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This group displays the special characteristics of the little parrots known as cockatiels. These slender birds have beautiful long tails and distinctive mobile crests.


 


 


 


 


PLAYFUL AND AFFECTIONATE, COCKATIELS ARE FINDING their way into more and more homes as adored pets. And they are the perfect parrot species for the first-time pet bird owner. Cockatiels are small parrots—bigger than budgies and lovebirds but about the size of the small conures—much smaller than African grey parrots and many other familiar pet birds. Cockatiels are generally easy to tame and not too costly to feed and cage (compared with larger parrots), and many cockatiels love to be handled and cuddled.


A Cockatiel Is a Parrot


Almost everyone can recognize parrots on sight. They have a distinctive appearance that includes feathers (of course!), a strong and sharply hooked beak, and feet that form an X, with two toes in front and two in back—a pattern known as zygodactylous. When parrots walk, their short legs give them a characteristic swaying motion. Most people also know that cockatoos and cockatiels have a crest whereas the other parrots usually don’t, and most know that cockatiels are smaller than cockatoos. But that’s probably about all the average person knows about parrots, cockatoos, and cockatiels. And that’s probably all you’ve ever needed to know—until now!


Cockatiels Are Cockatoos


Parrots are a large family, or major group, of birds known as Psittacidae, and there are approximately 350 living species. They have no close relatives, although some ornithologists (scientists who study birds) have suggested relationships with such diverse birds as doves, cuckoos, and swifts. Parrots have a long fossil history and have even been linked to dinosaurs. Today, parrots are found around the world in the tropics and subtropics, with most species in tropical North and South America, in Australia, and in nearby islands such as New Guinea and Indonesia. Even the southeastern United States once had a widespread native parrot, the Carolina parakeet, which became extinct almost a century ago but was once found from New York to Texas.


Of these 350 types of parrots, just 21 species (give or take one or two, depending on which expert you consult) are properly called cockatoos. Many ornithologists now place cockatoos in a separate family called Cacatuidae, with cockatiels being members of the subfamily Nymphicinae. These birds range from pinkish Galahs to solid-black palm cockatoos. All cockatoos are found only in southern Asia and Australia, with more than half the species found only on the continent of Australia; many species are restricted to a few small islands of Indonesia and the Philippines. Cockatiels are native to Australia, where they are widely distributed in the arid interior regions.
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This magnificent Eleonora cockatoo is showing off her large and impressive crest. She is heavier-bodied than your cockatiel, with a shorter tail.




What Makes a Parrot a Cockatoo?







TO THE CASUAL OBSERVER, A COCKATOO IS A COCKATOO  because she has a crest of erectile feathers on the crown of her head. The crest may be just a few feathers or many, long or short, and wide or narrow, but any cockatoo is likely to have a distinct crest. A few other parrots have crests, but these differ in structure (such as a few narrow, permanently erect feathers) or placement (such as being arrayed in a circle across the nape.) Cockatoos can also be identified by the lack of green feathers that are common in so many parrots. And—not that you can tell by looking—cockatoos have gall bladders, whereas other parrots don’t.





But Isn’t a Cockatiel Different?


Cockatiels certainly don’t look like typical cockatoos. A cockatiel is slender, has a long and pointed tail, and has a small, delicate body. Cockatoos generally are heavier bodied and have relatively short and square or rounded tails. The cockatiel’s color pattern also is very different. We’ll examine the cockatiel in more detail later, but let’s just say that under those pretty gray feathers a cockatiel is similar to a cockatoo in bone and muscle structure, the presence of a gall bladder and a specific arrangement of arteries coming from the heart, and the absence of any blue or green coloration in the feathers.


 In the past, many owners and authors—and even a few scientists—considered cockatiels to be intermediate between true parrots and true cockatoos, but this is no longer the case. Studies of their genetic material show that cockatiels really are highly distinctive cockatoos, not relatives of other Australian parrots. Your cockatiel is just a modified cockatoo who has adapted to a specific way of flying and behaving, and over time she developed her long, pointed tail and unique coloration.
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Cockatiels often bond with each other as well as with their owners. These two don’t even mind sharing a feed cup!


