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PART II 

A 
Housing 

s wax bills are birds of trop
ical and subtropical regions 
it is essential to prepare 

their accommodation differently to the 
way we would for finches from tem
perate zones, such as British 
Cardueline species like the Goldfinch, 
Greenfinch and Siskin, etc. First and 
foremost , a birdrooll1 111USt be con
structed and this can be made out of, 
for example, brick, concrete, or preser
vative-coated wood; or by merely con
verting a spare bedroom, garage, or 
shed. The birdroom should be insulat
ed against the cold and the interior 
painted in a light colour, such as white 
eggshell blue or light green. 

If possible, natural daylight entering 
via windows in the roof is excellent, 
otherwise it could mean supplying elec
tric lighting throughout most of the day, 
even in summer, as side windows don't 
always admit enough. I also like my bir
drooms to have regular air changes, 
particularly during hot weather spells, 
and have found it a good idea to have 
a ir vents at one end of the room and a 
good extractor fan at the other. The fan 
should be thermostatically controlled so 
that, over a certain temperature (mine is 
set to come on at 22°C [70°F.]), stale air 
will be expelled while, at the same 
time, fresh air will be sucked in and 
travel right across the room. 

An outside aviary attachment, no 
matter how aesthetically pleasing it 
might appear in one's garden, is com
pletely unnecessary for the keeping of 
waxbills and usually ends up proving 
positively harmful. As is to be expected, 

the birds we are conSidering thrive in 
temperatures of 22°C (70°F) and above, 
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and while it is appealing to consider 
one's birds flitting about an aviary on a 
warm summer's day the vagaries of the 
British weather mean that such days 
can quickly change to ones of cold and 
damp. Cold and damp are the captive 
waxbill's biggest enemies! 

In the birdroom some form of heat
ing is essential and my preference is 
for tubular heaters. These should be 
wired up to a thermostat and set to 
come on if the temperature falls below 
15°C (60°F), and even 22°C (70°F) for 
some species. Waxbills also need at 
least 12 hours of daylight in winter, so 
it is essential to set up a ditl1mer unit 
so that this extra light can be achieved 
altificially by way of electric "speciality 
full spectruIl1" fluorescents and tung
sten light bulbs. My own dimmer unit 
has been programmed to perform the 
following actions automatically: at 6:00 
A.M. the light bulhs COll1e on very grad
ually, so as not to startle the hirds, until 
they reach full hrightness, whereupon 
the fluorescents immediately come on. 
A second or two after the fluorescents 
light up, the bulbs go off. In the late 
evening, just before roosting time 
(around 9:30 P.M.) , the bulbs come on 
again, really bright, and the fluores
cents go off. Then, in the space of half 
an hour, the hulbs start to dill1 down 
gradually, again so as not to startle the 
birds, until they are all roosting com
fortably in the dark. SOIl1e breeders 
prefer to leave a night-light on 
throughout the dark hours in case their 
birds should becolne staltled, where
upon the bulb gives out just enough 
light to enable thell1 to re-find their 
perch if necessary and thus to settle 
hack down. 

I also use a light sensor attached to 
111y dimmer so that if during the day it 
should start to go overcast outside, the 
fluorescents come on automatically to 
compensate. Should the day turn 
hright again, the fluorescent lighting 
switches itself off. 

If one is really serious ahout hreed
ing waxbills, then it is essential to 
house one pair of hirds to a cage. The 
only till1e cages are unnecessary is if 
one intends breeding S01l1e of the 
timid colony nesting species, such as 

1110St of the Estrilda species , the 
Goldbreast and the avadavats, which 

Cages desiglled by Jail Hillze and IIsed wiliJ 
great slIccess. 

reproduce extremely well in a free-fly
ing birdroom. 

