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INTRODUCTION

The standard reference guide to the parrots of the world since 1973 has been the splendid Parrots of the World written by Joseph Forshaw and illustrated by William Cooper. Now in its third (1989) edition, it remains a widely cited and respected work that is a central point in the literature on the natural history of this fascinating group of birds. The present book was proposed in 1989. Its authors, working then at the International Council for Bird Preservation (now BirdLife International), believed that a volume on parrots that better aided their identification would be helpful in efforts to conserve what has become the most endangered family of birds in the world, particularly given the lack of a comprehensive identification handbook that could be used by customs officers and those concerned with wildlife trade law enforcement. We similarly believed that such a guide would be a helpful point from which to develop a better understanding of the parrots in the wild. For such a familiar groups of birds, remarkably little is known about their natural history, and this is sometimes an impediment to conservation action.

Parrots can be extremely difficult to identify in the wild and are sometimes misidentified in trade and captivity. Indeed, the very thin literature on the habits of many parrots is partly attributable to identification difficulties. Many species spend their time in the canopy of dense forest, are green (and therefore invisible), often silent when perched, and almost impossible to catch for ringing purposes. Even if they are caught and marked for study, most species are quite capable of removing a leg ring with their bill. They are mainly glimpsed fleetingly in fast flight before disappearing into or behind foliage.

In this volume we have attempted to assemble a digest of information that will enable bird-watchers, fieldworkers and those involved with parrots in captivity or trade to identify species and races of parrots. The 88 colour plates are backed with a systematic section containing identification tips for use in the field and captivity, a summary of range and conservation status, a summary of present ecological knowledge, and descriptive information on all races. These details have been assembled with identification in mind but are augmented where possible with material on natural history, especially where this has relevance to conservation.

A substantial body of new information has come to light since the third (1989) edition of Parrots of the World. This includes such things as Collar et al.’s (1992) review of the status of threatened birds in the Americas and Thomas Arndt’s photographic monograph Lexicon of Parrots (1992-1996), as well as many dozens of contributions in the scientific literature concerning the status, distribution and ecology of previously little known species. A number of other species have been the subject of important taxonomic revisions, such as the black cockatoos Calyptorhynchus, or the focus of more intensive field studies, such as the Philippine Cockatoo (69), Red-and-blue Lory (5) and Wallace’s Hanging Parrot (192).




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book would not have been possible without assistance from a wide range of people and institutions. We would like to extend our thanks to Nigel Collar for his patient editing, advice and assistance with reference material, to Christopher Helm and Nigel Redman at Pica Press for their encouragement and support throughout the long gestation of this book, and to Julie Reynolds, Marc Dando and Joe Conneally at Fluke Art who expertly handled the production.

We would also like to acknowledge the invaluable assistance of Carlos Yamashita of IBAMA, Robert Ridgely of the National Academy of Sciences at Philadelphia, Bret Whitney and John Rowlett of Field Guides Inc., Peter Colston, Effie Warr and Michael Walters at the Natural History Museum at Tring, Miguel Lentino at the Colección Ornitológica Phelps, Caracas, Ray Paynter at the Harvard University Museum of Comparative Zoology, Paul Sweet and George Barrowclough at the American Museum of Natural History in New York, the staff at the Zoology Museum of the University of Copenhagen, the South Australian Museum in Adelaide, the Australian Museum in Sydney, the Bombay Natural History Society, the University of Cambridge Zoology Museum and Library, and Richard Ranft and Paul Duck at the Library of Wildlife Sounds of the National Sound Archive, London. Paul Toyne of Parrots in Peril, Mike Crosby, Sue Squire and Alison Stattersfield at the BirdLife International Secretariat in Cambridge, Mike Perrin at the University of Natal in South Africa, Teresa Mulliken at the Wildlife Trade Monitoring Unit in Cambridge, and Phil Angle and Pam Rasmussen and the National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, also assisted in various ways.

Thomas Arndt, Thomas Brooks, Neil Burgess, Donald Bruning, Trevor and Moira Buckell, Bruce Beehler, Robin Clarke, George and Rita Fenwick of the American Bird Conservancy, Francis Ferki, Thomas H. Fritts, Elaine and Colin Froggett, David Gibbs, F. Gueigiein, Rod Hall, Simon Harrap, Paul Jepson, Nelson and Marianne Kawall, Adrian Long, Jenny Loughlin, Geoff Masson at Paultons Park, Amber Mierisch, Charlie Munn, Robin and Diane Pickering, Michael Poulsen, Melvyn Risebrow, Harry, Pat and Yvonne Sissens, Mike Reynolds, Paul Wexler at Birdworld, Ashley Whitehouse, Steve Whitehouse and Grant Young also helped us.

Finally, we thank our colleagues at Friends of the Earth and BirdLife International, and our respective families for their support in times of stress, especially Rosemary Powell, Sue Sparkes and Maddie, Nye and Sam Juniper.




STYLE AND LAYOUT OF THE BOOK

The Plates

There are more than 1,000 colour illustrations presented on the 88 plates. These have been prepared from material examined in museum collections, live captive specimens, wild parrots and published and unpublished photographs and videos. They are, we believe, the most comprehensive set of images of parrots compiled in one volume and, in conjunction with the caption texts and main species texts, will help with the identification of all species. They should also help the reader to separate most races and immature birds as well as recognise gender-related differences where they exist.

Perched birds on the same plate are drawn to the same scale in relation to one another. Flying birds are sometimes drawn to a different (usually smaller) scale, but these again are in proportion to one another. On the caption text page opposite each plate the familiar Budgerigar relates the birds illustrated to actual size. Some plates show characteristic vegetation to help bring the parrots depicted more to life.

Numbers

Each species has been designated with a number. These have no biological or taxonomic significance and are simply a means of helping to organise the information presented. Some of the species illustrations fall out of taxonomic sequence (and therefore numerical order) for layout reasons but the numbers provide a rapid means of locating specific text accounts.

Names

The English name of each species is shown in uppercase with the scientific name in bold italics.

Other names

Many parrot species are known by several English names. To assist with identification, alternative names are listed. Some of these are now rarely (if ever) used but references to birds by formerly used names remain in the published literature where they can cause some confusion and where clarity can assist with more rapid and reliable identification. A major source document for alternative names is provided by Lodge (1991). Alternative English names that pertain to subspecies are indicated where these are in use, e.g. the English name of Rajah Lory pertains specifically to Chalcopsitta atra insignis. These alternative names of subspecies are set apart by use of semi-colons.

Identification

Notes on plumage, appearance and behaviour relevant to identification are provided. Emphasis is placed on differences (or relative differences) between similar species with overlapping ranges but there is also guidance on discriminating between similar-looking species that commonly appear in captivity. Key points are summarized in the captions that appear opposite the plates.

Voice

This section contains a verbal description of vocalisations based on personal knowledge, published literature and various published and unpublished recordings. Our aim has been to provide a summary of typical sounds most useful to identification. However, particularly with a group of birds for which the words “squawk” and “screech” seem to have been invented, it remains unfeasible to render in words the various timbres, timings and tones that distinguish one parrot call from another.

Distribution and Status

A summary of the geographical distribution of each species is given with an estimate of its abundance. In order to render our descriptions of birds’ ranges as transparent as possible, we have sought to cite only place names appearing in the Times Atlas of the World (Bartholomew et al. 1990). However, for some species, especially those with very limited ranges on islands, etc., it has not been possible to incorporate sufficient detail from maps in that publication and we have resorted to use of place names found only on larger-scale maps.

The Distribution and Status section should be read in conjunction with notes on habitat (see Ecology below) as each species will clearly not occur throughout the range described but only in areas that are ecologically suitable. A review of population trends is offered where possible and we indicate which species are listed in Appendix I of CITES (see below under Conservation) and/or are considered in threat of global extinction with the threat category assigned by Collar et al. (1994) according to IUCN (the World Conservation Union) criteria (see Conservation section below).

