Macaws In Apartments? – Q & A - Natural Encounters, Inc.


Question:

I've been considering purchasing a nearly-finished-hand-feeding five-month-old Catalina Macaw.  I live in a one-bedroom apartment with neighbors on either side, and below, but not above.  My lease and landlord are ok with my obtaining a Macaw.  I would be willing, in addition to all the other great investments associated with Parrots, to purchase (safe) insulating carpets and flooring.

I've had dogs and cats, I've never owned a bird.  I'm not so sure that I would be better served by "practicing" with another, smaller, bird, because a different bird would be far from my preference and owning a pet you didn't even want, seems like a mistake.  It's not the size one should consider, it's also the commitment, and small bird is also a commitment.  It may seem shallow, but I sense that I am a big bird person.

Naturally, because of all the horror stories I've read, I am very concerned about having a Parrot in an apartment.  I am home all day, and I don't expect that to change. I firmly believe I am committed to training. 

I very much appreciate the content of your website.  I respect the views, as one of my degrees is in Biology, and I see people projecting their own emotions onto animals all the time.  And much of what I have read by way of Parrot Training has involved dealing with human thoughts, motivations and emotions animals, particularly those just one or two generations from the forests, just don't necessarily share.

 
Since I respect you greatly, I wondered what are your thoughts on keeping a Macaw in an apartment?

Also, if you don't think it's out of the question, have you heard of anyone having success with soundproofing, and if so what exactly did they do. 

Thank you.

Erik

Answer:

Owning a parrot in an apartment can be done, but there is some work involved.  It sounds like you have done quite a bit of research and I highly commend you on that.  Most people don't think that deeply into owning a parrot so good for you! It just so happens that macaws are one of the loudest species of parrots.  I know you mentioned some of the birds you were introduced to don't squawk that much and I think that is unusual because it is the bird's natural tendency to call in the wild.  If you can do more research into the natural habits about macaws that would greatly enhance your understanding of their behaviors and help you work through any potential problems. (Link –  See Paper – Understanding Parrot Behavior, Naturally - Understanding_Parrot_Behavior_Naturally-Steve_Martin.pdf)  Birds scream, that is how they communicate in the wild.  There are ways to keep it to minimum but is does require a fairly good understanding of training through positive reinforcement.  And a lot of patience!  Training does not just happen in a day.  It does take time, research, mistakes, and skill to make it all be successful.  The following papers can give you a good insight on what training can be like and part of that is understanding your bird, which is why I listed the second paper.   (Link - Training Animals: The Art of Science and Getting in Touch with Their Feelings: Developing Sensitivity to Bird Behavior – Getting_In_Touch_With_Their_Feelings-Barbara_Heidenreich.pdf) If you do find that screaming is an issue with your neighbors, you may want to look into the insulation factor you had mentioned while you stay within the boundaries of your lease.  It is possible to train your parrot to replace the screaming with a soft sound he already knows or likes to make.  All you have to do is reinforce the softer sound and ignore the screaming.  Yes, that can be very difficult but in the end, you will find it much more rewarding.  If you happen to break your ground and acknowledge the scream in frustration, that is also reinforcing the scream because the bird wants your attention, whether you are yelling back, leaving the room, or walking into it.  All it takes in one time, but you are home most of the day and that will be great for your parrot.   

     The best thing I can suggest is keep a routine that is consistently inconsistent.  I know that sounds strange and I hope you can understand my explanation.  Think about this, you buy a new parrot, spend lots of time with him/her and do everything in your power to form a positive relationship. Then a few months down the road, something in your life changes and you can't spend 4 hours playing with your new pet.  This could affect your bird's behavior because he may be accustomed to all that attention.  They say the early years in a human's life are the most important, and I think that is partly true of parrots as well.  They tend to form habits, desirable or not, early and they can be difficult to change but not ultimately impossible.  I really encourage you to think about what your life will be like in a few years or even a few months and try to find a routine that will fit accordingly.

     Now, when I say consistently inconsistent I mean to vary things up.  Give yourself a general window of time to do things like feeding, playing, bathing, etc.  If you get into the habit of 7:30am feed the bird: 9:00am play with bird for 1hour: 12:00 something else... and you have to break that routine in some way, your parrot may notice it and might not understand why it changed.  This could lead to some undesirable behaviors such as screaming, biting, or possibly feather plucking or self mutilation.  Instead, why don't you have a window of time to do the things you want to do with your bird.  Such as 1-2 hours to feed and so on.  In the wild, macaws wake up and call to their flock mates.  Once they are done foraging for food, they spend most of their day playing, interacting with family members, defending territories, resting, or blending into their surroundings. 

     When you are trying to devise a routine that can keep you and your bird happy, healthy, and enriched, think about the following things.  1. Try not to get into the habit of a "set" schedule.  2. Vary the amount of time for each activity as well as the time of day you do it.  3. Try to get your bird out of the cage multiple times per day.  This is a great opportunity for you to train your parrot and help him understand that going back to the cage doesn't always mean that's it for the day.  Many people tend to have this habit and birds can show reluctance in going back to the cage and can do so through biting.  (Biting, It's Not For the Birds)  If you can help your parrot understand that going back to the cage is one of many behaviors, it will be more positive and consistent.  You can also make the cage a positive place by using treats and toys. 

