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Interview With a
Holistic Vet

WING TIPS .....

D r. David McCluggage of
Boulder, Colorado, is a pio
neer in the field of alternative

treatment methods for parrots. Dr.
McCluggage earned his DVM at
Colorado State University. He is a past
president of the Association of Avian
Veterinarians and is currently the
Managing Editor of the Journal of the
American Holistic Veterinary Medical
Association and is a member of their
Board of Directors. Dr. Dave is in
demand as a teacher of other veteri
narians who wish to learn alternative
treatment modes for parrots and other
animals. His advice can be found in
"Ask Dr. Dave," a column in Natural
Pet Magazine, which details holistic
care for pets.

Dr. McCluggage's veterinary prac
tice is a combination of allopathic and
holistic treatment methods. He says
that he has no problem with the use of
antibiotics and uses them when need
ed, but he uses holistic treatments as
an adjunct therapy, even in serious dis
eases in many cases. Through the use
of holistic treatments, Dr. McCluggage
has kept birds with Psittacine Beak
and Feather Disease alive for much
longer than they. normally would have
lived. He uses herbs as anti-viral agents
and to kill bacteria in some cases: If a
bird is not seriously ill, he may treat it
with herbs only.

He says that chronic diseases rarely
are successfully cured using conven
tional allopathic methods. Alternative
modalities, including acupuncture,
herbal medicine, homeopathy, and
nutrition show promise for increasing
the success rate in treating these chron
ic conditions. Doctor Dave says that it
matter not whether medicine is old or

new as long as it brings about a cure.
Linda McCluggage assists the doctor

in his practice and adds her own per
sonal touch of warmth and care. She
not only is knowledgeable about the
many alternative treatment methods
used at the clinic but is said to have a
special "way with animals" that calms
and reassures them in crisis situations.

In an excerpt from the AHVMA
Conference Proceedings of 1995, Dr.
McCluggage said, "Birds are very sen
sitive, emotional, and intelligent ani
mals. Because of this, they are prone
to stress and the detrimental effects of
restraint, medications, and many of the
more invasive diagnostic or therapeu
tic modalities employed in convention
al practice. It is possible, literally, to
stress the patient to death during
restraint, physical examinations, and
blood collection. The stress associated
with any procedure must always be
evaluated against the potential benefit
to the patient. Birds must always be
treated gently and with care during
any procedure. Therapeutic decisions
are developed after the veterinarian
assesses the patient's mental and emo
tional condition, physical disorders,
nutritional status, and environment."

Acupuncture
According to Dr. McCluggage, birds

have a high metabolic rate. Many birds
have a heart rate of 200 plus, and a high
body temperature that often is greater
than 103°F. Birds are light and relative-

Iy hollow (their air sac system). This
makes them more yang in nature. From
an evolutionary view, birds evolved
from reptiles and are a younger class
than the Class Mammalia. This means
that they are "purer" animals than are
mammals. This leads to the assumption
that they would be more responsive or
sensitive to acupuncture techniques.
The balance between yin and yang is
more readily manipulated with
acupuncture, making needling tech
niques potentially stronger.

Recently, veterinary acupuncture
has gained greater acceptance in the
veterinary medical community
throughout the world. Dr. McCluggage
says, "Almost every bird that comes
into my health center gets acupuncture
treatment first. Most people think that
acupuncture is useful only for arthritic
problems or pain relief. What is not
understood is that acupuncture can
work for literally any disease that the
body might have. It strengthens the
body so that it can fight off the disease
process. If a bird presents with a bac
terial infection, acupuncture is part of
the treatment. If a parrot gets egg
bound, acupuncture is effective for
that too." Dr. McCluggage does not use
regular acupuncture needles. Instead,
he gives Vitamin B-12 injections into
the acupuncture points. This applies
minor irritation and pressure to the
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area where the acupuncture point is
located. It applies the same kind of
stimulus that a needle does. The bird is
held in a towel and the points are
located and injected. Dr. McCluggage
uses needles but does not leave them
in. For tonification and sedation tech
niques, he injects one point for five or
ten seconds, pushing the needle in
and out, and then he moves on the
next point. He likes needles in all situ
ations if at all possible but rarely leaves
needles in for any length of time,
except in baby birds.