Ecology

This section summarises the present state of knowledge on parrot habitat preferences, social behaviour, diet and reproductive biology. For species like the Australian cockatoos there is a wide and rich literature. In the case of many others, such as the Blue-fronted (41) and New Caledonian (46) Lorikeets, almost nothing is known, whilst for the majority of species limited field observation supports a rather vague understanding of their natural history. The situation is however rapidly improving with fieldworkers devoting more time (correctly prioritised towards threatened species) to the study of parrots in the wild.

Description

Adult male birds assigned to the nominate race are described in this section with female, juvenile and racial differences expanded on in following sections. Where no gender-, age- or range-related differences are known to exist, the notes in this section apply to both sexes and young birds from all parts of the species’s range. We generally describe the nominate race and provide notes on other races but have in a few cases described a more widespread race since this will be of more practical use. Where we have done this it is indicated in the text.

The text is based on our judgement of ‘typical’ specimens from the material available to us in museum collections and captivity. The descriptions are structured for rapid reference to cover, in order, the head, upperparts, wings, underparts and tail. We have sought to describe intraspecific variation. However, it is unlikely that our summary will prove comprehensive given the sometimes wide variation occurring in some species, such as the Yellow-faced Amazon (336), and the limited number of specimens that we have been able to study for some species (such as those that are now very rare). Bare parts are described from collectors’ notes attached to museum specimens, live captive birds, photographs and published sources.

Sex/Age

Plumage and bare part differences that assist in the identification of the sexes or of young birds are included in this section.

Measurements

The biometric data are taken mainly from Forshaw (1989). These suggest that in most species the length of the wing, tail, tarsus and exposed part of the culmen cannot reliably be used to determine gender. We have, therefore, for the sake of brevity, merged the measurements provided for male and female birds into one range for both sexes. For polytypic species measurements are given for the nominate subspecies except where explicitly stated.

Geographical Variation

Many species of parrot demonstrate variation in plumage and other characteristics across their ranges. Where these traits are apparently predictable and stable (i.e. are not random variation), a subspecies or race is denoted through the extension of its scientific name to a trinomial title (see Origins and Classification below). A brief comparison between the race in question and other races (the nominate unless explicitly stated otherwise) follows an outline of its range. This section should be read in conjunction with 8/12/2010Distribution and Status. A number of references have been used to identify parrot races including Forshaw (1989), Peters (1961) and various more recent analyses and reviews.

Notes

Uncertainties remain in respect of the taxonomic standing of a number of races, species and genera of parrot. Notes in this section aim to summarise the current state of debate and very briefly to indicate or explain the approach we have taken.

References

For the sake of brevity and continuity, we have referred to source material at the end of each species account rather than citing authors in the body of the text. Whilst some readers may experience frustration in directly matching factual information to specific sources, it is our judgement that the majority of users will prefer the approach we have taken.

Maps

Maps appear next to the main species accounts. These are based on our best judgement of species’ distributions derived from knowledge of field sightings, the origin of specimens (where known), the distribution of preferred habitat or altitudinal requirements and comments received. We are especially grateful to BirdLife International for use of the distribution maps developed during the course of their project to map world distributions of all restricted-range bird species and for use of the unpublished distributions produced by Robert Ridgely for South American species. The maps developed by Blakers et al. (1984) for Australian species have also been of enormous help in presenting distributions for parrots from that part of the world. We have no doubt that some of the maps will be improved in the light of further field observation. Although the maximum extension of each species’s range is depicted, parrots will obviously tend towards their preferred habitat and altitude within the presumed area of occurrence. Maps should therefore be read in conjunction with the notes in the Ecology section for the species in question.

Topography
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ORIGINS AND EVOLUTIONARY

RELATIONSHIPS

Early parrot remains are scarce but the few finds so far made confirm the group as ancient. The oldest known evidence for the existence of parrotlike birds dates from a fossil found in southern British Lower to Middle Eocene deposits. This bird, now known as Palaeopsittacus georgei, lived about 40 million years ago and, with Archeopsittacus verreauxi, another Tertiary parrot known from French upper Oligocene or lower Miocene deposits, shows that the parrots have been around for a very long time. Beyond the few sketchy details and fragmented insights provided by fossils from the Miocene (about 20 million years ago) to the Pleistocene (less than one million years ago), and subfossil remains from the more recent past, little is known about the historical development, distribution or diversity of the parrots.

The evolutionary pathways and selective forces that led to the incredible diversity demonstrated in the parrots today can never be fully understood. These details of biological history are buried in millions of years of adaptive change. The expansion and shrinkage of forested areas caused by climate change, the movement of mighty rivers and the emergence of mountains and islands because of tectonic upheaval and volcanic activity, the chance isolation of founder populations on islands and interaction between the parrots and the millions of other life-forms that have shared their habitats, are just some of the factors that have helped shape the group as we see it today. We recognise 352 species in this volume, although there may only now be 350 as one of those included (Glaucous Macaw, 209) could be extinct and another (Intermediate Parakeet, 198) is, on very recent (as yet unpublished) evidence, a hybrid.

Despite their ancient lineage and radiation into such a wide variety of forms, just about all members of the Psittacidae are instantly recognisable as such. This is despite tremendous variation in size, shape and colour. Some are chunky with short tails and proportionately large bills, the Brown-headed Parrot (162) for example, others are large and comparatively elongated with large heads and long tails such as the large macaws Ara, whilst others are small and graceful with long pointed tails (various parakeets). Most show some green in their plumage (especially in the Americas) but cockatoos of the main genera Cacatua and Calyptorhynchus, in marked contrast, are mainly white or black and crested. The Golden Conure (227) is striking with mainly bright yellow plumage, Lear’s Macaw (208) is mainly blue whilst the African Grey (161) is anomalous within the Psittacidae in being mainly silvery-grey with a red tail. Some are large and heavy, others smaller than most songbirds. Adult Hyacinth Macaws (207) are over a metre long and weigh over 1,500 grammes and the hefty adult male Kakapo (158) reaches 3,000 grammes, whereas some pygmy parrots tip the scales at just 10 grammes, some 300 times lighter.

In spite of the morphological diversity in the group, the parrots exhibit remarkable structural homogeneity. Several characteristics, such as bill shape, fleshy cere and zygodactyl feet, render parrots instantly recognisable. This is an almost unique circumstance for a group of birds so rich in species. But whilst it is relatively straightforward to assign individual species to the Psittacidae, the apparent absence of closely related groups presents difficulties in identifying the group’s ancestral links. Indeed, Beddard, writing in 1898, observed that ‘The determination of the affinities of the parrots to other groups of birds is one of the hardest problems in ornithology’ (see Sibley and Ahlquist 1990). Matters have not improved much since then. Indeed, the uncertainties that exist over the phylogenetic origins of the parrots are reflected in the fact that a wide range of approaches to their classification has been proposed on the basis of various anatomical and behavioural similarities with other avian groups. For example, Linnaeus concluded in the 18th century that the parrots belonged with the toucans, hornbills, cuckoos, corvines, rollers, orioles, jacamars, starlings, birds of paradise, woodpeckers, hummingbirds and others, whilst in the late 20th century it has been widely held that the parrots are close to pigeons (see for example Forshaw 1989, Sibley and Ahlquist 1990).

Specific structural similarities (perhaps suggesting common ancestry) can be found with many bird groups including (in the case of bills) raptors, (zygodactyl feet) woodpeckers, ( tongues) cuckoos and (on the basis of several anatomical and behavioural characters) pigeons. However, these and further similarities with other bird groups are thought to be convergent rather than ancestrally shared, and therefore provide few real clues to the identity of the parrots’ closest relatives.

