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BIRDS AND NUTRITIONAL HEALTH
Birds are ultra-sophisticated flying machines. They have evolved the metabolism and lifestyle to support flight. Birds in the wild consume a large variety of foods to supply all of their nutrient requirements. They require a high intake of vitamins and minerals to fuel their high metabolic rate. The sad fact is that seeds do not meet these requirements. Seeds are primarily storage packets designed to nourish baby plants, NOT birds. There is a huge difference between a bird in a cage in your living room and a bird that burns calories flying many miles each day to forage for food. 
Most seeds are high in oil and fat content. This can contribute to obesity and all of the associated disease problems such as atherosclerosis (hardening of the arteries.) A well-fleshed body is not always an indication of good health. In addition, high-fat foods can inhibit absorption of any other vitamins added to the diet. Vitamins A,D,E & K are especially affected. Seeds are notoriously low in calcium. Birds have a high demand for calcium, and those on seed diets are calcium deficient. The typical bird who has eaten seeds its whole life will always have a Vitamin A deficiency as well. The common medical afflictions these birds suffer are related to these deficiencies. Upper respiratory infections are common. Vitamin A is integral to maintaining healthy mucous membranes: birds with compromised mucous membranes are prone to repeated infections. Calcium is important to good bone formation, but it is also essential for an active immune system. Birds suffering from low calcium levels may have a poor immune response, fragile bones, reproductive disorders, craving for strange food items, and seizures. Simply put, a bird on a seed diet has a reduced life span.

How can you help your bird avoid these problems? By putting him on a good diet. Pelleted foods and nutritious vegetables and fruits constitute a complete diet. A very small portion of organic millet may be added (especially for budgies & cockatiels) and an occasional nut in the shell for larger birds to supply more essential fatty acids but with these exception, NO MORE SEED!  In a recent study on parrots, dietary deficiencies were corrected by the use of pellets when mixed with fruits and vegetables, but not when mixed with seeds. Good quality human foods can aid in introducing your avian friend to a well-balanced diet. Use common sense: Low fat, low salt, and low sugar content. Green leafy vegetables (dandelion greens, kale, chard, broccoli, parsley, celery and carrot tops) are excellent sources of vitamins and calcium. Lettuces are mostly water and “spring mix” is made up of baby greens with far less nutritional values than mature greens. Yellow and orange vegetables (squash, carrots, cooked yams & sweet potatoes) have high levels of vitamin A. The more fresh vegetables your bird eats, the healthier it will be. Vibrantly colored fruits such a berries, pomegranate seeds, mango and papaya are healthy additions to your bird's diet. Treats such as seeds and most table food should comprise less than 5% of the diet and should ALL be earned or foraged for.

The most difficult part about a good diet is convincing your bird to eat it. Most birds are seed junkies and will view other foods with suspicion. It may take weeks to convert your stubborn little friend to eat what’s good for him, but remember it may double his life span. Many birds are sociable, and eating is a group activity. Offer your bird food (even pellets) from your plate, or give its meals at the same time your family eats. Birds don’t just naturally eat what’s good for them, so you’ll have to be more persistent than your bird. Your little avian friend is intelligent and will convert to a good diet. Your bird’s droppings are your best clue as to how well you are doing. A healthy bird should have twenty or more droppings a day. As long as he continues to have his normal number of droppings, and maintains an active and alert attitude, he’s doing great! The consistency of the droppings will change as his diet does. They will become looser and may have more water content, but this is not necessarily diarrhea. If the green fecal matter is more or less formed, it is probably a normal dropping. It is essential to enlist your avian vet’s help during your program. If you have any doubts as to how well your bird is taking his enforced health plan, call for advice. Take your bird in for regular weight checks throughout your program. With the help of your vet and your own resolve, your bird is headed for a long and healthy life!
RX FOR A HEALTHY BIRD
DIET - Non-colored pellets, fresh greens, veggies, and some fruit.

WATER - Wash the cup with soap daily, rinse well, and refill with fresh water.

SUNLIGHT- In order to manufacture vitamin D3, your bird must have unfiltered sunlight (not through glass) several times a week.  If this is not possible, provide a full-spectrum light such as Zoo Med’s AVIAN SUN.

BATHS - Humidity is essential for good skin and feather quality. Your bird needs a bath DAILY all year long. This means getting him thoroughly drenched. If he won’t bathe, take him in the shower or spray him with a spray bottle (change the water daily.) Get him wet enough so that you see his ears!

CAGE - As large as you can afford, and keep it CLEAN. This means changing the paper at the bottom every day. Cut a stack of newspaper for the tray, and remove the top sheet daily. Clean food cups daily, perches and toys weekly (the dishwasher works great).