          Training your parrot is very possible for you.  Research how to do it successfully and you may find that keeping a parrot in your apartment can work.  Some of the things we recommend when training are: 1. Allow the parrot do the behavior, it shouldn't be a force of any kind.  2. Use positive reinforcement 3. Have a plan 4. Set the bird up for success.  For example, if you are trying to teach your parrot to step up, and your hand is lower than the perch he is on, his first instinct might be to use his beak to help him onto your hand.  You may see that as him wanting to bite so you might pull your hand away.  That kind of miscommunication can break down the trust you are building.  And the parrot might think, "Why do I want to step onto his hand? Last time he pulled away, what if I fall? What is the parrot's motivation to step onto your hand? (What's In It For Me?) 5. Set the environment up so you can be successful.  You want to consider everything around you, your body language, your parrot's personal space, possible interruptions, etc.  These are just a few of the things you want to consider when starting to train your parrot.

     You should also give your parrot a way for him to entertain himself without feeling needy towards you.  Toys, food, and other enrichment can accomplish this. (Enrichment: What Is It And Why Should You Want It?) Like I said, look into their natural behaviors to see what kind of enrichment would best suit your parrot. This can be anything from people, toys, food, rooms in the apartment, rides in the car, time spent at someone else's house in the case you need to leave him for any reason, and so on.  There are many toys out there and if your parrot is a good chewer, you can easily go through a $30 toy in a day. Since parrots chew naturally, you may want to consider a cheaper route and make your own toys.  You can find alternatives such as buying untreated 2x4's and cut them into parrot size pieces for chewing.  Always think of safety first and the internet is a great source for this because you can research wood options, bad parrot bells, toxic plants, and so on.  Over time you will learn what your bird likes and dislikes, and by varying all positive stimuli, you can really enhance the quality of life for you and your bird.

     Macaws are generally monogamous and your parrot may really bond with you.  If you don't expose him to other people and situations, you may run into some problems.  Try to expose him to many different people when the parrot is young and keep that up throughout his life as much as possible.  Parrots tend to bond to their owners like they would to a parent in the wild.  As the parrot matures, this bond can change from parental to sexual and become sexual.  Since they mate for life, your parrot, if bonded to you, will "protect" you from any other potential "mates".  Your parrot may see a new friend of yours as a possible threat to your relationship which can make it difficult for you to get your parrot to interact with other people. You might want to think about whether you will find a partner, have kids, or other pets.  All these factors contribute to the bond with your parrot.

     Getting back to your apartment question :) You will want a cage that is large enough to accommodate such a large parrot.  One that is large enough to keep him from hitting his tail and allow him to spread his wings easily without hitting the bars is ideal. If you want things like parrot stands, or play gyms, make sure there is nothing dangerous for him to get into in the event he should leave this structure.  Parrots are very curious and will investigate if they have the chance and they do not necessarily know what is safe and what isn't. 

     You must also think about the flight factor as well.  We recommend, if you are going to clip your parrot, do so after the first year.  As I said before, the early years are important and if a parrot doesn't learn to fly in its first year, their confidence is compromised.  Just like riding a bike, it is more difficult to do so as an adult, this same idea can be applied to flying.  I am not saying that parrots who don't fly in their first year never will, but they will never be as confident as one who did.  They may fly off, land in a dangerous place and not know how to get down.  If you want your parrot to fly at some point, hold off on the clipping until after its first year.  When you do decide to clip his wings, which we recommend, then find a reputable place that will do it for you.

     When you buy your parrot, it might be a good idea to let your neighbors know your intentions.  It can make any possible conflicts easier to deal with.  You want to form a positive relationship with your parrot and this can be done by doing simple things.  Asking your parrot to step on your hand willingly is one example.  Your relationship should be built on trust and it should be mutual.  By trust, I mean that the consequences are positive.  Also, keep in mind this parrot can easily outlive you (anywhere from 60-70 years).  Therefore, you may want to have a plan in mind about who will care for your parrot after you are gone.

     You can have a good relationship with your parrot and you can make it work by living in an apartment.  There will be obstacles and the biggest may be the screaming.  Just be ready for that, no matter what you do to prevent it, parrots may call because that is what is instinctual to them.  You can try to train your parrot to talk or offer other vocalizations rather than to scream but it is not 100% successful.  Understand that parrots are not domesticated like dogs.  Even though your parrot may come from a private breeder, their blood lines are still very close to that of their wild cousins. I believe it took mankind close to a thousand years to get domestic dogs and cats where they are now.  Parrots have only been bred in captivity for about 25 years or so.  Just a thought for you. 

     In the end I stress 1) be ready for challenges 2) research their natural habits and behaviors 3) work from a positive standard- force will only hurt your relationship and biting is not fun 4) find a routine that will work for many years and one that allows for any possible major change in your life and 5) ensure the safety and well-being of this parrot.  In the end, if for some reason it can't work, find a place for the parrot that will work.  Keeping an animal simply because you "can't bear to part with it because you love them so much" isn't right for the well-being of that animal.