One approach that can help distinguish convergence and true phylogenetic relationships is through the comparison of DNA. Sibley and Ahlquist’s (1990) review of evidence based on DNA hybridisation techniques suggests that the parrots are the descendants of an ancient lineage but that they are not especially close to the pigeons and that their affinity with the cuckoos (the most often cited closest group) is at best ambivalent. These authors conclude that the parrots have no close living relatives.




CLASSIFICATION OF THE PARROTS

Most parrots have proportionately large heads, short necks and short legs. The most recognisable feature that places individual species in the parrot family is the characteristic bill. Broad-based with a chisel-shaped cutting edge on the lower mandible and with a wide curve and sharp point on the upper, parrot bills are clearly recognisable but also very variable in size, and to an extent shape. The fleshy cere, which enables some movement of the upper mandible in relation to the skull, is sometimes feathered but in most species bare. The tibia is mostly short and feathered with the tarsus relatively long and covered with small granular scales. When walking on a perch or the ground, parrots show a characteristic swaggering gait. The zygodac-tyl feet, with two toes pointing forwards and two back, provide a very strong grip and, used with the bill as a kind of grappling hook, enable this largely arboreal group of birds to climb with great agility. Uniquely among birds, the structure of the feet enables many of the arboreal parrots to manipulate food, usually with their left foot. Having said that, one survey of 56 Brown-throated Conures (245) showed exactly half used their left foot and the remainder the right. Species that habitually feed on the ground mostly do not use their feet for feeding.

The feathers of most parrots are rather sparse and hard, and the group is partly defined by the presence of powder down, which in some species (such as the Mealy Amazon, 345) is abundant. Although plumage is highly variable, mainly green parrots are more frequent than other colours, especially in South America. Adult plumage is generally attained between the first and third year. Parrots undergo a complete moult annually with young birds replacing their juvenile feathers before they are one year old. Adults generally undertake a post-breeding moult. Primary feathers are lost in the centre first, then in both directions toward the wing tips and secondaries at the same time, with the secondaries lost from the outside towards the body. Some parrots have exceptionally long tails which take up over half their length (such as the Long-tailed Parakeet, 206), whilst others (such as some hanging parrots Loriculus) have tails so short as to be concealed by the tail-coverts. Much of the length of the feather-shafts on the tail feathers of the racquet-tails Prioniturus are bare with spoon-shaped tips. The bare shafted tips to the tail feathers of the pygmy parrots assist them in climbing.

All avian classifications include the parrots in the order Psittaciformes. Whilst many authors consider the internal homogeneity of the group to warrant that the entire order also be seen as a single family (Psittacidae), alternative approaches have been proposed. The examination of the parrots provided by Forshaw largely follows (with several important qualifications) Smith (1975), who splits the Psittacidae to four subfamilies comprising various tribes that in turn hold a large number of genera.

Sibley and Ahlquist (1990) review the main proposed treatments but on the basis of comparisons of genetic material conclude that the parrots are probably divisible into several subunits based on geographical groupings. They tentatively suggest that these groupings are based on Africa, the New World and the Australian region. However, their data were insufficient to conclude what the biological groupings within these geographical areas should be, and they retain the parrots in a single family pending more DNA analysis. We follow Sibley and Ahlquist (1990) and Sibley and Monroe (1990) in recognising the single family Psittacidae but expect a strong case for future revision to subfamilies following more DNA-based investigations.

Having recognised the difficulties in correctly assigning subfamilies within the Psittacidae, there are many distinct groups of closely related species in the parrot family that permit the relatively straightforward identification of genera. Some genera, like the Amazona of the New World, are large (31 species), whilst a great many contain only a handful of similar species. There are of course species that cannot be clustered with others, and these are assigned to genera of their own, such as Strigops and Psittrichas.

The most meaningful unit of classification, however, certainly from ecological and conservation perspectives, is the species. Wilson (1992) provides a helpful summary of the biological species concept concluding that ‘a species is a population whose members are able to interbreed freely under natural conditions’. Various behavioural, biochemical and geographical barriers limit breeding between different life-forms but there remains sporadic hybridisation in nature between closely related species. In this regard, the definition of a subspecies (sometimes called a race) is relevant. The question of whether to assign taxa to species or subspecies inevitably occurred several times in our compilation of this work. As mentioned above these issues are dealt with where necessary under the Notes sections in the species accounts.

In general, however, it is the extent of hybridisation along a contact zone that indicates whether two forms are closely related species or races of a single species. If the area of contact produces a high number of hybrid or intermediate forms, then the meeting populations are two races of one species. If it produces few, then they are two species. Hybridisation in captivity is not a good guide to taxonomic status, however, since some of the normal barriers that separate species in nature (especially geographical and ecological) are removed. The ‘Adelaide Rosella’, often treated as a full species, is an interesting example in which hybridisation between two rosella species (Crimson, 128, and Yellow, 129) has produced two independent populations with separate ranges from the parent species.

Racial (subspecific) differences occur as a result of differing environmental and genetic factors operating within a species’s range. Populations separated by a wide river or expanse of ocean, mountain range, or simply long distances on land can differentiate into racial forms because of the appearance in the population as a whole of randomly generated variation or because of different ecological conditions. Some racial differences are clear and tend to be associated with populations that are effectively isolated (on islands for example) whilst others, especially in species with large continental ranges, occur incrementally, with extremes of variation at opposing ends of the range. Such incrementally varying traits are termed clinal, and are often impossible to impose geographic limits on and therefore give names to.

Thus the race or subspecies unit of classification is often not clear, and in many cases has only limited ecological relevance. For instance, some racial traits (especially those linked to random variation rather than adaptation) might break along different geographical lines. In a hypothetical example, the intensity of green on a bird’s upperparts may show a north-south difference, whilst the extent of blue on its abdomen may vary east to west. North-eastern birds are dark green with a large blue patch beneath, south-western ones are paler above with limited blue. Variation in these two traits thus gives rise to four possible races, northeast, south-east, north-west and south-west. The addition of one or two more variable traits (for example bill length and tail colour) creates a potentially unmanageable situation that probably occurs in nature more often than is convenient for the clear and consistent description of apparent races (see Wilson 1992).

Whilst we include notes on all apparently valid races, present knowledge of the taxonomic status and distribution of many of these is incomplete.

In the present overview, we have taken for our starting point the treatment (and amendments) of Sibley and Monroe (1990, 1993). In line with several recent authors, we make various minor modifications to their list, in part alluded to by questions raised by Sibley and Monroe themselves. We split the Ara macaws into four genera, view the strenua form of Green Conure (229) as a race (not a species) but elevate the insular A. h. brevipes to a species, and treat Pyrrhura devillei as a race of Maroon-bellied Conure (251). We give the name P. perlata (not P. rhodogaster) to the Red-bellied Conure (252) and P. lepida (not P. perlata) to the Pearly Conure (253). We resurrect Psilopsiagon for two former members of Bolborhynchus, and change the name of Forpus xanthopterygius to F. crassirostris (277). We tentatively regard Brotogeris chiriri as a race of Canary-winged Parakeet (283), and merge Gypopsitta in Pionopsitta. The reasons for these departures are briefly summarised in the Notes section of each relevant account.
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Scale images of a selection of parrot species to illustrate the diversity of sizes and shapes within the family.




NATURAL HISTORY OF THE PARROTS

General Behaviour

Many forest-dwelling parrots awake just before dawn and vacate their roosting site (generally a communal roost outside the breeding season) just before or about sunrise although some depart earlier in total darkness. Birds mainly disperse just above tree canopy height, although some – certain large macaws for instance – travel much higher. Birds mainly first disperse to feeding areas where they spend the first few hours of the day foraging. They then rest or engage in social interaction, bathe or drink. Allopreening and other bonding activities often occur at this time. Birds feed again in the afternoon before gathering into groups for return to their roosting areas. Before settling for the night, parrots often call loudly and engage in intense and excited interaction. The function of such activity may be linked both to the social dynamics of the flock and to foraging effectiveness. The silence of many parrots during most daylight hours, compared to when they are either departing or arriving at their roosting site, is perhaps an anti-predator behaviour. Most species fly on rapid shallow wingbeats but the role and type of flight seen in parrots is highly variable. Some have short rounded wings clearly adapted for flight in foliage, whilst others have long pointed wings adapted for longer-distance or nomadic movements in relatively open country.

