Q & A – Biting - Natural Encounters, Inc.


Question: I adopted an African Grey last month from a breeder.  He has no history of the bird prior to him receiving about 3 years ago.  He is a commercial breeder that is a friend of mine.  The bird has basically been in a breeding cage outdoors with hundreds of other breeding cages and parrots.  No human interaction.

The bird would initially perch on my arm. (coming from the breeder cage)  Days after getting in his new cage that I purchased for him, he has become very defensive and aggressive.  He comes to bite me whenever I approach to talk to him, feed him, change the water, etc.

I have young cockatiel, but I am basically going into this without much experience.  Do you think there is any hope of taming this bird, developing enough trust to establish a relationship without biting?  He makes wonderful noises and even does some mimic noises…..he came already saying hello, meow, whistling Close Encounters, etc.  I would love any words of wisdom that you could give.

I have 3 children ages 9,8, and 6

Kim H.
Answer:

First of all, don’t worry there is hope in creating a positive relationship with your parrot. 

     Since he copies human sounds, including words, and other pet sounds, along with the fact that he did perch on your arm, I believe he may have lived in a person’s home. It is not natural for a bird to perch on a persons arm.

     Now, lets look at why a bird may bite and later we will examine what you can do to possibly change this behavior.  Biting is a sign of aggression and may be caused by several sources including personal aggression, fear aggression, and territorial aggression. 

As the name suggests, territorial aggression involves a parrot defending or protecting its home and even its mate.  This is a natural behavior of parrots in the wild.  They will protect their nests from other birds and animals as well as protect their mates.  If something or someone gets too close to their territory they will either actively defend it or fly away.  Pet parrots may not have nests to protect, but the do have cages.  Everything enclosed by the cage and even surrounding the cage is part of a parrot’s territory or its home, and they may try to defend it from unwanted advances by people or animals that get too close.  Simply walking too close to the cage can cause this behavior.

Fear aggression can also cause a bird to start biting.  Your bird has just entered a new environment with all kinds of new variables.  Living outside in a breeder set up surrounded by other cages with parrots was quite different than living inside a home with other types of animals, children, and other people.  All of these new factors can cause a bird to be uncomfortable and possibly fear the new environment.  Staying in its cage is probably comforting, so approaching his cage could be challenging that comfort.

Personal aggression, just as it sounds, is aggression a bird has towards one individual.  This can be caused by a person not reading a birds behavior appropriately and forcing themselves upon that bird.  Basically, it can happen if one particular person causes any of the other forms of aggression.

Based on your email, I would guess that fear aggression is probably what is causing all the biting and striking at the cage. 

Obviously you are a quite patient person and you'll need that quality to make things better with your parrot.  At first it will feel as though you are taking quite a few steps backwards, and baby steps forward, but they are all needed to develop the trust of your bird. 

The first thing to do while working with this bird is to read its body language.  If his eyes are pinning, dilating then immediately contracting, or his mouth is opened at you, or his body posture is big and puffy, then you're not going to want to do anything with that bird.  He is letting you know that it is not a good time and if you try anyway you'll probably get bitten.  If he never seems to show you that it’s a good time to work, try spending lots of time with him in the same room as his cage.  Don’t interact directly with him, instead just sit in the room and read or watch TV or do something that will allow you to be near him so that he can get used to you.

So, if he is calm and not displaying any of those symptoms, than it should be safe to start working with him.  Make sure that there are no distractions, other pets or people in the room and that it is quiet.  Start out by putting his favorite food treats, what ever they may be, in his food dish. A real easy way to determine your birds favorite food is to put all things you have ever offered him in his food dish and watch to see what is eaten first.  Chances are that food item is his favorite.  Also, pay attention to the next few things he eats, because those things can be used as treats as well.  Typical parrot food treats include unsalted nuts, fruits, and seeds.  If he isn’t striking at the cage, see if he’ll take them from your hand through the bars.  Present the treats between your thumb and forefinger so that he can easily grab it instead of your fingers.  Continue this for a few days, and make sure that he isn’t showing any signs of aggression while you are working with him.  If all is going well, open the cage door and feed him through the door.  If he does start striking at the cage or biting you, you’ll have to end the session so that you don’t give him treats for doing these behaviors. 

After having success with giving him treats, you can offer him your hand as a perch for him to step up onto.  Make sure your hand is perfectly flat, steady, and higher than the perch he is standing on.  Watch him carefully while doing this.  If he starts showing any signs of aggression, you’ll have to go back to the previous step of just giving him treats from your hand.  If he steps up or even touches your hand with his foot, you can give him a treat.  If he doesn’t move at all you can try putting a treat on your hand for him to take, or you can show him some treats in your other hand that he can reach by stepping up on your hand. As soon as he finishes his treat you can set him back down on his perch.  This is also reinforcing his behavior because his cage is a positive place for him.  Once he is stepping up without hesitation on to your hand, you can try taking him for small walks around the room.  Make sure you are giving him food treats periodically to help keep the experience positive.  Eventually you may be able to take him into other rooms throughout the house. 

Once you’ve accomplished this you can have other members of your household try working with him.  Make sure they follow the same steps you did.  Keep in mind you’ll have to work at the bird’s pace.  Unfortunately he might not want to work with some of the people in your house and that is just one of the challenges of having a parrot as a pet. This whole process could take as little as a week or two, but chances are it will be much longer than that.

As your relationship grows with the bird you may not need the food treats.  With many pet parrots, as you may already have experienced with your cockatiel, your attention is reward enough.  Training a bird to step up onto your hand uses the same skills as training your parrot to copy sounds and perform other behaviors.  African Grey parrots are extremely intelligent and they learn very quickly.  Keep in mind that every time you give that bird a food treat you are telling him that whatever he just did got him a reward.  Also, to increase the power of the food treats, don’t include them with his daily meals and only give them to him when he is working with you.      

