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As readers of the PsittaScene and the Parrot Action Plan know, the Blue-
throated Macaw is the highly-threatened relative of the better known Blue-
and-Gold Macaw.  Unlike the larger Blue-and-Golds which are found
throughout tropical South America, the Blue-throats are found only in north-
central Bolivia.  Although there have been effective efforts to study and
protect this species since its discovery in the wild in 1992, the World Parrot
Trust is pleased to announce that we are gearing up for a fully-fledged field
conservation program for this species.  To do the job right will likely require
US$40,000 per year for the next several years.  We have just received word
from some very generous donors - Norah and Bruce Broillet - who have
contributed an astounding US$21,500 to launch the recovery of this species.
Norah and Bruce are key supporters of the Parrot Society of Los Angeles
which has helped link their captive Blue-throated Macaw to the conservation
of this spectacular species in the wild (www.parrotsocietyoflosangeles.org).
Please read on to learn more about the current status of the bird and how
we think we can help bring the species back from the brink of extinction.
We realise that not everyone can manage the generosity of the Broillet's, but
every contribution will be a huge help for these birds - for instance, $100
will build and place 2 nest boxes and $500 will buy protection for one nest
for a whole season.

Background
The Blue-throated Macaw (Ara
glaucogularis) is one of the rarest
birds in the world.  Recent
estimates put the wild population in
the range of several dozen birds
and captive estimates are in the
range of several hundred to the low
thousands (Hesse and Duffield
2000).  Although the Blue-throats
appear to be like many other
macaws specializing on one or two
species of palm for food and
nesting requirements, it was
apparently not this habitat
specialisation that drove them to
the brink of extinction.  A great deal
of their habitat still exists and is

highly compatible with cattle
ranching in central Bolivia.  The
Blue-throats have however faced a
unique challenge from a dramatic
and well-documented pet trade.
Although the exact location of the
wild birds has been a mystery to
ornithologists for decades, trappers
apparently discovered the wild
birds sometime in the late 1970's or
early 1980's.   Between the early
1980's and early 1990's, somewhere
between 400 and 1200 birds were
exported from Bolivia (Thomsen et
al. 1992, Yamashita and Machado de
Barros 1997) many of which are
now in captivity in the European
Union and in North America.  It was
not until 1992 that the last wild

birds were discovered by Charles
Munn, who posed as a wildlife
filmmaker and was led to the site
by an ex-trapper (Jordan and Munn
1993).  By then Bolivia had banned
the export of birds, the Wild Bird
Conservation Act had been signed
in the US, and the last remaining
trapper had been converted to a
guide and protector of the Blue-
throats.  In the ten years since,
most of the effort on behalf of the
Blue-throated Macaw has focused on
looking for more birds, protecting a
handful of nest sites (usually 3-4
depending on the year), and
continuing to support ex-poachers
to protect all remaining known
birds (Hesse and Duffield 2000, C.
Munn in litt.).
There are several approaches that
we feel will contribute to the
recovery of this critically
threatened bird: a brief description
of each follows:

Nest Guarding
Clearly every nesting pair of wild
Blue-throats is critical to the
survival of the species.  Ensuring
that each pair that attempts to nest
has every imaginable advantage is a
top priority.  Approaches include
stationing guards at each nest to
protect the pair from all threats:
human, mammalian, reptilian, and
avian predators. Nest entrances
should be manipulated to make it

harder for larger birds to enter the
cavity, guards should be armed with
sling-shots or light weapons like
pellet guns to discourage avian
predators, trees should be flashed
with metal to prevent climbing
predators, and the branches from
neighbouring trees should be
trimmed so predators can not get to
the nest from these trees.

Nest Enhancement
For every nesting attempt, all
avicultural techniques should be
employed to maximize the
reproductive output.  Although
little is known about nesting
patterns of wild Blue-throats, if the
captive birds and other Ara species
are any indicator, there will be
substantial opportunities to
enhance the reproductive output of
each nest - in many cases doubling
or tripling output.  Approaches
include the incubation of
abandoned eggs, supplementing the
feeding of the youngest chicks,
fumigating the cavity to ensure that
neither the chicks nor their parents
are suffering from ectoparasites,
and medicating all chicks that
require veterinary support.

Nest Box Provisioning
Observations of nesting Blue-
throats in the last decade have
indicated that the larger Blue-and-
Gold Macaws (Ara ararauna) are
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normally present in the area and
can be very aggressive toward pairs
of the smaller birds.  This is not an
idle concern as adult Blue-and-
Golds in Peru have been observed
physically removing large chicks of
the same species from a nest site,
they then take over the site only to
abandon it a few days later (Renton
in litt.).  As recently as October
2001, observers at a Blue-throated
Macaw nest site in Bolivia witnessed
this exact conflict.  Luckily in this
case, the more lightly-built Blue-
throats were able to chase off the
larger Blue-and-Golds.  A viable
alternative to shooting all the Blue-
and-Golds in the area is to
provision all nesting areas with
extra nest sites that are large
enough and desirable enough for
both species.  This will minimize
potentially-lethal competition for
nest sites during the critical period
when the birds are deciding
whether and where to nest.  A
variety of nest box designs have
been evaluated on several Ara
species in Peru and the two most
likely to work on Blue-throats will
be used at each nesting area.  One
design uses a long hollowed-out
section of the Blue-throats'
favourite nesting palm (Attalea
phalerata), which is then attached
to a live palm.  Another design is to
use a long tube of PVC tubing which
is roughly 14" in diameter with an
access door at the bottom.  These
'boxes' are also mounted to existing
live Attalea palms.