Distribution

The parrots are mainly distributed through the tropics and subtropics but some penetrate temperate latitudes and others frequent temperate vegetation at high altitudes within the tropics and subtropics. Thus in South America the Austral Conure (267) ranges throughout Tierra del Fuego in the southern temperate zone to below 54°S (where it is the most southerly of all parrots) and the Antipodes Parakeet (140) and Red-fronted Parakeet (142) co-exist on Antipodes Island in the South Pacific at nearly 50°S. Parrots in the genus Bolborhynchus live on the temperate paramo grasslands above the treeline in the Andes, whilst the Kea (76) of New Zealand is frequently found in alpine vegetation and remains on occasion at high altitude after snowfalls. Several Psittacula parakeets inhabit temperate vegetation in mountain areas, with the Lord Derby’s Parakeet (203) seen on the Tibetan plateau at 3,300m in midwinter. The occurrence of Alexandrine Parakeet (193) in Afghanistan probably places that species as the most northerly naturally occurring parrot although the Carolina Parakeet Conuropsis carolinensis ranged further north in North America until it was persecuted to extinction in the early 20th century.

Parrots become increasingly diverse, however, in tropical and subtropical lowland forested areas, and have speciated most markedly in the New World and Australia, where there are 145 and 59 species representing 25 and 26 genera respectively. For reasons as yet unexplained, the family is relatively poorly represented in Africa and its islands where there are only 23 species in five genera (including the Ring-necked Parakeet, 194, which also occurs in Asia). Within these broad limits, it is lowland tropical forests that are favoured by most species.

A consequence of the large-scale trade in parrots has been the inadvertent (but sometimes deliberate) introduction of species to lands to which they are not native. Up to 27 species of parrot breed as feral birds in North America alone. Feral Canary-winged Parakeets (283) have already been reported as causing damage to mango and other fruit crops in suburban Miami with others, such as Monk Parakeet (269) and Black-headed Conure (247), posing a potential risk as serious crop predators. Feral parrots are established outside their normal range in other parts of the world, too, including the Ring-necked Parakeet, which is present in, among other places, the Arabian Peninsula, UK and Netherlands.

Habitat

Most parrots dwell in forest habitats and are therefore largely or exclusively arboreal. There are, however, exceptions. Some are exclusively terrestrial, such as the Ground Parrot (156) and the flightless Kakapo.

Some are specialists of shoreline habitats during at least part of their annual cycles, such as the Orange-bellied Parrot (151) of Australia which feeds on the seeds of halophytic plants outside the breeding season, and the Kermadec island race of Red-fronted Parakeet which is known to include small limpets in its diet.

Several more parrot species inhabit grasslands with only light woodland or scattered bushes and shrubs, the Rufous-fronted Parakeet (274) of the Colombian Andes and the Budgerigar (155) and Neophema parakeets of Australia, for example.

Within wooded ecosystems, it is generally more humid formations that hold most species, although many of the parrots are found in seasonally dry woodlands, savanna and even arid and semi-arid vegetation. For example, the very dry scrub and thorny woodlands on the Pacific slope of Mexico are home to the Lilac-crowned Amazon (330), while the Lear’s Macaw (208) inhabits a dry rugged enclave in the interior of north-east Brazil and the Niam-niam Parrot (165) occurs on the southern fringes of the Sahara.

Forest habitats are obviously dominated by trees and it is upon trees that most parrots rely to provide most of their needs. The most obvious and regular requirement is for food and nearly all parrots rely on various tress to provide their diet. In some cases – for instance, the Thick-billed (225) and Yellow-eared (224) Parrots that respectively need pine trees and wax palms for their food - this requirement is highly specific; but such specialisation is limited to a few situations where certain plants form actual or virtual monospecific stands. Since most parrots nest in tree cavities, old trees with hollows are an essential requirement of their habitat, and in some cases this limits the productivity of populations when the number of breeding pairs exceeds the number of suitable places to lay eggs and rear young. The absence of Monk Parakeets from areas where there are no tall structures (trees or pylons for example) on which to build nests is a good example of how the availability of nest-sites can determine distribution. Additional needs include drinking water (often an issue in seasonally dry forest) and for some parrots access to exposed clay licks where birds take minerals, perhaps to help neutralise plant toxins ingested with their food.

Given that lowland tropical forests hold the greatest diversity of trees (and therefore tree flowers, buds, fruits and seeds) it is to be expected that this is where most forms of parrot are found. Nevertheless, similar species of parrot are commonly not found together and there is little sympatric occurrence among members of the same genus. The Peach-fronted (244) and Cactus (246) Conures are, for example, mutually exclusive: these birds have overlapping ranges but the former inhabits the grassier areas of the cerrado and caatinga woodlands of interior north-eastern Brazil, whilst the latter is mainly found in the woodier portions of the caatinga. Thus at any one locality it is usual to find a community of non-congeneric species showing different-sized bills or foraging strategies. There are of course exceptions. Several species of Psittacula parakeet occur together in Asia and several large Ara macaws overlap in South America, with no very clear ecological separation in terms of habitat preference or diet.

The association with tree-rich habitats is reflected in the zygodactyl feet of parrots (which are clearly adapted for grasping branches and clambering in foliage), whilst the mainly green plumage of many parrots, enriched with yellow, red, blue and purple highlights, matches the colours of the leaves and flowers in the forest canopies where they dwell.

Susceptibility to low temperatures is clearly not a constraint on the distribution of most species inhabiting tropical and subtropical forests, but in the case of the Purple-bellied Parrot (352) high temperatures do present problems. In captivity, this species demonstrates discomfort about 18°C and this heat intolerance perhaps explains its preference for the forests in the cool and shaded valleys in the foothills of Brazil’s eastern coastal mountains.

The extent to which different species can tolerate habitat modification is highly variable. Some have expanded because of reduced tree cover, such as the Peach-fronted Conure and Blue-headed Macaw (220), although most forest-dwelling species have declined in the face of deforestation or forest degradation. Some others, notably in the dry interior of Australia, have benefited from water brought by agriculture to arid areas, even though the agriculture itself has transformed the birds’ original habitat.

Movements

Regular large-scale seasonal movements in response to altering weather conditions are not necessary for the avian inhabitants of many lowland tropical habitats and long-distance migration is correspondingly rare in parrots. However, the frequent clumping of food sources (such as fruiting trees) does dictate mobility and, under some conditions, seasonal movements, although these might not be predictable between years and instead often involve nomadic travel in response to altering foraging conditions. In this respect, most parrots are neither sedentary nor migratory but mobile within a geographical area that provides for all of the bird’s needs, but not necessarily all at once in one locality.

A number of parrots are also nomadic, depending on seasonal availability of water or food. The Budgerigar is perhaps the best known. The Scarlet-chested Parrot (153) is an irruptive breeder, and the enigmatic Night Parrot (157) is also thought to be a nomad. Some psittacine inhabitants of mountainous areas move to lower altitudes during the winter months (certain Psittacula parakeets for example). Many others, such as the African Grey, Blue-headed (313), and Eclectus Parrots (111), make substantial daily movements between communal roosting areas and feeding places. Birds are often especially conspicuous morning and evening whilst calling in flight en route between feeding and roosting areas. Only a handful of parrot species are migratory in the classic sense. Two Neophema, the Orange-bellied and Blue-winged Parrot (148), as well as the lorikeet-like Swift Parrot (154), migrate between Tasmania and the Australian mainland across the Bass Strait, making them the only parrots that undergo regular seasonal migrations across a major body of salt water with almost the entire populations of the first and last of these species making this seasonal displacement.

