Improving Your Bird’s Diet

Proper diet is one of the most important tools to prevent disease and shortened life span in all species, including birds.  In the wild birds eat a variety of foods, including vegetation and seeds or grains.  However, in captivity when birds are unable to exercise from sunup to sundown, adjustments must be made to prevent nutritional-related illness, especially related to over-consumption of fat.  The biggest culprits are seed based diets, followed by unbalanced table (people) food diets.

Newer formulated diets have been proven to provide both nutrition for good health, and reduce nutritional-related illness in pet birds.

Common arguments against the use of formulated diets (pellets) include:

1. Pellets are an unnatural diet, and aren’t found in the wild.  While this is true, there is no way for an owner in North America to provide a 100% natural diet for pet parrots. This would mean harvesting foods from the native environment of the bird, and repeating this frequently as the seasons and food sources change.  Also, natural diets tend to be higher in fat, which is needed for the huge requirements of flight and reproduction.  There is really no practical way a pet parrot can get the same amount of exercise as a wild flying bird does, so energy requirements must be reduced.

2. Birds have been fed seeds for years and seem to do fine.  The facts are actually very clear on this.  While some individual birds might live an entire life span on a seed based diet, this is the exception, and not the norm.  Just like in humans, poor diet is associated with a much higher risk of nutritional-related illness.  Some humans live normal life spans on poor diets, but the majority do not.  Avian veterinarians have seen a huge reduction in obesity, fatty liver disease and heart disease with the increased use of formulated diets.  Many birds with these problems show marked reduction of disease when diets are converted from seeds to pellets.

3. My bird will not eat pellets.  Nearly all birds will eat pellets with correct conversion techniques and enough time.  Most conversion failures are due to the owner giving up too soon.  See tips on converting birds below.
Tips on How to Convert Your Bird to Pellets

Attempt diet conversion only on healthy birds, or under the supervision of your avian veterinarian.  “Cold turkey” conversion can result in death, and should not be attempted.  Allow 2-6 weeks for conversion.

During conversion it is critical to be sure your bird is eating enough food.  This is difficult to do by monitoring how much food goes into the bird, as many birds pick up and throw food, or bite into the food then let it drop.  The only way to accurately determine if enough food is being eaten is to monitor stool production.  Normal bird droppings are full and brown to green in color.  When birds start to eat colored pellets, the droppings can pick up food dye and turn light green to orange, depending on the color eaten.  The stool of a bird that is not eating well is small, and pine green to black in color.  

1. Restrict seeds for limited periods of time.  Keep pellets in the main food dish at all times, but then remove seed and all other foods at bedtime, so in the morning the bird has nothing but pellets to eat.  Give seeds and table foods back to the bird from 6-24 hours later, depending on your bird’s size and health status.  Remove seeds and table foods again at bedtime.  Your avian veterinarian will determine the maximum restriction time that is safe for your bird.  Repeat until you see the bird begin to eat the pellets, then gradually reduce the amount of seed offered until the bird eats mostly pellets, with occasional table foods.

2. Eat with your bird.  Birds in flocks eat together socially.  When one eats, the rest of the flock is frequently stimulated to come and eat as will.  Have the human flock members sit together with the bird and pretend to eat the pellets, to stimulate your bird to try.  

3. Let your bird see other birds eat the pellets.  This might mean “borrowing” a pellet eating bird for your bird to watch.  