TOYS - A happy bird requires more than just a cage with perches and food. There is a huge variety of safe, fun toys available today. Buy several and rotate them to keep your bird’s cage interesting. Paper bags, cardboard boxes, and empty paper towel rolls are cheap and great fun for your bird to explore and destroy. An occasional treat dropped inside can provide incentive. Fruit branches from trees that have not been sprayed are entertaining and even nutritious!

FORAGING - This is a natural instinct, and birds in the wild spend the majority of their day looking for food. Finding all of it in one place (the food bowl) means that your bird has an excess of energy that has to be directed elsewhere. This can result in excessive noise, feather plucking, and other non-desirable behaviors. There are many inventive and interesting foraging toys to choose from these days. Something as simple as a paper bag or box with a treat inside can teach your bird to explore and work for his food. More challenging devices can be used as your bird learns. Keep him occupied and happy!

BIRD NO’S
No grit! Birds do not require grit in the diet. Grit can be contaminated with heavy metals and can induce toxicity. Birds also tend to overeat grit if they are suffering from vitamin and mineral deficiency. Grit can cause gastrointestinal impaction, irritation, and ulcers. 
No sandpaper perches! These do not keep the nails worn down. They are the same as putting coarse-grade sandpaper between your foot and your sock. They cause nothing but foot problems, and as in humans, avian foot diseases are difficult to treat.
No corn cob bedding! This product is very good at concealing droppings, since that was it’s original purpose. Pet shops may use it so they don’t have to clean the cages, and no one will notice the filth. You must be able to observe the droppings if you want to know the state of your bird’s health. Corn cob is also a good source of Aspergillus (mold) and pathogenic bacteria.

No “mite protectors”! These are basically moth balls in a container. Since birds are highly susceptible to intoxication from fumes, we cannot recommend their use. The mites  that infect most birds are in the skin or airsacs and the mite protectors are completely ineffective against them.
HOUSEHOLD DANGERS
Birds are like children: they will search out and discover dangerous situations faster that you can. If you are not with your bird, keep him safely in his cage. There are many household dangers that you can avoid:

Electrical wires and plugs - The obvious danger is from the electrical shock, but the wire itself can cause problems. Copper poisoning can result from ingestion of the shredded wire. Perforation, peritonitis, and blockage can result from the physical presence of the wire in the bowel.

Lead - lead poisoning is one of the most common diseases we see in practice. Birds seem to love chewing on this soft metal. Lead can be found in the solder of certain cages, on wine bottles, toys, costume jewelry, and so forth. Hidden sources of lead include paints (especially on older windowsills,) linoleum, window putty, ceiling spackling, and many filler compounds. Oil and acrylic paints can have pigments compounded from lead oxides or other dangerous heavy metals.

Teflon-type coatings - Non-stick coatings on cookware can produce toxic fumes. We recommend that all coated cookware be discarded when birds live in the house. As well, most heat lamps are coated, and deaths in zoo animals have been attributed to use of heating lamps.

Air pollutants - Since birds have such efficient respiratory systems, many things that are not harmful to us can kill a bird. As a consequence, we recommend curtailed use of aerosol products: hair spray, insecticides, paint, room fresheners, etc. Scented candles, incense, and smoking can be very harmful as well.

House plants - Many house plants are toxic and we recommend that birds and plants not come into contact.

Prescription drugs - Birds love to play with bottles of pills, and many human prescriptions are toxic to birds. Give him his own toy box to play with.

Alcohol - A bird can suffer from alcohol toxicity even from a few sips of beer or wine.

Fans, doorways & windows - We highly recommend wing trims on pet birds. Unfortunately, we see too much trauma and death from birds mixing with ceiling fans, curtain mechanisms, being squashed in a doorway, or flying out a window. Always supervise your little friend and know where he is!

Non-bird-tested toys - Use good common sense when selecting toys for your bird. Many common items can be hazardous: “jingle bells” are notorious for getting stuck on beaks, and pieces of jewelry can be toxic if ingested.

Carpet freshener & fabric softeners - These are actually toxic to birds, and should never be used on their laundry items.

Pets & children - Other pets can intentionally or inadvertently harm your bird (and we all know that sometimes the bird asks for it.) Children can frighten or mishandle a bird. Strict supervision is always required.

Outdoor predators - Putting your bird outside in his cage so that he can be exposed to sunlight is very beneficial. However, cats and hawks can be a danger: cats can knock cages over, and local hawks have learned to grab birds right through the bars of the cage. Always be present if your bird is outdoors.
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