The nomadic behaviour of many parrots in the post-breeding period of their annual cycle has been subject to very little systematic investigation and may prove to be more structured than is presently understood. Some details of nomadic behaviour suggest that it is primarily young birds that engage in such seasonal wanderings. Although there is no evidence yet to determine the function of such movements, it may be that young parrots gain invaluable knowledge of available food and water sources that may be used later in times of shortage or adverse local conditions.

A few species, such as the Thick-billed Parrot, undertake irruptive movements from core areas of distribution into surrounding areas where favourable foraging conditions are found. In the case of this species at least, irruptive movements are linked to the unpredictable nature of the parrots’ main food supply (pine seeds) and the fact that shortages occur in years when trees in its core range produce little or no seed.

Social Behaviour

Most species of parrot are gregarious for at least part of their year and are chiefly encountered in small flocks or at least in pairs. An exception is Australia’s Ground Parrot, which is largely solitary. The adaptative significance of the various levels of gregariousness in parrots has been little studied but is probably related mostly to foraging effectiveness and anti-predator defence. Some species ‘appoint’ sentinels that watch over feeding flocks, and it is probable that communal roosts have at least some anti-predator as well as foraging benefits too.

Social roosting is common in parrots. Some spend the night in the tops of trees on islands in rivers, for example Short-tailed (312) and African Grey Parrots, others in small groups in tree-hollows (e.g. some Pyr-rhura conures), on cliffs (some macaws) or in communal nests (Monk Parakeet). Some species convene very large night-time gatherings: roosts of Red-spectacled Amazons (328) and Maroon-fronted Parrots (226) hold a substantial proportion of their world populations (if not all in the case of the former). Hanging parrots roost upside-down, as do several lovebirds. The communal roosting of pygmy and fig parrots in cavities in active arboreal termitaria may help to conserve heat. Pairs of some parrots roost in their nest-hole as breeding approaches, presumably as a means of nest-site defence and also possibly to enhance the pair-bond.

In addition to reducing the risk of predation, communal roosting might also enable birds to exchange information about the location of fruiting trees and other patchy food sources. However, work by Chapman et al. (1989) suggests that large communal roosts may instead be a mechanism whereby birds more effectively disperse over potential feeding territory. Their observations showed small feeding flocks reluctant to set off from a large roost in the direction of a preceding flock, perhaps indicating a means whereby birds reduce intraspecific competition through effective dispersal.

Various birds of prey appear to be the principal predators of parrots although monkeys, other tree-dwelling mammals and snakes undoubtedly take a lot of eggs and nestlings. When a flock of parrots becomes aware of a potential predator it quickly falls silent before noisily exploding from cover. The sudden noise and movement appears designed to cause temporary confusion.
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Macaws taking clay at a riverside barrieros.

Diet

Parrots mainly eat plant parts. Seeds, fruits, blossoms, nectar, pollen, buds, leaves, berries, nuts and sometimes bark are the principal known food items. The emphasis on particular plant products varies widely between genera. Some parrots are specialist feeders. The Anodorhynchus macaws are structurally adapted (with their massively powerful bills) to exploit various palm nuts, whilst the lories with their ‘brush’ tongues have evolved to take pollen and nectar. It is believed that the Hapalopsittaca parrots of the Andes are specialist feeders on (or at least show a preference for) mistletoe fruits whilst the Brotogeris parakeets of South America apparently show an association with trees in the Bombacaceae (although it is not yet known if this preference reflects a trophic relationship). Pygmy parrots feed on lichens taken from tree bark and are adapted to a trunk-hugging lifestyle with stiff projecting shafts from their tail feathers and long curved claws. Others, with long wings, slender pointed tails and streamlined bodies, are adapted for routinely covering long distances in search of grass seeds (Neophema and Psilopsiagon parakeets for example).

Some others are generalists. With medium-sized all-purpose bills, typical fleshy parrot tongues and the psittacine ability to manipulate food with their feet, they have wide dietary flexibility which sustains some species (such as the Ring-necked Parakeet) over very large and ecologically diverse ranges. The adaptability in feeding habits demonstrated by birds in captivity (denied their normal wild diet) demonstrates a level of behavioural, anatomical and biochemical flexibility that is clearly of great advantage to species inhabiting tropical forest ecosystems where a wide range of feeding opportunities are presented and where adaptability clearly has survival advantages.

Whilst fruits feature in the diet of many parrots, closer examination of some birds’ feeding habits has revealed that it is the seeds embedded in the fruit rather than the fruit itself that they are eating. In respect of the lories, it has been widely held for some time that pollen forms an important component of their diet. However, experimental investigations by Brice et al. (1989) into pollen digestion indicate that even lorikeets find it difficult to digest pollen grains and that it cannot be an important source of energy or protein. These findings strongly suggest that the importance of pollen is overestimated for birds apparently adapted to exploit it. Why they are so closely adapted to eating it or what comprises their principal source of protein or energy (assuming that the calculations by Brice et al. are correct) is not known.

Some species (Pyrrhura conures for example) also take a good deal of animal food in the form of insects and their larvae, and there are examples of several species consuming aquatic molluscs (including Golden-winged Parakeet, 287, and Hyacinth Macaw). A wide range of parrots also visit earth banks to take mineral-rich soil where they sometimes congregate in very large numbers. This behaviour is especially noteworthy in Amazonia where many hundreds of parrots from several species attend together at so-called barreiros on river banks in the forest. Visiting clay banks to take mineral deposits clearly serves some very important function, possibly obtaining trace elements, neutralising the toxic effects of poisons ingested with plant foods, or both. A parallel behaviour is perhaps observed in Australian parrots that have been found with charcoal in their stomachs. Many parrots have been found with small stones in their digestive tracts as a means to help grind and digest hard seed food.

The role of parrots as seed dispersers, and therefore as agents in shaping the ecosystems they inhabit, is very poorly known. Whilst many species crush the seeds they eat, birds that take whole berries and small fruits potentially have important dynamic relationships with their habitat. Those that feed on flowers, nectar or pollen undoubtedly play a role as pollinators although for any given parrot species it is not know what precise ecological impact this has compared with the activities of creatures like insects and bats.

Breeding

Parrots are mainly monogamous and, in the case of larger species at least, pair for life. The bond between pairs is constantly reinforced by allopreening and feeding. This strategy is perhaps adaptive, because of the high proportion of learned (as compared to instinctive) behaviour exhibited in parrots: pairs that know each other well and have experience of one another breed more successfully. Most species show no sexual dimorphism and, where this does occur, gender differences are for the most part slight and are seen mainly in plumage rather than size or structure.

There are a few exceptional species that are polygamous. Males of both the Kea and Kakapo of New Zealand sometimes have several female breeding partners. The nocturnal lekking behaviour of the Kakapo, where several males gather at night and make booming calls to attract females, is unique to the group.

Some parrots are territorial whilst breeding and defend at least a small area around their nest. The Purple-bellied Parrot of the Atlantic rainforests of Brazil is highly territorial, with nests generally dispersed around 2km apart. Generally speaking, species living outside the tropics, where food availability is more seasonal, have more defined breeding seasons. Many lories by contrast tend to be opportunistic breeders with the onset of egg-laying determined by the local availability of nectar and pollen on flowering trees. Whilst this is often during the rainiest part of the year, the timing of breeding does vary from year to year. Such opportunistism is facilitated by the parrots’ mainly monogamous breeding system with the pair-bond established and the pair ready to commence nesting at any time conditions become suitable.

