Learning To Fly – Q & A - Natural Encounters, Inc. 


Question:

I have 2 hand reared tame Greys for almost 4 years (otherwise I am a novice) I have just taken 2 Amazons, Archie and Lena, age unknown  (more than 10 years old) for rehoming. One is ringed, the other not.

Both birds step up, one to hand, the other to a stick. Both seem gentle and have been tested for Chlamydia PDD BFD etc - negative.

These are my queries.

The female can fly albeit weakly; she falls to the ground. Archie, the male, does not attempt to fly. Neither have clipped wings/Both birds are missing feathers under the wings. Both seem thin compared to my greys but that could be lack of muscle.

1. Will Archie eventually relearn to fly?

The intention in taking these Amazons was to acclimatize them to an outdoor aviary which is 15 meters long. And has a covered dome with perches. At present the bottom layer houses 7 hens and in Upper layer are some small rescue birds, a pair of Rosellas and cockatiels and a rescue Timneh female.

I have taken both greys and Amazons into the aviary for the last 2 afternoons because it was sunny. The birds were OK but my grey male hassled the Amazons.

2. If answer to 1 is yes, is there a better way to help Archie fly?

ON advice of a more experienced parrot owner, I have separated the birds and put the Amazons in a parrot-friendly conservatory. They appear relaxed but do not attempt to explore or climb like the greys.

I would welcome any advice as to the best way to acclimatize and rehabilitate these two pretty birds.

Thanks,

Dot

Answer:

If you force the bird to flap its wings in an attempt to give it exercise you might experience any number of problems...one of which could be loss of trust. It is always best to adopt a strategy of positive reinforcement and avoid negative interactions whenever you can.

Also, most birds that were clipped or otherwise denied the opportunity to fly in their first year of life will have a difficult time learning this basic skill later in life. Nature provides inspiration for young parrots to test their wings and develop the skills and coordination that controlled flight is dependent on. This natural inclination to fly is most prevalent in a bird's first year of life, when it enjoys the guidance and nurturing of its parents. After the first year, when the bird is independent of its parents, there is less natural motivation for a bird to learn to fly. Plus, if the bird's wings were clipped in its first year of life, the bird very likely has a long history of negative experiences associated with trying to fly. The act of crashing on the ground actually punishes the behavior of trying to fly and slowly but surely decreases the likelihood that the bird will attempt flight in the future.

So, it is possible for a parrot to learn the skill of flying later in life, but it is much more difficult than it would be if the bird learned the skill in its first year, when nature intended it to happen. I have helped several older birds learn to fly later in life using small steps and lots of patience. I used positive reinforcement, usually in the form of favorite treats, to reinforce the behavior of stepping from one perch to another. These perches were T stands that I could gradually move farther apart as the bird progressed. Once the bird moved from one perch to the other to acquire the treat, I would move the perches farther away from each other. The last bird I did this with was an eclectus last year. We paid special attention to the progress and took good notes. Our progression was fairly slow, but we did succeed in instilling skill and confidence that ultimately led to the bird learning to fly. To give you an idea of the process, we started with the perches parallel to each other and only 1 inch apart. Each time the bird stepped/flew from one perch to another without hesitation we moved the perches farther apart. For the first few repetitions we moved the perches about 1/2 inch at a time...however, by the time the perches were 3 inches apart we had to decrease the distance we moved the perches apart each time to 1/4 of an inch. Sometimes the bird would require four or five repetitions at the same distance before he had enough confidence to jump to the other perch without hesitation, which was our criteria for moving the perches. In about five days of two training sessions per day, the bird was flying about three feet to the other perch. After about two weeks the bird was flying about 8 feet with good confidence. The process was stopped at this point because the zoo I was working with changed their strategy for what they wanted out of the bird. However, I suspect if they had continued with the training the bird would have become a confident flyer in another two or three weeks.

This is a very slow process that is best addressed with positive interactions. I think of it like my personal experience of riding a unicycle. I learned the skill when I was about 10 or 11. The skill came to me fairly quickly and I got pretty good at it. But, if I tried to learn to ride a unicycle today without that previous experience, it would be much more difficult. I would certainly have to put in a lot more time and effort to learn the skill. However, since I learned the skill when I was young, I suspect the challenge would be much easier if I picked up a unicycle today and tried to ride it.

Your bird can learn to fly at this age, but if she never learned the skill early in life it will be difficult. However, if she learned to fly at an early age and later had her wings clipped, she will be more likely to relearn the skill later in life than a bird that never learned it in the first place.

