Breeding the

South American
Red-capped Parrot

(Pionopsitta pileata)

by Tom Ireland
Lake Worth, Florida

The red-capped parrot (Pionopsitta
pileata) is extremely rare in captivity.
Also known as the pileated parrot, it is
totally distinct from, and should not be
confused with, the more familiar Aus-
tralian red-capped or pileated parakeet
(Purpureicephalus spurius).

The range of this very attractive and
unique neotropical species is southeast
Brazil from southern Bahia south to Rio
Grande do Sul, eastern Paraguay, and
northeastern Argentina in Misiones.

The red-capped parrot is a forest bird
and, like so many species associated
with this type of habitat, has suffered
greatly from loss of habitat, through
widespread land clearing and increased
urban development. Their numbers
have dwindled alarmingly in certain
portions of their range and, as a result,
they are listed on Appendix I of CITES
(status: ENDANGERED).

The average length of the red-capped
parrot is nine inches (22 cm). Mature
birds are sexually dimorphic. Adult
males are basically green with a bright
red forehead which extends over most
of the crown and part of the lores.
There is also a narrow line running
below the eye with some shading of red
in the cheek patches. The bend of the
wing and primary coverts are blue —
outer tail feathers mostly blue. The
mature female is similar in coloration
but lacks the red head. Immature
plumage is similar to adults, however,
the red forehead is less pronounced on
young males. Youngsters can be easily
sexed while still in the nest once pin
feathers on the forehead mature.

Unfortunately, this species suffers
high mortality during importation,
presumably from stress-caused viral,
bacterial and fungal problems.

The first U.S. breeding occurred in
California, by Jean Hessler, 1976. At.
Tuwana Aviaries (in Florida), we tried
unsuccessfully to acquire specimens of
the red-capped parrot for a number of
years. It was not until 1978 that we were
able to obtain a single pair. That year a
total of 100 were imported. Of these,
approximately 40 birds were lost during
quarantine and the surviving birds were
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distributed by the importer to a number
of different breeding facilities. The
alarming death rate unfortunately con-
tinued until only twelve individuals
from this consignment remained. The
following year, these few surviving
birds were donated to the Research
Institute for Avian Medicine, Nutrition
and Reproduction; Greg Harrison,
DV.M., Lake Worth, Florida. Under his
care, five males and three females were
eventually stabilized and a breeding
program was initiated. Over the next
seven years their numbers gradually
increased to approximately 30 indivi-
duals. In 1984 we were able to purchase
this entire group from Dr. Harrison.
These were added to our breeding
group which, by this time, consisted of
our original pair and four of their
offspring.

We have experienced better success
in pairing our specimens if we place
them in colonies and let them choose
their own mates. Forced pairing is
seldom successful. An interesting
characteristic of the red-capped parrot
is that the males actively sing during the
pair bonding process (singing is a con-
tinual flow of soft chattering vocali-

zation). Once the birds have obviously
paired, they are then placed in indivi-
dual breeding units.

The primary breeding season for our
birds has been from late June to early
July with an average clutch size of five
eggs. Incubation is 21 to 24 days. And,
as already mentioned, the males con-
tinuously sing during the courting
period. Typical of most neotropical
parrots, he approaches from the side
and copulation occurs with the male
keeping one foot on the perch. During
the nesting period, both male and
female work the nest box vigorously.
Housing the pairs close together seems
to promote infectious breeding be-
havior: one pair begins breeding
activity and then activity moves in both
directions from that pair down the line
until all pairs have laid. During the
breeding season both males and females
threaten anyone walking through the
aviaries by lowering their heads,
spreading their wings and puffing the
body similar to Aratinga and Pyrrbura
conures. While in the nest, the female is
fed by the male, although she does
venture out several times a day to
exercise. ‘

Red-capped chicks are very similar in
appearance to those of other South
American psittacines. At hatching, they
are covered sparsely with whisps of
long, white down. There is, however,
one characteristic that differs greatly. In
most species of South American parrots
(Ara, Pionus, Amazona, Aratinga and
Pyrrbura), the ear opening is closed for
up to one month after hatching. In red-
caps, the ear slit is open at time of
hatching.