The vast majority of species are cavity-breeders, with nests located in hollows in trees and palms, either those occurring through, for example, storm damage or ones that have been excavated by other species such as woodpeckers. Most parrots prefer nest-sites as high up as possible. Those species using tree-hollows for breeding often enlarge their nest-cavity with the resulting wood shavings providing a simple platform for eggs. The availability of suitable nest-sites is undoubtedly a limiting factor that determines breeding density. There may be a linkage between the onset of egg-laying and incubation behaviour and the daytime darkness experienced by birds spending time in their nest-hollows. The endocrine changes that occur then may be an important component of the breeding cycle. It is the female of most parrots that spends increasing time in the nest-hollow prior to egg-laying and in nearly all species the female alone incubates. Male birds feed incubating females.

Some parrots excavate holes in arboreal termite nests (some Brotogeris parakeets and Aratinga conures, for example) and terrestrial termitaria (Golden-shouldered Parrot, 138, Red-faced Lovebird, 172). A few species nest in gaps in masonry (Ring-necked Parakeet and Black-winged Lovebird, 173). Cliff-nesting is observed in several species including the Maroon-fronted Parrot and Lear’s Macaw. Some others, such as the Patagonian Conure (249) and some of the Bolborhynchus parakeets, dig burrows into banks or cliffs; in the case of the former species these nesting burrows can be up to 3 m long. The Rock Parrot (150) nests only in rock crevices just above the high-tide mark on the south Australian coast. The Ground Parrot lays its eggs in a shallow depression on the ground beneath a bush or tussock.

Very few parrots construct nests although a few do carry nest material into cavities. The Monk Parakeet is unique in the family in building large communal stick nests (in which each pair has its own nest chamber) whilst the lovebirds Agapornis are noteworthy for their habit of carrying material to line their nest-chambers (in the case of some species by tucking it into their rump feathers). Some lovebirds (the fischeri-personatus complex) and the hanging parrots are also remarkable for the domed grass nests they construct inside their breeding cavities.

Whilst some parrots nest in loose colonies (for example some Psittacula parakeets) it is very rare for several pairs to share one nest-chamber. In the case of the Golden Conure, however, several females often–contribute to a single clutch with 14 young reported from one captive nest. The adaptive significance of this behaviour has not been explored but could include anti-predator advantages or be a response to limited nest-site availability and a means better to retain a nest-cavity in the face of competition from larger or more aggressive species. Some Australian species such as Scarlet-chested Parrot and Budgerigar are irruptive partly in response to rainfall and form nesting colonies in areas where they have been absent for many years.

[image: Parrots_final_0025_001]

Lovebird carrying nesting material tucked in rump feathers.

In common with other cavity-nesting groups, the parrots lay white eggs. Clutch-size is variable with, on average, smaller species producing larger clutches. For example, the Green-rumped Parrotlet (276) lays on average seven eggs and in some years, if conditions are right, will double-brood. The large Imperial Parrot (350) of Dominica on the other hand usually produces one fledgling at most every other breeding attempt and if conditions are not favourable will not breed at all. Differing levels of productivity are clearly of central importance in shaping the resilience of different parrots to negative population pressures.

Young parrots are altricial and born either naked or with only sparse down; they are wholly dependent at first on their parents for food and often for warmth. Most species reach sexual maturity between their second and fourth year with as a general rule maturity reached earlier in smaller species. An extreme case is the Budgerigar, which can attain breeding condition in about six months, apparently an adaptation to the unpredictable ecological conditions that prevail in its range where breeding opportunities must be seized at short notice to be successful. Many juvenile parrots show distinct plumages (generally duller than adults), and are discernibly smaller with darker irides.

Nocturnal Species

Most parrots are diurnal although several are active at night including the Black-lored Parrot (110), which occurs only on the island of Buru, Indonesia, and the Hyacinth Macaw, which can be active when the moon is bright. The Blue-backed Parrot (109) from Sulawesi and the Philippines, and some members of the Pacific genus Prosopeia, are active after dark, but the best examples of truly nocturnal species are the amazing Kakapo from New Zealand and the little-known Night Parrot from Australia.
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Monk Parakeets at a communal nest.




CONSERVATION STATUS

The parrots possess the largest number of threatened species of any bird family. Collar et al. (1994) recognise 90 species at risk of global extinction (see Table 1). The situation in Latin America and the Caribbean is especially serious with 44 species, nearly a third (31%) of the total in that region, considered at risk of global extinction (see also Collar and Juniper 1992, Collar et al. 1992). With these dire statistics in mind, it is perhaps fitting that the world’s rarest bird (the Spix’s Macaw, 210) should be a Neotropical parrot.

Extinct Species

Many parrot species have recently become extinct as a result of human-induced impacts. These species were mainly, but not exclusively, inhabitants of islands.

At the time of the first European expeditions to the Caribbean, a minimum of 28 parrot species lived on the islands there. In the 500 years since then, most have become extinct. These include the Cuban Macaw Ara tricolor of Cuba and Hispaniola which was hunted and collected to extinction in the latter part of the 19th century, the amazons of Guadeloupe (Amazona violacea) and Martinique (A. martinica), and a conure on Puerto Rico (Aratinga maugei). Most of those that remain are in danger of extinction with several at critical risk.
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The Indian Ocean too has seen the untimely departure of a large proportion of its parrot species. The Mascarene and Broad-billed Parrots (Mascarinus mascarinus and Lophopsittacus mauritianus) of Mauritius disappeared during the first half of the 19th and 17th centuries respectively, whilst two Psittacula, the Seychelles Parakeet P. wardi, persecuted to oblivion, and Newton’s Parakeet P. exsul of Rodrigues, extinct for unknown reasons, were lost at about the start of the 20th century.

In the Pacific, the Norfolk Island Kaka Nestor productus was hunted to extinction by the early 19th century. The New Caledonian Lorikeet might hang on in New Caledonia whilst several other species of lory have been lost from islands they formerly inhabited and are now at serious risk where they remain.

Whilst most known parrot extinctions have been of island forms, some were inhabitants of continental areas. The Glaucous Macaw has not been seen since 1951 and is now perhaps extinct, probably because of the clearance by farmers of stands of its preferred palm food-plant, whilst the Carolina Parakeet, once widespread in the United States, became extinct during the early part of the 20th century, at least partly because of persecution and collecting.

The disappearance of these birds provides testimony to the folly of humankind’s attitude toward its fellow inhabitants of the earth. Whilst the human view of the world has evidently shifted in recent decades to show ever-greater sympathy towards endangered wildlife, the fact remains that a great many more parrot species, unless urgent and decisive action is taken, will soon remain only as distant memories or skins in museum collections.
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Norfolk Island Kaka

Threatened species

Collar et al. (1994) estimate risk of extinction to different species in several standardised threat categories. The categories used in respect of threatened parrots are Extinct in the Wild, Critically Endangered, Endangered and Vulnerable. Species are deemed Extinct in the Wild when they are known only to survive in captivity or as a naturalised population well outside the past range. Critically Endangered birds face an extremely high risk of extinction in the wild in the immediate future, whilst Endangered species face a high risk of extinction in the wild in the near future. Those categorised as Vulnerable face a high risk of extinction in the medium term. Various criteria linked to population size, vulnerability and the level of threat are used to assign species to these categories. Other threat categories (in addition to those cited above) are used by Collar et al. (1994), but these have not been applied to any of the parrots.

The categories used in Collar et al. (1994) were subsequently slightly modified but are by and large those now adopted (since 1996) at the global level by IUCN–The World Conservation Union. The threat categories are intended partly to prioritise conservation action with the most threatened in need of most urgent assistance. Species listed by Collar et al. (1994) are included in Table 1. These birds are further indicated in the specific species accounts contained in the main body of this book.

Table 1.    Parrots under threat of global extinction (from Collar et al. 1994). An asterisk indicates listing on CITES Appendix I as at 1997 (for the remaining Appendix I taxa see Table 2 and the later discussion of CITES under Live Bird Trade).

