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 BREEDING THE FULVOUS-BREASTED WOODPECKER 
 (Picoides macei) AT BIRDWORLD 

 

Paul Wexler 

The Fulvous-breasted Woodpecker belongs to the Genus Picoides  related to our own Greater and Lesser spotted 

Woodpecker P. major and P. minor respectively.  The genus itself has 33 species listed making it the largest 

genus in the Picidae family.  Picoides macei has five sub species ranging from north Pakistan, through northern 

India, Bangladesh, Burma, southern Laos, south Vietnam, Cambodia and north west and central Thailand.  Two of 

the sub species are Island races, P.m.andamanensis as its name suggests belongs to the Andaman islands and 

P.m.analis belongs to Java and Bali.  It is the last sub species that is kept at Birdworld. 

 

We acquired our pair of Fulvous -breasted Woodpeckers early in 1994 and at this time the pair were already mature 

with the female showing a heavily bared brood patch from previous breeding attempts. 

 

The pair were first housed in one of our Lorikeet aviaries, these being fairly indestructible compared with other 

wooden framed aviaries.  A few horizontal perches were placed into the flight, but the birds predominantly used 

upright logs that were set on different sides of the aviary and also the aviary wire.  

 

A straight forward softbill meal was fed to the birds each morning, comprising chopped fruits, soaked Avi plus 

softbill mix, minced ox heart and a few regular mealworms, all the food was given a light dusting with vitamins.   

A single nest box measuring 12" X 8" X 8" and lined with a mix of dry peat and wood shavings was put up on the 

side of the flight toward the back where it would be slightly sheltered.  This box was used mainly for roosting in, 

though the female spent many hours of the day perching inside with only her head looking out. 

 

By June 1994 the female still carried the bared brood patch which was cause for a little concern as feathers were 

not showing any signs of growing back.  However on inspecting the nest box two eggs were found so it was 

deemed that the pair must be quite settled and fit.  The eggs having a very thin shell allowed us to see instantly 

that they had been incubated for some time, but showed no sign of fertility and hence were removed from the box. 

 

No further breeding activity was noticed in 1994 and with the cold weather approaching and the female being still 

only partially feathered, it was deemed prudent to move the birds in October into one of our Tropical House aviaries 

to over winter, with every intention of returning them back to an on show flight the following spring.  

 



 

 
 
 2 

With a full moult behind them the pair embarked on a new season very early.  Their nesting box which had been 

moved with them was checked toward the end of February and found to have two fairly well developed eggs inside. 

 Unfortunately it appeared that the chicks had been eaten by the hen nearly as soon as they had hatched.   

 

The nest and indeed aviary, being off show was left as undisturbed as possible, during the subsequent weeks, 

feeding and cleaning being the only activities that would regularly upset the birds.  The nest box was checked 

once a week so that we could be sure if, and when, any eggs had been produced and thus gauge an approximate 

hatch date.  Live food was increased in quantity and variety around the time eggs were due to hatch in an effort to 

prevent any further infanticide. Despite these efforts a further six clutches of three eggs each were lost, the last 

having been seen a day before hatching and left for just one more try, but when checked on the hatch day two had 

been devoured leaving a single infertile egg.  It was at this stage we decided to try hand rearing.   

 

This is a situation that we had tried to avoid, having failed on every attempt at hand raising Woodpeckers in the 

past.  On the 16th of May, seven days after the firs t egg had been laid, clutch eight was removed from the nest 

and taken to the Incubation Research Station for artificial incubating. 

 

Of four eggs measured in 1995 the average length was 21.34mm, the width 15.99mm and the weight 2.767 grams, 

the shell thickness is a mere twelfth of a millimetre.  Incubated at a constant 37.5 degrees C. the eggs were 

turned automatically 96 times over each 24 hours, with an additional 5 turns given by hand during the day.  

Humidity was set at 84 degrees f. (55% relative humidity) until the chicks pipped in to the air space of the egg, 

when they were moved to a hatcher with maximum humidity and a constant 36.5 degrees C.  The whole incubation 

period was 10 days, culminating in a tiny, blind and bald chick.  The first chick hatched on the 19th of May and 

was fed within hours of emergence.  Kept in a moist brooder set at 36 degrees C. the chick was fed every hour on 

mashed, skinless cleaned maggots and meal worms mixed with tiny amounts of vitamins.  Begging responses 

were strong and plenty of food was taken.  Feeding stopped at eleven on the first night and resumed at seven the 

following morning by which time the chick appeared very weak and soon died.  The frustrations carried on as the 

second chick came and went almost as quickly as the first, the third and final chick was treated similarly, but 

feeds were spread out to every two hours.  This was tried because we may have previously been feeding too much 

too soon and after all the chick still had residual yolk to absorb.  All was well with this method, at least for three 

days when this chick was also lost.  So far the mystery of rearing woodpeckers from the egg remains a problem 

and will have to wait until next year before it is tried again. 

 

For the ninth clutch we decided to try with an idea we had learned from breeding the Yellow fronted Woodpecker 

(Melanerpes flavifrons) in 1994 and that was to add a number of rotted logs in to the aviary to encourage the pair to 

produce their own nest chamber.  Also as they seemed to be so favourable to the nest box we thought of changing 
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that too.  In order to allow the birds to build their own chamber the box was filled tight with a mixture or wetted 

peat and bark chippings and after watching for a while the male was having great difficulty removing any of the 

filling so a rethink led to hollowing a chamber through the peat and chippings to a 4" diameter and about 9" deep.  

This new chamber was then filled tight with wettened wood shavings so the chamber depth could be designed by 

the pair.  Work began almost instantly with the male pulling out wood shavings from the box entrance till late in 

the evening.  Within a few days the shavings were removed leaving just the soiled chamber walls which dried solid 

in the subsequent days. 

 

Four eggs were seen on the 12th of June and were obviously being sat well by the female as three could be seen 

to be fertile and close to hatching.  The nest was checked daily whilst the hen remained undisturbed and by the 

14th of June one chick was seen in the box with mother and appeared to be strong.  Only the infertile egg 

accompanied the chick in the nest, there was no sign of the other chicks, only broken shells. 

 

Again the nest was checked each day to watch the chicks progress and on each inspection it was a pleasure to 

see the chick become a day older and growing well. 

 

Life feeding was kept up and increased daily, mainly with mealworms and cleaned maggots, but occasionally 

crickets.  Little was observed as far as feeding was concerned, both parents were quite nervous about entering the 

nest if the were being watched.  However toward the latter part of the rearing, perhaps when the chick was 

becoming more insistent, the parents could be observed from a distance.  Still it was difficult to see exactly what 

was happening, although the chick grew fast and appeared, by early July to be about big enough to fledge, there 

was no sign of the parents encouraging the youngster out.  On the 9th of July the chick had indeed fledged and 

was watched in the afternoon being fed by the male on a wall below the box.   

 

The chick, so far as its plumage indicates, is a young hen differing slightly from her mother by showing a lighter 

lower mandible and slightly shorter tail.  Within a few days from fledging the new hen flew well with its parents 

climbing strongly up logs and on the wire.  She was not seen to return to the nest box after fledging. 

 

We would be grateful for information on hand rearing Woodpeckers from any birdkeepers who have been 

successful with this challenge and also if there are available Fulvous breasted Woodpeckers in the UK for 

exchanging blood lines. 

 

 


