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Over the years I have seen many baby parrot photos in mass circulation bird 

magazines. Even considering the low quality of some of these pictures, it is 

surprising how many of them show neophyte hookbills who have 

discolorations on their newly sprouted plumage. A most predominate one is 

the dark “stress bar” which shows up on body feathers at a few weeks of 

age. 

 

I have observed playful young conure pets who displayed a single wide 

blackish band on all their wing coverts and early tail plumage--marking the 

abrupt change that took place the day they were removed from their parent’s 

nestbox and placed on rigid hourly feedings with unaccustomed commercial 

gruel formula.  

 

In various nursery operations, I have seen handfeeding macaws with bar 

after dark bar on back and wing and body feathers—victims of incubator 

hatching and daily food intake inadequate to meet their total nutritional 

needs. 

 

In pet bird retail stores, I have noticed umbrella cockatoo babies with 

multiple stress markings on their white feathering—not in the form of black 

bars, but instead a distinct break in the texture and sheen of the individual 

feathers, a glitch or thin spot, so to speak, in the pure growth lines of the 

white plumage. It is almost as if the feather vanes have failed to develop 

proper fine barbules and hence show abnormalities in their locking structure. 

 

A common name for such anomalies is “stress lines” or “stress bars.”  We 

urge all psittacine customers to look closely for such black markings on any 

fledgling parrot they are considering for purchase. They are a clear 

indication of the quality of baby parrot one is buying. They also can point to 

potential mistakes made during the first few weeks of raising. 

 

It would be difficult to recall the last time here at The Perfect Parrot that we 

fledged a psittacine chick which showed dark feather discolorations. Tis’ 

just too easy to raise parrot chicks in a manner which avoids undue stress! 



 

Take nutritional causes of black feather bars, for example. When I pull a 

chick from its parents and first nestbox home in order to handfeed and 

human imprint/impress it, provided the breeder pair has been eating a well-

balanced diet, the baby bird’s droppings will be a normal healthy green and 

white just like Mom and Dad’s. Now if , in the nursery, I radically alter the 

makeup of the food given such neonate hookbills, the droppings will turn to 

a runny tan color. Many processed, fine grained  parrot baby formulas can 

do this literally overnight. Presto, nutritional stress.  

 

I am not saying all these kinds of commercial hookbill formulas are bad for 

parrot chicks; I am merely noting that they are insufficient to keep the 

fledglings producing normal poops like they were when parents were doing 

the feeding. Remember, breeder pairs of psittacines eat chunks and seed coat 

fiber, and green enzymatic juices and such, then regurgitate same to their 

offspring.  

 

The more mediocre the handfeeding formula one utilizes, the greater the 

chance of feather growth at that stage developing black discoloration. One of 

our primary additions to chicks’ food is fresh green and raw material—live 

food if you will (grated greens, sprouts, papaya pulp, carrot juice, etc.)  This 

tends to stabilize droppings. Those who add things like canned applesauce to 

the formula they make for their birds would do well to substitute fresh, 

scraped apple pulp for the “live” benefits it provides. 

 

Environmental temperature can cause stress markings in growing psittacines. 

I wish I had a dollar for every aviculturist I have met who insists on keeping 

fully downed and feathering parrot chicks in groups in a brooder or other 

over-warmed environment. I could probably afford a Gang-Gang Cockatoo! 

 

Clutches of two and three and four feathering babies generate so much body 

heat, especially subsequent to feedings, that it is unlikely they will get 

chilled when kept covered in a secure padded container inside a normal 

house. Hardy species like many lorikeets, quaker and derbyan parakeets, 

cockatoos and cockatiels, as well as higher elevation species can frequently 

be seen panting or trying to separate themselves from nearby chicks when 

too warm. Dehydration and less than optimum digestion accompany this 

state as does stress… 

 



We have written about this before, but another cause of stress is the placing 

of neonate psittacine chicks into surroundings where they are forced to 

endure light and noise and nearby movement so that they try to hide down in 

a corner of the container. Chicks want privacy, calmness, an enclosure with 

a partial cover so that younger chicks will not try to burrow beneath elder, 

and elder siblings will not be drawn to climb upon small ones to escape the 

conditions. When in doubt about socialization schedules for hookbills raised 

to be pets, it is best to refer to good ole Mother Nature. Socialization 

commences AFTER fledging. Up until that time, we avoid stressing chicks 

by keeping them secure in the dark. Sleep, eat, poop, that’s what they need 

most. They will let you know when they are physically and psychologically 

ready to venture out into light and activity. 

 

Finally, the lack of close companionship can cause stress in psittacine 

babies. This is especially true where chicks living with siblings and mom 

and dad are removed and raised in the nursery in a container by themselves. 

No intimacy, no neck or sleep support, no other living thing with them for 

hours and hours each day. Such fledglings are much more likely to jump at 

small noises, interrupt their sleep schedules or behave in a needy fashion 

which can easily be mistaken for devotion by the inexperienced human 

keeper. A good fast rule is: never raise psittacines singly. Whenever you 

move newly-pulled chicks to the nursery environment try to mimic as much 

as possible the closeness, habitat, schedule and nutrition of the parent/family 

setting. The more severe changes one makes, the more likely the chick is to 

show feather markings instigated by those changes. 

 

So as one can see, the early development phase of baby parrots is fraught 

with stress possibilities. We like to take every step with young birds as 

slowly and gently as possible, introducing them several days in a row to a 

new situation such as being touched by a human in the nestbox, before 

finally making a move.  

 

Moreover, it is easy to see if your methods are nurturing and stress-free. The  

pure, healthy new-grown feathers tell the whole story.  

 