5 Red-and-blue Lory Eos histrio ENDANGERED*

9 Black-winged Lory Eos cyanogenia VULNERABLE

17 Mindanao Lorikeet Trichoglossus johnstoniae VULNERABLE

21 Iris Lorikeet Psitteuteles iris VULNERABLE

23 Chattering Lory Lorius garrulus VULNERABLE

24 Purple-naped Lory Lorius domicella VULNERABLE

31 Kuhl’s Lorikeet Vini kuhlii ENDANGERED

32 Stephen’s Lorikeet Vini stepheni VULNERABLE

33 Blue Lorikeet Vini peruviana VULNERABLE

34 Ultramarine Lorikeet Vini ultramarina ENDANGERED*

41 Blue-fronted Lorikeet Charmosyna toxopei VULNERABLE

46 New Caledonian Lorikeet Charmosyna diadema ENDANGERED

47 Red-throated Lorikeet Charmosyna amabilis VULNERABLE

56 White-tailed Black Cockatoo Calyptorhynchus baudinii VULNERABLE

57 Slender-billed Black Cockatoo Calyptorhynchus latirostris VULNERABLE

60 Glossy Black Cockatoo Calyptorhynchus lathami VULNERABLE

64 Yellow-crested Cockatoo Cacatua sulphurea ENDANGERED

67 Salmon-crested Cockatoo Cacatua moluccensis VULNERABLE*

68 White Cockatoo Cacatua alba VULNERABLE

69 Philippine Cockatoo Cacatua haematuropygia CRITICAL*

77 Kaka Nestor meridionalis VULNERABLE

88 Salvadori’s Fig Parrot Psittaculirostris salvadorii VULNERABLE

98 Montane Racquet-tail Prioniturus montanus VULNERABLE

99 Mindanao Racquet-tail Prioniturus waterstradti VULNERABLE

100 Blue-headed Racquet-tail Prioniturus platenae VULNERABLE

101 Green Racquet-tail Prioniturus luconensis ENDANGERED

103 Blue-winged Racquet-tail Prioniturus verticalis ENDANGERED

108 Blue-naped Parrot Tanygnathus lucionensis ENDANGERED

110 Black-lored Parrot Tanygnathus gramineus VULNERABLE

112 Pesquet’s Parrot Psittrichas fulgidus VULNERABLE

121 Superb Parrot Polytelis swainsonii VULNERABLE

123 Alexandra’s Parrot Polytelis alexandrae VULNERABLE

138 Golden-shouldered Parrot Psephotus chrysopterygius ENDANGERED*

140 Antipodes Parakeet Cyanoramphus unicolor VULNERABLE

141 Norfolk Island Parakeet Cyanoramphus cookii CRITICAL*

145 Horned Parakeet Eunymphicus cornutus VULNERABLE

151 Orange-bellied Parrot Neophema chrysogaster ENDANGERED*

153 Scarlet-chested Parrot Neophema splendida VULNERABLE

154 Swift Parrot Lathamus discolor VULNERABLE

157 Night Parrot Geopsittacus occidentalis CRITICAL*

158 Kakapo Strigops habroptilus EXTINCT IN THE WILD*

179 Black-cheeked Lovebird Agapornis nigrigenis ENDANGERED

187 Sangir Hanging Parrot Loriculus catamene ENDANGERED

192 Wallace’s Hanging Parrot Loriculus flosculus VULNERABLE

195 Mauritius Parakeet Psittacula echo CRITICAL*

198 Intermediate Parakeet Psittacula intermedia VULNERABLE

207 Hyacinth Macaw Anodorhynchus hyacinthinus VULNERABLE*

208 Lear’s Macaw Anodorhynchus leari CRITICAL*

210 Spix’s Macaw Cyanopsitta spixii CRITICAL*

212 Blue-throated Macaw Ara glaucogularis ENDANGERED*

213 Military Macaw Ara militaris VULNERABLE*

217 Red-fronted Macaw Ara rubrogenys ENDANGERED*

221 Blue-winged Macaw Propyrrhura maracana VULNERABLE*

224 Yellow-eared Parrot Ognorhynchus icterotis CRITICAL*

225 Thick-billed Parrot Rhynchopsitta pachyrhyncha ENDANGERED*

226 Maroon-fronted Parrot Rhynchopsitta terrisi VULNERABLE*
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Spix’s Macaw Cyanopsitta spixii
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Night Parrot Geopsittacus occidentalis

227 Golden Conure Guaruba guarouba ENDANGERED*

230 Socorro Conure Aratinga brevipes VULNERABLE

236 Cuban Conure Aratinga euops VULNERABLE

237 Hispaniolan Conure Aratinga chloroptera VULNERABLE

240 Golden-capped Conure Aratinga auricapilla VULNERABLE

248 Golden-plumed Parrot Leptosittaca branickii VULNERABLE

250 Blue-throated Conure Pyrrhura cruentata VULNERABLE*

257 Santa Marta Conure Pyrrhura viridicata VULNERABLE

260 El Oro Conure Pyrrhura orcesi VULNERABLE

262 White-breasted Conure Pyrrhura albipectus VULNERABLE

263 Brown-breasted Conure Pyrrhura calliptera VULNERABLE

274 Rufous-fronted Parakeet Bolborhynchus ferrugineifrons ENDANGERED

281 Yellow-faced Parrotlet Forpus xanthops VULNERABLE

296 Brown-backed Parrotlet Touit melanonota ENDANGERED

297 Golden-tailed Parrotlet Touit surda ENDANGERED

298 Spot-winged Parrotlet Touit stictoptera VULNERABLE

309 Rusty-faced Parrot Hapalopsittaca amazonina ENDANGERED

310 Fuertes’s Parrot Hapalopsittaca fuertesi CRITICAL

311 Red-faced Parrot Hapalopsittaca pyrrhops ENDANGERED

325 Black-billed Amazon Amazona agilis VULNERABLE

326 Puerto Rican Amazon Amazona vittata CRITICAL*

328 Red-spectacled Amazon Amazona pretrei ENDANGERED*

329 Green-cheeked Amazon Amazona viridigenalis ENDANGERED*

333 Red-browed Amazon Amazona rhodocorytha ENDANGERED*

334 Red-tailed Amazon Amazona brasiliensis ENDANGERED*

336 Yellow-faced Amazon Amazona xanthops VULNERABLE

337 Yellow-shouldered Amazon Amazona barbadensis VULNERABLE*

339 Yellow-headed Amazon Amazona oratrix ENDANGERED

346 Vinaceous Amazon Amazona vinacea ENDANGERED*

347 St Lucia Amazon Amazona versicolor VULNERABLE*

348 Red-necked Amazon Amazona arausiaca VULNERABLE*

349 St Vincent Amazon Amazona guildingii VULNERABLE*

350 Imperial Amazon Amazona imperialis VULNERABLE*

352 Purple-bellied Parrot Trichlaria malachitacea ENDANGERED
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Imperial Amazon

Amazona imperialis

It needs to be stressed that these listings are subject to periodic update as new information comes in. The classification of several species listed in Table 1 may not appear consistent with the data available in this book, but this simply reflects changes in knowledge since 1994 when the classifications were made.
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Mauritius Parakeet Psittacula echo

In addition to the species listed in Table 1, a great many other parrots, perhaps the majority, are in decline and could in the future be included in threatened lists if their circumstances are not addressed. Collar et al. (1994), recognising that a number of species are already close to fulfilling the criteria for threat categories, identify a further 40 species in a ‘Near-Threatened’ category. These species are listed in Table 2. As with Table 1, new (post-1994) information may now render some of these listings inappropriate.

Table 2.    Near-Threatened parrots (from Collar et al. 1994). Those listed on CITES Appendix I as at 1997 are marked with an asterisk.