Fortunately for you, cockatiels differ from cockatoos in the very features that help make them excellent household pets. They are relatively small and have weaker beaks than most cockatoos do. Some can be taught to talk and whistle, but they do not produce the loud, frequent screams and cackles of some cockatoos. They can bond well with other cockatiels and with humans, have great personalities, and can breed easily in the home (although this is best left to experienced bird breeders). So you can easily understand why cockatiels are such popular pets!






The Cockatiel’s Scientific Classification







Family: Psittacidae (all the parrots)


Subfamily: Cacatuidae (all the cockatoos)


Genus: Nymphicus


Species: Hollandicus


No subspecies are recognized—cockatiels are pretty uniform in structure, size, and coloration across Australia.


(Note: some ornithologists split off the cockatoos as a full  family, Cacatuidae, in which case the cockatiel would form a subfamily, Nymphicinae.)





The Wild Cockatiel


A wild cockatiel is typically between twelve inches and almost fourteen inches long and weighs just three to four ounces, although selectively bred pets may be significantly larger. The birds have a wingspan of about fourteen inches or more, and the central tail feathers (which help make the cockatiel such a distinctive cockatoo) are six to seven inches long—about half the total length of the bird. This means that the body of a cockatiel is only about six inches long (not much longer than that of a budgie), making it the smallest of all the cockatoos.


 Coloration is relatively simple and consistent, although it varies between the sexes. In both genders, the overall coloration is gray. Each wing has a large white patch that covers the wing coverts (the small feathers at the bend or “elbow” area) and the secondary feathers, so a resting cockatiel exhibits a wide white band along the outer edge of the wing. Females have a paler lower back area than males do; the outer tail feathers, lower back, and area around the vent, or cloaca (the common opening through which the feces, urine, sperm, and eggs all pass), are finely barred with gray and yellowish white; the undersides of the outer tail feathers are largely yellow; and the undersides of the wings are faintly barred. In males, the lower back and tops of the long central tail feathers are pale gray but uniform, and the undersides of the tail feathers are nearly black.
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These gray pets (a female and a male) have the same color pattern as cockatiels in the wild do: gray overall with white wing patches, yellow heads (males), and bright orange ear patches.


The head pattern gives cockatiels much of their charm and makes it easy to distinguish the males from the females. Both sexes have a large orange spot behind and slightly below the dark brown eye; this spot, often referred to as the ear patch, is on the feathers called ear coverts. The patch indicates the location of the ear opening, which is hidden under the feathers. The male’s face is largely yellow, whereas the female’s face, from the crown to the throat, is more gray than yellow. In males, most of the face patch is bright yellow, often becoming whitish toward the nape of the neck. The crest feathers (longer in front and usually curved to the front at their tips) are a brighter yellow in males than in females, who have mostly grayish crest feathers. In males, the orange ear patch is bright and well defined; in females it is often smaller, has indistinct edges, and is duller—at least in wild birds; selectively bred pet females may have faces and patches that are just as bright as the males’. In both genders, the back of the crown (behind the crest) and the neck are gray, as are the feet and beak. This color pattern is referred to as normal or normal gray.


The Cockatiel’s Natural Habitat


Wild cockatiels are found only in Australia. They reside in dry locations in the interior of the continent rather than in more humid areas near the coasts. Flocks of cockatiels generally consist of ten to a hundred (although sometimes over a thousand) birds, and they are nomadic except during breeding season. They move rapidly from place to place in search of water and food and stay a few days or weeks until the resources are depleted. Some cockatiel populations are distinctly migratory, leaving the dry interiors and heading toward the wetter coast during the summer and during periods of drought.


Although large numbers of cockatiels can be found year-round in areas with a variety of plants and sufficient water, much of their territory could be called wastelands. Seldom true deserts, these are very dry savannas with sparse trees or bushes and patches of grass. Australian deserts may become virtually uninhabitable for breeding birds because there is no water for years at a time. Cockatiels also have adapted to living in the lap of luxury near suburban orchards and croplands, and they are perhaps most common on lands that have grass crops all year. Cockatiels may associate with budgerigars (also called budgies or parakeets) in mixed flocks, as the two species follow rain fronts and ripening grain crops across Australia. Both are extremely strong fliers who can cover long distances, and they have developed similar general shapes—and most notably, long tails.
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Cockatiels and budgerigars—commonly called budgies—are often seen together in mixed flocks in the wild.


