort to aluminum or stainless metals. For bigger birds, a
restaurant supplier may have just the right roasting pan (forgive me) in a bird -safe
metal. Smaller chewers may do well with an aluminum cake pan.

The box should be big enough for the entire bird to fit inside, with plenty of room to
walk, turn around and forage. It should have smooth edges to perch on. The sides
Support the Oasis Sanctu- should be deep enough to accommodate the food and other treats, at least an inch or
aryods oOPennies|for Parrotso

fundraiser Continued on page 3
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Gypsyods foraging box
Continued from page 2

or two of material, and to withstand some vigorous beak -swiping and digging with feet.
In order to accommodate a large macaw, | resorted to a plastic, under -the -bed storage
box and threw away the lid. The sides were rounded and sturdy. It had plastic wheels

on it, which | could have snapped off, but | let them remain. Other ideas include new

litter boxes, dish washing basins, etc.

The Material

The only bird safe material is one that your bird will not ingest, is reasonably inexpen-

sive (as you will replace it often) and is free of harmful chemicals and bacteria. The only

material that | have found so far is called Carefresh E Environmentally Friendly, Bio-

degradable Pet Bedding. I only use the non -colored, non -bleached variety. Itis a pet

bedding made from reclaimed pulp waste that is free of toxins. It is sanitized to reduce

bacteria and molds. It comes in a plastic -wr apped, compressed Obriagko t

oAt t hi s much greater volume once unpacked. There is a warning for bird owners, that if your
bird ingests this product, you must get veterinary care immediately, as crop impaction

) can prove fatal. So far in my research, | have not yet heard of a bird ingesting this, but

you will also PLEASE be prudent and observe your bird! You are the best judge.

Mat eri al used
foraging box

—

. Do not consider using corn husks, paper shreds from home or office shredding
want to consider machines, cat litter, cedar chips or any other bedding that could harm your bird.

I also recommend a weighted object for flat surfaces, like a river rock, or a means to fas-
ten the box securely to the cage so that when you
up from his weight, or move too much. Another idea if your cage top is flat, is to drill a
go i n g t o very small hole in the bottom of the foraging box and using two fender washers, thread
a bolt through and through, securing the box to the cage wires underneath with a lock-
nut or a wing nut.

what you are

in the foraging

At this point, you will also want to consider| wha
box, and gather those items too. | use pellets, shelled and unshelled nuts, dried fruit,
box,andgather NutriberrieseE, plain popcorn, unsalted crackelr s,
. grain bread cubes, a few cheerios, foot toys, really anything dry and healthy for the bird.
t hose I t € I Avoidfoods with high moisture contents, or foods that could spoil quickly or turn rancid

at room temperature.
How to Assemble/Introducing Your Bird

Depending on how accepting your bird is of new things, you may consider allowing your
bird to help with the assembly, or place him nearby to watch what you are doing. Some
of my birds jumped right into the box as soon as they saw it. Others hung back a bit, to
see if it was going to eat themé

When you begin, dondét place too much Carefresh in
tion of the bottom of the box plainly visible. Sprinkle some of the treasures into the

Sly used a commercial shred- box, making sure your bird sees this part of the process. Many of the treasures should
ded paper pr odUcpeplainly visible at first. Now  you must demonstrate the desired outcome. Show your
box bird how much fun you are having digging through the Carefresh and uncovering treats
and treasures. Laugh and carry on, so that your bird understands that this is a fun
activity.

You may have to repeat this step more than once i
builds confidence that the box is not a bird -eating monster. Nothing should be forced,
ever. If your bird is afraid of the box, let him take the time he needs to gain confidence

and venture forth. Scaring or forcing the bird at this introduction point can be

Continued on page 5

Treats hidden in the box




Page 4

Thi s mont

FEBRUARY 2009

hds pics

latest crimsonbellied

babies, loves to play on
her back

1RHO RQH RI &L

%UHQ-V SUHI\/ te

Remodeling cour-

sy of Sophie the

house

'LQWHU DUULYHYV

DW % H

Sweetie Pi really enjoys
her popcorn
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The marvelous
Piper has a hatch

day this month!

Blaze does the cobra
dance

Baby Noel in her flight
suit

Wasabi is in love
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Noel sleeping on her back
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JC celebrated his 3rd
hatchday

TJ is ready for the inaugu-
ration