8 Blue-streaked Lory Eos reticulata

10 Blue-eared Lory Eos semilarvata

27 White-naped Lory Lorius albidinuchus

38 Palm Lorikeet Charmosyna palmarum

42 Striated Lorikeet Charmosyna multistriata

48 Duchess Lorikeet Charmosyna margarethae

55 Palm Cockatoo Probosciger aterrimus*

63 Pink Cockatoo Cacatua leadbeateri

70 Tanimbar Cockatoo (Corella) Cacatua goffini*

72 Western Corella Cacatua pastinator

76 Kea Nestor notabilis

79 Geelvink Pygmy Parrot Micropsitta geelvinkiana

90 Blue-rumped Parrot Psittinus cyanurus

102 Blue-crowned Racquet-tail Prioniturus discurus

194 Yellowish-breasted Racquet-tail Prioniturus flavicans

106 Buru Racquet-tail Prioniturus mada

113 Crimson Shining-Parrot Prosopeia tabuensis

114 Masked Shining-Parrot Prosopeia personata

117 Moluccan King-Parrot Alisterus amboinensis

119 Olive-shouldered Parrot Aprosmictus jonquillaceus

137 Hooded Parrot Psephotus dissimilis*

144 Yellow-fronted Parakeet Cyanoramphus auriceps

152 Turquoise Parrot Neophema pulchella

176 Fischer’s Lovebird Agapornis fischeri

189 Green-fronted Hanging Parrot Loriculus tener

191 Yellow-throated Hanging Parrot Loriculus pusillus

203 Derbyan Parakeet Psittacula derbiana

205 Nicobar Parakeet Psittacula caniceps

233 Red-masked Conure Aratinga erythrogenys

265 Rose-crowned Conure Pyrrhura rhodocephala

268 Slender-billed Conure Enicognathus leptorhynchus

284 Grey-cheeked Parakeet Brotogeris pyrrhopterus

290 Amazonian Parrotlet Nannopsittaca dachilleae

293 Red-fronted Parrotlet Touit costaricensis

301 Pileated Parrot Pionopsitta pileata*

320 Cuban Amazon Amazona leucocephala*

321 Yellow-billed Amazon Amazona collaria

322 Hispaniolan Amazon Amazona ventralis

330 Lilac-crowned Amazon Amazona finschi

332 Blue-cheeked Amazon Amazona dufresniana




We additionally recommend that the Saffron-headed Parrot (305) be urgently considered for inclusion in future revisions of threatened species lists. It is also worth noting that Collar et al. (1994) lumped Great Green Macaw (214) with Military (213), and Uvea Parakeet (146) with Horned (145): since they treat Military as threatened, the Great Green (if ‘split’ as here) must inevitably be listed as threatened, and since the ‘split’ Uvea Parakeet is so numerically weak (see account) there can be no doubt that that, too, would have to qualify as a threatened species. We are aware that strong consideration is being given to the splitting of both these forms by BirdLife in its future analyses.


THREATS

The parrots at risk of extinction and those deemed Near-Threatened face a wide range of pressures. In general, however, the principal sources of threat arise from habitat loss and collection of birds for the live bird trade (Collar and Juniper 1992). Some 73 of the 90 species recognised at risk of global extinction are believed to be negatively affected (or potentially negatively affected) by habitat loss, fragmentation or degradation, while 39 are under pressure from trapping to the extent that it may contribute significantly to their extinction, with at least 28 species affected by both pressures.

Habitat Loss

The loss, fragmentation or degradation of habitat is the most serious threat. Some parrots are now confined to small fragments of their original habitat (such as some of the Brazilian Atlantic rainforest endemics, the amazons of the Lesser Antilles and the Psittacula parakeet on Mauritius) whilst others are rapidly declining as larger areas of suitable remaining vegetation contract. Birds existing in small populations in restricted areas are at particular risk because of their greater susceptibility to other threats including storms, drought, disease and trapping for the live bird trade.

Outright habitat destruction clearly has most impact but habitat degradation, through the effects of selective logging, heavy grazing or seasonal burning of grasslands, certainly has an impact through loss of nest-sites, direct disturbance, and alterations to the mix of plant species, including food plants. However, the more subtle pressures linked to habitat (especially forest) degradation are poorly documented and the effects undoubtedly vary from species to species and even seasonally within species. A small number of parrots that prefer relatively open habitats in heavily forested regions may have increased in numbers and expanded their range as a result of forest loss or degradation (for example Jandaya Conure, 239, and Blue-headed Macaw), and in Australia some species such as the Galah (62) have benefited from the spread of agriculture and the provision of artificial watering sites for livestock.

The clearance and degradation of tropical forest is the most important manifestation of habitat loss facing the parrots. Estimates of rates of deforestation in the tropics provided by the United Nation’s Food and Agriculture Organization in 1993 indicated that there was an acceleration in the area of forest lost during the 1980s, reaching in excess of 150,000km2 per year in 1990. This very high figure (encompassing an area of land larger than England and Wales combined) applies to all kinds of tropical forests but the data indicate that the rate of loss was (and still is) on average higher in tropical rainforests. Although the rate of tropical deforestation declined during the early 1990s, further monitoring data published by FAO in 1997 indicate another upward swing in tropical forest loss rates in the mid-1990s. Temperate forests in tropical and subtropical latitudes (such as those in the Andes, South Africa and the Himalayas) continue to decline as well, with forest cover virtually removed in some areas such as the Colombian Andes.

The distribution (as well as the rate) of deforestation is also highly significant. Many species of parrot are restricted-range endemics naturally confined to small areas, often on islands but also within continental land masses (for example Spix’s and Lear’s Macaws, El Oro Parakeet, 260, and Fuertes’s Parrot, 310). Indeed, the majority of them occupy ranges of less than 50,000km2, including those inhabiting the eastern coastal forests of Brazil, the Philippine archipelago, several Pacific and Caribbean islands and some islands in the Moluccas. In these and other cases, deforestation has been significant (nearly complete in some Philippine islands and south-east Brazil) or is set soon to be so (such as on the major islands across Indonesia).

The factors behind forest loss vary from place to place. In humid areas, conversion to large-scale agriculture (by fire, chainsaw and bulldozer), clearance by small-scale farmers, large-scale logging, infrastructure development (such as dams and roads) and mining are the principal agents of deforestation. In dry forests, conversion to ranchland, exotic tree plantations and agriculture, overgrazing and excessive fuelwood collection are the principal direct causes behind habitat loss and degradation.

But these visible agents of forest loss are often not the main root causes of deforestation. Macroeconomic difficulties faced by many tropical developing countries are the driving force behind the conversion of forest into ‘economically’ attractive land-use options as nations struggle to meet repayments on international debts. Many countries have plundered their forests for timber or cleared them away to reach mineral deposits craved by the booming economies of the developed consumer countries. The soils beneath many lowland tropical forests are now employed in the production of tropical agricultural products from palm oil to coffee and pineapples destined for overseas markets where they will earn desperately needed foreign exchange. In many cases, the people who once lived in the forest areas have been displaced by the dollar-earning commodity crops and are forced to engaged in unsustainable slash-and-burn farming elsewhere, thus compounding the problem of forest loss.

In addition to the dire economic circumstances faced by many tropical countries, domestic legislation, poorly targeted economic incentives, official corruption, absence of political interest and inadequate human and financial resources hinder action to halt deforestation. Environmental organisations such as Friends of the Earth and the World Wide Fund for Nature have drawn attention to these issues and, partly because of this, international agreements have been made to address many of the causes of forest loss, including unsustainable logging, unplanned agricultural expansion and the effective safeguarding of at least the most important protected areas. However, much more must urgently be accomplished in practical terms if a large proportion of the parrots (not to mention millions of other species) are not to be committed to oblivion during the coming few decades.

During the 1980s and 1990s the massive wildfires that have swept through the forests in Indonesian Borneo and Sumatra and the Amazon basin of Brazil underline the consequences of poorly enforced measures to achieve sustainable forestry. Driven by policies designed to promote rapid economic growth, countries such as Indonesia and Brazil have found it
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