For SOll1e considerahle time I pon
dered over the hest design of cage that 
would suit hoth waxbills and keeper. I 
decided that the cage had to provide 
the birds with space enough in which 
to live contented lives - and not just to 
exist! - and it was essential that an 
amhience could be created that 
encouraged breeding; on top of this, it 
also had to he practical. After con
structing two early prototypes I finally 
settled on a cage which I helieve ful
fills all the criteria I set Inyself. 

My cage ll1easures 1.17 111eters (46 
in) x 58.5Cll1 (23 in) x 58.5 cn1 (23 in) 
and, conscious of the fact that all hirds 
need to feel safe froll1 predators , I 
elected to construct it out of plywood 
and give it a solid hack and sides - hut 
hirds also require plenty of light. 

With this in 111ind, and like I110St hox
cages, n1y cage has a wire-ll1esh front , 
hut it differs froln the nom1 in that it 
also has an all-wire roof instead of a 
solid one. The reason for this is that the 
"open" roof allows extra light, he it nat-



ural or emitted from full spectruin fluo
rescents that can be placed from 2-4 
feet overhead, depending on whether 
one uses a single or double fitment. Full 
spectruin lighting placed directly on top 
of a cage, or lower than that recom
mended, can cause visual and 
endocrine disturbance (Thrush, 2000). 

If one is considering using full spec
trum lighting it is best to employ "spe
ciality full spectrum" rather than "gen
eral full spectrum." Such light is also 
beneficial to plants, and my cage 
allows for a pot-plant to be placed in 
either side of it. 

I use 2.5 cm (1 in) deep galvanized 
metal trays for ease of cleaning and 
these merely have newspaper placed 
in them as a lining. I prefer to use ga 1-
vanized Inetal trays over wood or 
hardboard ones as the former don't 
become sodden or buckled due to 
absorption of water from spillages, 
such as froin the birds' bath. 

During cleaning operations I place a 
divider in a central slot, gently per
suade the birds into one side and then 
completely slide the divider in hehind 
them. The empty side can now be 
cleaned thoroughly as, unlike conven
tional cages, the cage doors open fully. 
Once the compartment is cleaned, I 
close the door, pull the slide back half
wa y and gently persuade the birds to 
enter the now vacated side. Once they 
do, the slide is inserted fully again and 
the whole procedure repeated. When 
cleaning is over I pull out the slide so 
that the hirds have a full run again. 

I always place a plant-pot (usually 
containing a weeping fig, Ficus ben
jaJrlina, as it turns into a nice bushy 
tree-like plant) in the left-hand side of 

the cage and I only feed and water my 
birds in the right-hand side. So as to 
prevent escapes when replacing food 
receptacles, I designed a smaller door 
inside each large door. If the birds are 
timid they hide behind the pot-plant 
and soon come to realize that this side 
of the cage offers thein a safe haven. If 
for some reason I should need to pull 
a tray out quickly for cleaning but do 
not want to overly disturb thetTI, 
such as at breeding time, the birds are 
prevented from escaping by a flap that 
allows the tray to be removed but 
keeps the birds inside. 

At breeding time. a nest-box, hasket 
or nest-pan is placed behind the pot
plant (the birds' "safe" area). The birds 
are able to remain in "their" side while 
I daily replenish their food, having 
come to realize that I only put ~y 
hand in the right-hand side. 

The beauty of these cages is that 
they can be housed one on top of the 
other, or side by side. They allow me 
to keep numerous different species or 
those of the san1e kind all in the saIne 
room, and all are protected from inter
ference or aggression from other birds. 
Mannikins and waxbills are currently 
being housed in the cages outlined 
and all are looking irnmaculate and 
thoroughly content. In essence, I have 
heen ahle to create Ininiature planted 
aviaries - as opposed to the stark, 
unappealing boxes with wire fronts 
that are frequently sold as bird homes. 
I have yet to find a waxbill or finch 
that doesn't quickly settle down and 
enjoy life in my cages, which enable 
the occupants' characters to be dis
played to the full. 