He does not use electropuncture on
birds and says that a bird's heart can
be stopped with electropuncture. He
explained that it is difficult to tell how
much conductivity there is at an
acupuncture point. There are varia
tions in the fluid in the area at different
times, so the amount of resistance to
the electrical flow varies every day and
varies with the placement of the
acupuncture needle.

Homeopathy
Doctor Dave says, "In my experi

ence, homeopathy works very well in
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birds. Birds are particularly responsive
to energetic therapeutics. I practice
classical homeopathy, so I must find
the correct remedy using not only
physical symptoms, but mental and
emotional symptoms as well. This can
be very much a challenge with birds,
since most owners know little about
the normal behaviors of their compan
ions, let alone the abnormal mental
and emotional symptoms. Each holistic
veterinarian must be extremely well
acquainted with the western medical
examination and diagnosis with their
avian patients. Since many birds come
to the veterinarian very ill, we may not
have a second chance if the first rem
edy fails. Allopathic medications might
be indicated with very sick birds to get
them through the crisis point. The vet
erinary homeopath must also have an
in depth understanding of the normal
behavior of various species. Only then
can we hope to treat accurately.

Herbal Medicine
Herbal medicine has been practiced

in China for over 5,000 years. There are
numerous scientific papers published in
China documenting the effectiveness of
herbal medicine. Animals respond at
least as well, if not better, to tradition
al Chinese herbal medicine. Dr.
McCluggage says that Chinese herbs
really are no better than Western herbs,
but the Chinese have such an in depth
understanding of how they work and
how to apply them that they get
remarkable results. Dr. McCluggage has
found that the combination ofacupunc
ture and herbs can help heal animals of
many of the debilitating diseaSes that
Western medicine finds so frustrating.

Clinical Nutrition
Psittacine birds in their natural habi

tat will consume a variety of food
items, including seeds, nuts, grains,
sprouts, leaves, insects, and fruits.
Some have even been known to con
sume meat (mice, small birds, and car
casses). Typically, all birds will subsist
entirely on one type of food if it is
plentiful. When that food source no
longer is available, hunger establishes
the natural foraging instinct, and the
bird will seek out new food sources.
When provided free access to seeds,

the foraging instinct is lost, resulting in
birds that subsist on totally seed diets.
Offering new foods often fails to
broaden the diet. The most effective
method to alter the diet of the seed
addict is to limit the total amount of all
of the different food items provided.

Feeding Schedule
Birds should be fed on a twice daily

schedule. This technique approxi
mates normal food gathering in the
wild and induces birds to sample new
food items. Providing'access to food
throughout the day inhibits the forag
ing instinct and may produce obesity.
For many people, the best routine
would be to feed seeds or other dry
food items in the morning. Either
remove the food cups in one hour or
make sure that the bird will consume
all the available. food early in the day
by providing small portions. The
evening feeding could include other
food items such as vegetables, fruits,
eggs, and bits of meat.

Cookingfor Birds
As with all life, fresh foods and vari

ety are the cornerstones of good nutri
tion. The basic diet should consist of a
mixture of equal portions of heans,
rice, formulated bird diets, seed, and
corn. Whole grains, such as quinoa,
can be cooked and added to the basic
diet. Other items should be added
daily, such as green leafy vegetables,
sweet potatoes, fruits, and cheeses. It is
important not to leave this mix out for
more than three or four hours or
spoilage may occur. Preparation can
be made easier by freeZing large
batches and thawing daily portions
slowly in the refrigerator. As might be
expected, high fat foods, salty foods
and processed foods should be kept to
a minimum.

PeUets
Dr. McCluggage says that the con

cept of putting everything in a bird's
diet into a pellet is absurd and that he
does not know how anyone can think
that pellets are better than good food.
He does use pellets, only organic
Harrison's pellets, but as a small part of
a total diet. He says, too, that he does
not know where we got the idea that



and perhaps find a bacterial infection,
but if we scratch our own skin for very
long, it too can become infected.
Parrots dig at their feathers and get sec
ondaIY folliculitis, secondary bacterial
infection, virulent yeast infections, and
various other problems, but all are sec
ondary manifestations due to the pri
mary behavior problem.

