Unwanted Cockatiel – Q & A - Natural Encounters, Inc.


Question:

Hi my name is Roy, I come from Israel. I made a mistake yesterday and I am not sure what to do. I bought a parrot, a Cockatiel parrot, due to lack of a lot of things in my life I thought a pet will fill my life up. Unfortunately for me the only thing I can think about is the amount of money I spent; and here in Israel just like everything else everything is about money. The parrot keeps standing in one place in his cage, trying to bite. When I searched the web for help about training parrots and do and don’ts with a parrot I find only that I have to spend more money on help. Not enough what I spent on the parrot, now people just keep wanting more money. I don’t think its fair to live in this world only to have to have money to live life successfully. What about emotions and care and helpful hands? I’m 23 by the way in case you’re wandering. Anyway...I need help. I’m not sure what I’m going to next or if I made the right decision. Please help me.

Roy

Answer:

The key to creating a good relationship with your parrot is clear and honest communication and letting the parrot choose whether or not he interacts with you. That means not forcing him to be with you or interact with you but asking him to interact and rewarding him positively when he does.

So, how do you "ask" a parrot to interact with you? We recommend starting by figuring out his favorite treats. Maybe it's millet seed or sunflower seeds. Take that out of his main diet and use it for training treats. First, start feeding your bird treats through the side of the cage to build some positive history before asking him to step onto the hand. If, after several sessions, he is taking treats from your hand without showing any body language suggesting aggression or fear, see if you can ask him to willingly step onto your hand. Do this by presenting one hand an inch in front of him and slightly above the perch he's on while showing him the treats in the other hand just behind  the hand you're asking the bird to step on. This way, he must step on the one hand to reach over and take treats from the other had. We step all our birds onto our left hand and give treats from the right but if reversing this is more comfortable for you that will work too.

If he show's aggression, you are moving too fast. So, just give him treats for allowing you to move your left hand in closer to him without him showing aggression, always going at the bird's pace. You can also give him treats for him moving close to your hand rather than your hand moving closer to him. This allows him to make the decision to move to you rather than to tolerate you moving to him. With this scenario, you would give him a treat every time he takes a small step towards your hand. He'll probably take the treat and move away from your hand and that's fine. As he gets more comfortable (eating the treat where he is rather than moving away to eat the treat), give him a treat only after taking two steps toward your hand, then three, and so on. Your goal is NOT to force him up by pushing your hand or finger into his abdomen but to have him walk over to you and hop on your hand.

When he does approach your (left) hand, tell him "good" and let him have a treat. Again, if he chooses to step away from you to eat it, that's his choice and it's okay. As he develops confidence and trust in you he'll be more likely to stay where he is to eat his treats. Know, also, that cockatiels are small so they will 'fill up' on those treats rather quickly and begin to loose their attention span for the training. When you notice he's becoming less interested, end the session and try again later in the day. The more short sessions you can have a day the better, as opposed to a few longer sessions. More short sessions may help you progress quicker.

Eventually, he should put one foot on the hand. Tell him "good", give him a treat, and let him step back down. When he's ready to put two feet on, again tell him "good" and give a treat. Don't attempt to move him out of his cage right away. His cage is a safe place and you should only move him away from his cage as he's comfortable. The more times you do these steps the more comfortable he'll get. If he leans towards his perch inside his cage as he's on your hand and you're trying to move him out of his cage, that means he's not yet comfortable on your hand away from the safety of his cage and perch. If this is the case, you should put him back on the perch and wait until he chooses to step on your hand again to progress. He doesn't need treats to go back in his cage at this point, since the cage is already reinforcing, that's where he wants to be. He'll eventually learn that it 'pays' to stay on your hand because while he's on your hand, treats come.

Eventually, he may become so comfortable on your hand that he may not want to go back to his cage. At this point, you're ready to take him farther away from the cage and spend some quality time with him. You may even get to a point, if he won't go back in his cage, that you reverse the training and use treats to reward him for going back in his cage.

Some birds enjoy having their heads scratched. They have to be very comfortable and really trust their owner to allow that to happen. I suggest moving very slowly to attempt this. If he lets you scratch his head, great! That's one more 'treat' you can use to reinforce his good behavior, but only if he WANTS to have his head scratched at the time. If he doesn't let you scratch his head, I recommend you don't try again until you've developed a solid trusting relationship. Otherwise you could hurt your progress at this point. When I scratch my Cockatiel's head, I move my pointer finger up and down about an inch from his head. If he wants his head scratched, he will put his head down and to the side and move into my finger. Then I will scratch his head. If he does not put his head down and move into my finger, I will not attempt to scratch his head. If I try anyway, I get bit! I believe that if we get bit by our birds, it is because of something WE did wrong. If we take full responsibility, we can evaluate the situation and figure out how to make it more positive for the bird. If we're forcing him to do something he doesn't want to do, we may get bit. If we focus on his body language and let him be an active member in the training process, we build a more trusting relationship and are less likely to be bitten.

Remember also that pets cost money. That is just a fact of life. For a bird, there's the cost of an appropriate cage, one in which the bird can comfortably move around in without it's wings or tail brushing against the sides of the cage and one in which there can be a variety of perches and toys that are switched around regularly. Perches should vary in diameter and substrate but be appropriate for Cockatiels. There's also the cost of toys, proper diet, and vet care. Toys should be switched out regularly and include things for the bird to chew on. For Cockatiels, light wood toys, toys made of palm fronds or similar material, or paper toys work well. They also like toys with mirrors and millet spray. Again, to give this bird the happy and healthy life it deserves, it will cost you some money. And, if all goes well, you can expect to have this bird for the next 15 years.

I hope this helps you. I suggest that if you're not willing to make the commitment to your new feathered friend, that you find him a home with someone who will be willing to put in the time, effort, and money he deserves. There are several parrot rescue facilities out there. However, most are overcrowded with unwanted companion parrots.  If you do make the choice to invest in this little bird, you may be very happy with the outcome. 