In North America all-wire cages 
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seem to be quite fashionable and 
much success with breeding waxbills 
and other estrildids has been achieved. 
However, some breedings have neces
sitated a light cloth being draped over 
the top and sides of these cages for 
extra privacy, which makes me feel 
that my type of cage is better. It is up 
to the individual to decide whether or 
not to paint them. If painting is select
ed they are best done in a light gloss 
paint, such as eggshell blue. A primer 
and an undercoat will be required 
before applying the gloss, otherwise it 
will just soak into the wood. 

When deciding on the type of wire 
to use for box -cages or flights it is 
important to cater for the smallest 
species, even if one has deSigns on 
keeping larger ones. So often keepers 
chop and change and, therefore, it is 
as well to keep the cages uniform and 
not regret matters later. 

I believe 1.2 cm ( liz in) by 1.2 cm 
( liz in) wire is preferable because the 
likes of goldbreasts, and particularly 
their young, have been known to 
squeeze through anything larger. Green 
PVC-coated Twilweld is excellent and 
has the added advantage of being 
maintenance-free and, being dark, the 
occupants are clearly seen. Plain wire 
obscures a bird's image and having to 
paint it black is an unnecessary chore. 

Metal trays 2.5 cm (1 in) deep are to 
be preferred over wood or hardboard 
tra ys as the former don't become sod
den or buckled due to absorption of 
water from spillages, such as from the 
birds' bath. Hinged front lids should 
cover the entrance for the trays to pre
vent birds escaping when the trays are 
removed, such as during cleaning 
operations. The trays need only to 
have old newspaper placed in them 
for ease of cleaning, although some 
breeders prefer to use sawdust. 

Perches are usually made of dowling 
and the thickness is really dependent 
on the size of the feet of the birds one 
intends to keep. If dowling is to be 
used it should be of two thicknesses, in 
order for the birds' feet get ample exer
cise. The pieces of dowling should be 
placed at either end of the cage, so that 
the occupants have to fly rather than 
hop. Natural perching, however, is far 
more aesthetically pleasing. Perches 
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will need to be checked regularly for 
any soiling and either be changed or 
cleaned thoroughly when it occurs. 
Dirty perches can cause serious foot 
problems, and also eye problems 
should the birds be inclined to rub their 
faces against them, which they all like 
to do at some time, such as to rid them
selves of an itch. 

All foodstuffs and water should be 
positioned near the centre of the cage 
so that they cannot be fouled from the 
perching bird. Even so, the utensils 
will still need to be checked daily. 
Many modem manufactured cages, 
such as "Terenziani" from Italy, allow 
food pots to be inserted into drop-trap 
holes in the cage-front, which is an 
excellent idea and one I prefer. This 
allows for the food to be changed 
without having to put one's hand 
inside the cage; especially important if 
one's birds are breeding. Such cages 
also allow for a birdbath to be hung on 
the front. Again this is an excellent 
idea as it prevents the need to place a 
water dish on the inside of the cage. 

There is no need to have separate 
drinking and bathing water as birds 
invariably drink from their baths. I use 
only one water receptacle and this is 
cleaned and replenished daily. Dishes 
should be washed in warm, soapy 
water and, at least once a week. I like 
to leave them soaking in a bucket of 
water containing a few small drops of 
bleach for at least half an hour. One can 
never have enough dishes at one's dis
posal and a rotation system usually 
comes into force, whereupon while 
some dishes are in use others are being 
cleaned or have been dried and stored. 

Once the birdroom is completely set 
up and the birds installed it is important 
not to startle them, as they could easily 
injure themselves. To help prevent this, 
it is important for the birds to get used 
to one's presence and movements as 
quickly as possible. I always lightly 
knock on the birdroom door before 
entering, whereupon I give a few whis
tles and utter some familiar phrases 
such as "Good morning my little beau
ties, it's only me." It really is amazing 
how one's birds, including new addi
tions, quickly come to recognize their 
owner and soon settle down under 
such due consideration. ~ 
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