Dr. McCluggage treats abnormal
feather grooming with acupuncture.
Before he started alternative therapy
on abnormal feather-grooming birds,
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becomes a compulsive habit. In captiv
ity, parrots can get angIY and irritated at
things that we do not understand."

When Dr. McCluggage used only
Western medicine, he spent a lot of
time looking for underlying physical
causes of abnolmal feather grooming.
He concluded that almost none of the
cases were due primarily to disease. He
said they were due primarily to behav
ior problems with secondary manifesta
tions of disease. Many vets will do a
skin biopsy or a feather follicle exam

Supplements
Dr. McCluggage does not use any

supplement on any bird all of the time.
A variety of supplements might be
indicated depending on the problems
seen; these may include herbs, glan
dulars, enzymes, and minerals. Each
supplement has its own characteristics
and is useful in different situations.
The only thing that he gives his birds
on a regular basis is good food. The
one supplement that he strongly rec
ommends for all birds is the juice of
combinations of fresh vegetables and
fruit. For juicing, he recommends
choosing those fruits and vegetables
that the bird likes. Fresh apple juice is
always good, as well as carrot, kale,
spinach, and others. The pulp or fiber
can be added to a different bowl for
the bird to eat. Fiber is important, but
it would be difficult for a bird to eat
enough fresh foods to supply its opti
mal nutritional needs. Juices concen
trate those nutrients in a tasty liquid
that they can drink.

seed-eating birds should not be given
seeds as part of a balanced diet.

Feather Destruction
Dr. McCluggage prefers "feather

grooming abnormalities" as a descrip
tion of this behavior. It encompasses
overpreening, yanking, plucking, and
shearing feathers off, all abnOimalities
of the normal grooming behavior of
parrots. For parrot problems relating to
behavior, treatment usually begins
with acupuncture, which can have a
dramatic effect. Doctor Dave said, "We
are keeping wild animals in a captive
situation and it is not normal for them.
In the wild they sometimes may fly 10
miles for a drink of water. They have a
lot of work to do - finding nest Sites,
building and protecting the nest, pro
tecting their mates, defending their ter
ritory, and foraging for food.

In captivity no matter how many
toys we give them nor how much
attention we give them, they have too
much time on their hands. Some birds
do well in that situation and others do
not. Those that do not do well develop
behaviors that are annoying to their
owners, such as screaming or engaging
in abnormal feather grooming, which
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he says that he had about a ten percent
success rate. Now he feels that he
strongly, positively helps seventy per
cent of the birds that he treats. He says
that does not mean that they all are
miraculously restored to perfect feath
ering. A typical African Grey Parrot that
is either totally bare or a "fuzz ball" will
regrow feathers. Afterward, there may
be more damage done here and there,
especially in circumstances such as
sexual cycling, or when caretakers in
their view or earshot engage in
domestic altercations, but they never
go bald again. He says that if you are
not completely changing the underly
ing problem, then you can only treat
the external manifestations. For
instance, if a bird engages in abnormal
feather grooming when his caretakers
have loud arguments, all the treat
ments in the world will not effect a
permanent change as long as the care
takers continue to argue, thus upset
ting the bird who in turn engages in
the compulsive behavior.

Dr. McCluggage has tried many
herbal combinations for abnormal
feather grooming. He has used St.
Johns Wort but was not pleased with
the results. He said that it must be used
for a long period of time and it does
not always get results. He uses combi
nations of therapies, such as acupunc
ture, homeopathy, and Chinese herbs,
which are gratifying as a treatment
mode but complicated and difficult to
learn. Another product

that he uses for many problems,
such as abnormal feather grooming, is
5 Hydroxyl Tryptophan, or "5HTP,"
which works like a selective serotonin
re-uptake inhibitor--supplying more
serotonin in the body. He has used it
successfully for abnormal feather
grooming problems, for birds that
engage in fighting, birds that seem
unsettled, and for birds that are domi
neering or insist upon ruling the roost.