Feeding in the Wild


Wild cockatiels are opportunistic feeders who eat a wide range of seeds and grains. Before the arrival of Europeans and their cultivated crops, the various wild grasses were probably the cockatiel’s major food source. Today, however, cockatiels often feed heavily on fields of ripening wheat and millet; and although they will eat sunflower seeds, both ripening and fully ripe, they prefer smaller, drier seeds. When large flocks of cockatiels attack a field, they are considered crop pests and are shot, poisoned, or netted.
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These babies and young cockatiels are perched just as they would be in the wilds of Australia. There they travel together in feeding flocks, seeking nourishing grasses.




In nature, cockatiels have a very predictable twice-daily feeding cycle. They feed first shortly after awakening, just after sunrise; unless they need to travel to look for more ripening seeds, the birds seek shade during the rest of the day. The second and major feeding period is about an hour and a half before the sun goes down. Cockatiels also drink twice a day at the same times they feed.




A Word on Budgies







COCKATIELS ARE CLOSELY ASSOCIATED WITH BUDGERIGARS in nature, and they are often found in mixed flocks. The two unrelated species have a similar shape and very long central tail feathers. The budgie (often called a parakeet) is a parrot whose scientific name is Melopsittacus undulatus. Budgies and cockatiels have very similar feeding and flocking habits and have adapted incredibly well to captivity, and today they are the two most common pet parrots.





Breeding in the Wild


Cockatiels spend most of the year in feeding flocks, but at the end of winter, pairs rejoin and begin to look for nesting sites. As do other parrots, cockatiels depend on rotting trees to provide nest holes, which limits their breeding range to areas with standing forests. Birds in the desert interior of Australia seldom breed there, instead moving toward coastal or mountain forests to breed and raise their young.


Cockatiel pair bonds are strong, and a pair may mate several years in a row. Pairs may also reuse the same nest hole if it is available. Most nest holes are located near water, where grasses are present. This makes the cockatiel’s twice-daily drinking more convenient and ensures that some food will be available.
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Cockatiels are wonderful parents, and they share parental duties. Unlike other parrots, cockatiel males and females both brood and feed their chicks.


The female lays one to seven small whitish eggs, with a clutch of four being about average. The eggs are laid over several days, so there is always some disparity in development of the young in the nest. Both parents brood (sit on) the eggs, taking fairly regular turns for the roughly twenty days needed to hatch the eggs, and both parents feed the growing chicks, which is quite different from the behavior of most other parrots.


It is not uncommon for a pair of cockatiels to produce several clutches of eggs, either because the season is good (there is a lot of food and water) or to replace clutches that fail to develop or are eaten by predators. In bad years, survival of the young might be very limited, but in good years most of the chicks survive to fledge (leave the nest and begin learning to fly) in about five weeks. Fledglings may then remain with the parents for up to another month, learning to feed and fly on their own. Then they leave the nest hole to join large feeding flocks of mostly young birds.


Cockatiels as Pets


Before cockatiels were introduced to America, they found their way to Europe. A damaged cockatiel skin was among the first bird specimens brought from Australia to England by Captain James Cook, somewhere around 1770. Later expeditions and then early settlers sent more specimens and eventually live birds back to Europe, where the cockatiels’ unusual color and shape brought them quite a bit of attention. They proved to be good breeders even under the primitive conditions of European aviaries in the mid-1800s, and they were fairly popular in England and western Europe by the 1870s and 1880s. Writers of early parrot books admired cockatiels’ antics and their abilities to speak and to imitate other birds, as well as how closely they bonded with their owners. There must have been a good number of birds in European aviaries by 1900 because the cockatiel became even more common as a pet after Australia banned all exports of cockatiels and other parrots in the 1890s. Cockatiels were kept and bred much as budgies were—another common pet and aviary bird at the turn of the twentieth century.


After World War I, several British authors published books on caring for and breeding cockatiels. By that time, cockatiels were also being kept as pets in the United States and Canada, probably having been brought home by returning soldiers and diplomats. Cockatiels were common and widely recognized little parrots in the 1930s, when large-scale breeding efforts brought down their price and made them even more widely available.
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