Captive Blue-throated
Macaw Coordination
Since the vast majority of the
individuals are in cages around the
world, it makes good conservation
sense to develop an understanding
of where these birds are, how many
are wild-caught, whether they are
reproducing, and whether any have
the potential to contribute directly
or indirectly to the conservation of
the wild birds. The primary target
of this effort is to work with captive
collections in Bolivia itself which we
see as valuable for two reasons.
One is that many of these birds are

close to their source of origin and
have never been exposed to other
captive birds.  Given the disease
considerations of birds housed in
multi-species facilities with birds
from all continents, these 'local'
birds could have substantial
advantages for use with the
recovery effort either through
future fostering potential, captive
breeding, or outright release.
Second, some of these facilities
have until recently provided cover
for the laundering of wild-caught
birds for export.  Working directly
with these facilities will have the
added benefit of providing
oversight to prevent any future
trafficking of wild Blue-throats.

Nest Searches
It is very likely that there remain
unknown small populations of Blue-
throated Macaws in central Bolivia.
Locating, protecting, and
monitoring these will be crucial to
the long term conservation of this
species.  The most effective way to
cover ground in this part of Bolivia
is to travel in pairs of small off-
road motorcycles - these allow
excellent flexibility on areas
without roads and a full 360° view
for sighting flying birds.

Results
The results of this project will be
measured by quantifying the output
of each known nest for the next
several years and by monitoring the
population size of the wild Blue-
throated Macaws.  Although some
nesting failures are inevitable, the
critical status and lack of
knowledge of the Blue-throated
Macaw's biology encourage every
possible action be taken to improve
their chances of a rapid recovery.
It's helpful to bear in mind that
several parrots have been rarer than
this species, including the Echo
Parakeet (Psittacula echo) on
Mauritius and the Puerto Rican
Parrot (Amazona vittata), and there
is every reason to believe that
orchestrated action now will lead to
a substantial recovery of this
species in the next decade.

However, it is the Pet Animals Act
1951-83 which makes it a
criminal offence to operate "a
business" selling any pet animals
(vertebrates) without a pet shop
licence. This Act is enforced by
local government environmental
health officers. It requires pets to
be sold only from "premises"
which are a "licensed pet shop".
The Act has powers to control the
conditions in which birds are sold,
and the numbers that can be sold.
For many years this law has been
openly flouted by the organisers
of bird sale days and auctions.
Traders, breeders and even some
national avicultural 'charities' are
all involved in this illegal trade
and thousands of pounds can be
made on a day's trading. Many
people new to bird keeping visit
these sales but on seeing such
appalling conditions, caring
newcomers are unlikely to make
further visits.
Most sale events will have birds
with bleeding and damaged
wings, faces and feet due to
transport conditions; birds kept
in cages so small they may not be
able to stand up; and filthy
overcrowded cages without food
or water; home-made cardboard
cages with chicken wire
sellotaped on. Birds whose only
food is that thrown onto the floor
of the cage where it is mixed with
their own excrement. And of
course recently imported wild-
caught birds terrified at being
trapped in cages. For many bird
keepers and traders this is seen
as a perfectly normal way to treat
birds and anyone objecting to
such conditions is likely to be
dismissed as a 'do-gooder' by
those who profit from such
cruelty. Mere complaints will not
result in any improvements being
made. Even if 'improvements'
were made, unlicensed trade
remains a criminal activity.
You might wonder why we don't
see thousands of terrified dogs
and cats sold in these conditions:

but again in cases of animal
welfare, birds always seem to
come off worse. This state of
affairs is due to several reasons.
There is a serious lack of training
with regard to local government
officers whose duty it is to
enforce this law. Most RSPCA
officers, though well-meaning,
lack adequate training in
recognising cruelty in exotic and
non-domesticated species. And
the RSPCA seems to lack the will
to take offending traders to court.
Traders will even use RSPCA
attendance at the sales to gain
credibility for their activities.
Organisers will also invite vets to
attend some of these sales to lend
an air of 'respectability' to the
event.
With these points in mind,
BirdsFirst has been running a
campaign to ensure this and
other animal welfare laws are
properly enforced. The
environmental health officers'
own advisory body, the Chartered
Institute for Environmental Health
is of a similar view to us
regarding how this Act should be
enforced and many local
authorities are enforcing the law
in the spirit intended. However,
some organisers are attempting to
find loopholes in the law to
enable them to trade as before.
They have tried to claim that
'members only' sales can be run
without a licence, but this has
failed. They are now claiming to
hold events where birds on sale
are not pet birds but 'breeding
birds' to get around the law. In
our view, itinerant trading in
birds results in them being
treated like items in a car boot
sale. When the law is properly
enforced by local government
officers this will reduce the
suffering of thousands of birds
immediately.
For more information on this
issue contact Greg Glendell at:
greg@petparrot.freeserve.co.uk  
or call Greg 0870 757 2381.

BirdsFirst and the
UK Trade in Parrots
By GREG GLENDELL
Those who work for the welfare of birds are often disgusted at the
conditions in which birds are sold. In Britain you can still go to sale
days and auctions where you will see wild-caught parrots growling in
sheer terror as a gullible public are duped into purchasing a 'bargain
bird' for a pet. There are still plenty of vile, dingy high street pet shops
where traders profit by deliberately keeping parrots in cruel conditions
so that it will be 'rescued' by a buyer. The bird is soon replaced by yet
another one. Often, we feel we need new, better laws to prevent such
cruelty (perhaps we do). However, the UK has several laws relating to
animal welfare, which are simply not being enforced. The RSPCA usually
use the Protection of Animals Act 1911 against cases of cruelty
regarding housing and treatment of animals. The Wildlife & Countryside
Act 1981 is also used, particularly with illegal trade in British birds.

Blue-throated Macaw juvenile at nest entrance.