There rarely is a bird with allergies,
but most bird allergies are manifested
in the respiratory system, and very
rarely does Dr. McCluggage see aller
gic reactions on the skin. Although
dogs tend to react to allergens with
skin problems, the majori~ o~ birds
show reactions in the respiratory sys
tem and, less likely, in the digestive
system. Rarely does a bird respond to
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the classical prednisone or cortisone
type therapy. He has tried them and
there was no response.

According to Chinese medicine,
adverse emotions negatively impact
internal energetic channels of the body.
People say things like "vent my spleen,"
"turns my stomach," "breaks my heart,"
all terms that relate to emotions that
adversely effect the Chinese meridian
organ system. Chinese medicine looks
at the entire pattern of how an organ
works throughout the body. Anger and
holding things inside adversely affect
the liver. Many birds have a lot of frus
tration and anger at the things that are
going on around them. The effect on
their liver is what the Chinese refer to
as "stagnated liver chi." When the liver
is stagnated, it does not send energy, or
"chi" to the other organs of the body.
Other organs may then start to become
adversely affected. Ultimately, the emo
tions flare up even more powerfully
and negatively.

Our human society is afflicted with
"stagnated liver chi" too. We all tend
not to handle things well and to over
react to things. We react with
headaches, digestive problems, skin
tingling, and other physical symptoms.
People also react with compulsive
behaViors, such as overeating or drug
abuse in an attempt to escape the neg
ative feeling. Birds get into compulsive
preening behavior. That is a superficial
look at what stagnated liver chi can do.

There are many acupuncture points
that "ensure the smooth flow of liver
chi," and the stimulation of these
points can break up the stagnation of
liver chi. These acupuncture points,
called "liver points," are powerful
behavior altering points. They calm,
and they help with fear, anxieties, and
insomnia. They work on the organs
that are "plugged up."

Dr. McCluggage has found that
acupuncture is a great treatment for
feather grooming abnormalities and
for other behavior problems.

How it Started for Dr. McCluggage
Dr. McCluggage frequently is asked

how and why he became interested in
holistic medicine. Several years ago,
his wife, Linda, urged him to investi
gate alternative forms of healing. He
initially took a weekend course in

homeopathy because of his frustration
that there were so many difficult cases
for which he had no solutions. One of
his clients owned a 35-year-old
Amazon parrot with hepatic lipidosis
that he had been working with for
many years. One day the owner called
and was sobbing that the Amazon was
dying on the bottom of the cage. The
bird was her only companion because
her husband who gave her the bird
had died a year earlier, and her son
also had died two months earlier. Dr.
McCluggage told her that he had been
studying homeopathy and would
check his books for something helpful.

. After reading through his books, he
gave the bird a homeopathic remedy
even though it was almost dead. Five
days later, tbe owner called to tell the
doctor that be was a "miracle worker"
because the Amazon was the healthi
est that he had been in 10 years! The
Amazon now is 45 years old and going
strong. So is the holistic practice of Dr.
McCluggage.

In the near future, Dr. Dave
McCluggage will have a new web site
on the internet. He can be reached for
consultation at the address and num
bers below:

Dr. Dave McCluggage, Holistic Vet
Chaparral Animal Health Center
9390 Rogers Road
Longmont, CO 80503
Phone (303) 702-1986
Fax (303) 702-9602.

To find a holistic veterinarian near
you, write, call, or Email the addresses
below.

American Holistic Veterinary
Medical Association

2214 Old Emmorton Road
Bel Air, Maryland 21015
Phone: 1-410-569-0795

Fax: 1-410-569-2346
Email: AHYMA@compuserve.com

International Veterinary
Acupuncture Society

303-258-3767

~

[Editor's Note: The AFA and the AFA
Watchbird}ournal do not necessarily endorse
the subjectspresented in thispublication. They
arepresentedforyour infonnation. We believe
a wide variety ofviewpoints are thought pro
voking and educational. Ed.]