Pileated Parrot Chicks
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The chicks grow rapidly as can be
seen in the accompanying graph. CANDLING
Usually their second down is develop-
ing by 17 days, eyes open at 15 days, and
you start weaning at 42 to 45 days. WITHOUT HAN DLING.

Weaning can last as long as eight weeks,
depending on the individual.

Our birds are fed our basic dry seed
mixture consisting of sunflower seed,
safflower, buckwheat, canary, oats,
millet, milo, cracked corn and wheat. In
addition to the seed mix, we also feed a
bread mixture daily which consists of
whole wheat bread crumbs with grated
carrot and chopped endive. Vitamin
and mineral supplements are added to
the bread mixture as needed. During
the breeding season we also furnish the
birds with corn on the cob daily along
with lots of fresh fruit, vegetables and : :
high protein chows. . . . . . .
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Individuals and institutions currently i : : i §
keeping or breeding this species need to bentinto any configuration. Also, candling eggs in the nest!

arrange for future exchanges of birds for Write to Medical Diagnostic Services, Inc. for more information regarding
unrelated blood lines to establish a this and other inexpensive diagnostic products.

sound gene pool. If this species is to be P.O. Box 17326 / Airport Station

maintained successfully over multiple Clearwater, Florida 33520 / Phone (813) 577-6339

generations in aviculture, we must be
extremely conscientious in this effort.
Additionally, we need to work to
establish breeding programs at a
number of locations to avoid disease or | § ‘p
a natural disaster from wiping out a sig-

nificant portion of the existing captive

breeding stock. ,’A{s:,

We are currently close banding all of
our offspring and urge other breeders of .
this species to do the same, so that
accurate records or identification of all
pairs can be maintained. We are success-
fully using modified cockatiel bands.
Research and investigation into ways to
decrease the stress factor on these birds SR
during transportation needs to be Dlstrlbytmg
: quality

initiated. Only after accomplishing this d
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importation of more of these delicate

birds from their countries of origin. For
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this reason, the limited number of We sell only fat and healthy birds - Guaranteed!! /
specimens currently existing in this All birds can be shipped anywhere in the U.S., and

country could easily be the only foun- can be surgically sexed. We operate a U.S.D.A.

dation stock ever available for estab- quarantine station.

lishing this species in aviculture in the Quantity prices are available on Macaws, Cockatoos,

U.S. Fortunately, captive-bred red-caps Amazons, Finches and Softbills.

are apparently less delicate than SPECIAL: hand fed baby
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imported stock. And, as with the Yellow Napes \ \‘
majority of other psittacines, captive- 15 R \
bred specimens appear to be somewhat Get on our Mailing List! \\\\\
more prolific breeders. Parrot Paradise - 26530 Harper \
Our efforts with this species have St.Cl.Sh., Mich. 48081 - (313) 776-3551 ‘ 2 ;

been both challenging and rewarding. @
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FOUR ORIGINAL PAINTINGS BY
WAYNE E. SMYTH

Wayne E. Smyth recently participated in an international exhibition of world-class
wildlife artists which traveled as far afield as Beijing’s Natural History Museum in
The People’s Republic of China. These four paintings reflect the intensity and
exciting realism of Smyth’s work. All are framed in archival mountings of museum
quality. The Scarlet Macaw measures: 37" x 47" ($3,800); The Moluccan Cockatoo:
37"x 47" ($3,800); The Hyacinth Macaw Pair: 38" x 52" ($4,200); The Toco Toucan
Fair: 38" x 52" ($4,200). Inquiries:Wayne E. Smyth, The Walker-Smyth Studio, 1825
Stanford, Santa Monica, CA 90404.
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A LLEASSIC
FOR CHRISTMAS
FOR ONLY $10
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Yes, it is our way of wishing you Christmas Cheer and
thanking you for making The World’s Best Talking
Parrots a success. The poster measures overall: 24" x
36" Each poster is available for $10 plus $3.50 P/H
(CA residents add $1.63 sales tax/orders outside the
U.S. remit $7.00 postage).

FOR BIRDS ONLY | 837 NORTH FAIRFAX AVENUE | WEST HOLLYWOOD, CALIFORNIA 90046

Please make checks payable to Wayne Smyth or Caeser Bonilla.

Please send me Best Talking Parrots of the World.

Enclosed is my check or money orderfor$____ Address

Cty___ Zip_______




