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he embodied all the magic and the misery of modern parrots.
Sofia popped off her perch, climbed up my arm, and leaned into my face. A 

Moluccan cockatoo, among the world’s most stunning birds, Sofia’s most dis-
tinctive feature is her huge round head—big, white, and inviting as a fluffy 
pillow. She fanned her crest in a spectacular blush of pink, coral, and salmon.

I looked into Sofia’s black eyes and held her close. As she dropped her head and bur-
rowed in tight, I was overcome by the intimacy of the moment, like cuddling a baby.

“They can really turn on the charm,” says Betsy Lott, smiling.
That combination of beauty and charm has helped make parrots like Sofia the fourth 

most popular pet in America—behind only dogs, cats, and the ubiquitous freshwater 
fishes. 

But there’s a dark side to our passion for parrots, and Sofia embodied that too. Once an 
elegant bird in white feathers, she’s now a tattered beauty, her feathers ragged and her 
chest plucked bare, showing a big patch of wrinkled pewter gray skin. 

Sofia’s good friend and perch mate, Mango, wears a cone-shaped collar to keep her from 
even more aggressive self-mutilation. Only captive parrots pluck and wound themselves 
like this.

The owners of these parrots finally gave up on them and placed them in Mollywood, 
Lott’s home-based organization for surrendered parrots. (The name refers to Moluccan 
cockatoos, one of the most spectacular—and difficult to care for—of all parrot species.) 
They’re two of about 350 parrots she and her husband tend to just outside of Bellingham, 
Wash., near the Canadian border. 

“I get calls every day from people looking to dump their parrots,” Lott says.   
Sofia and Mango represent a category of parrot that’s grown over the last 20 years: the 

unwanted, abandoned, and disposable bird. In 
1992, the Wild Bird Conservation Act made it 
illegal to import most wild-caught parrots into 
the United States. While a victory for wildlife con-
servation, it fueled a captive breeding boom of 
unprecedented proportions. 

Once, parrots were icons of the tropical good 
life. Now they have morphed into figures of 
increasing controversy and crisis. The truth is, 

most pet parrots are only a few generations removed from the wild, and few owners are 
prepared to fulfill even their most basic instincts: flying, flocking, and finding mates. These 
highly social creatures are usually kept alone and rarely allowed to fly—many parrots’ 
wings are clipped. Often their relatively small cages have little in the way of stimulation and 
“enrichment,” or toys. For an animal as emotionally complex as a chimpanzee or dolphin, it 
amounts to an unimaginably bleak existence. In fact, parrot advocate Mira Tweti estimates 
that some 75 percent of birds “live a life of abuse or neglect.” 

With no outlet for the chronic frustration of living in an environment expressly unsuited 
to them, these intelligent creatures often develop destructive behaviors like screaming, 
aggression to their owners, and the self-mutilation that Sofia and Mango have displayed.  

A nearly featherless African grey parrot was rescued along with more than 
130 other parrots from a hoarding situation in May. Self-mutilation is common 

among captive parrots, driven to extreme behavior by boredom and an 
inability to engage in instinctive behaviors.

For an animal as emotionally  

complex as a chimpanzee or  

dolphin, captivity presents an  

unimaginably bleak existence. 
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Millions of pet parrots in the U.S. are held captive in 
a colorless world. Denied crucial needs for flight and flock,

      these intelligent and complex animals prove  
           incompatible for most homes, fueling a hidden crisis  
  of abandonment and neglect.
   by ChArLeS BergMAN
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Understandably, all of this takes a toll on birds’ owners. Often the 
human caretakers feel out of their depth, similarly frustrated, and 
even guilty about the daily trial of living with an animal who is trau-
matized and psychologically damaged—and who may outlive them 
by decades.

Some resort to confining their birds to the closet, basement, or 
garage, where the dark silences them and hides the mess. Other 
owners simply unload their high-maintenance charges with friends 
or family members (many parrots pass through multiple homes in 
their lifetimes) or at places like Mollywood, which have sprouted up 
like mushrooms in response to the fallout. “People just don’t realize 
what they’re getting into,” Lott says. 

This is the paradox of parrots. We love them for being like us, for 
talking like us, and for bonding with us. But then we find ourselves 
unprepared for the challenges they present in our busy lives. 

The problem is so large that Tweti, Lott and other rescuers, and 
organizations such as The HSUS don’t recommend parrots as pets 
in the first place. Because they are so long-lived, there will likely be 
a need for responsible, carefully vetted home care for many birds for 
many years. But the best situation for most, these groups maintain, 
is an accredited sanctuary environment.

Sofia nudges me with her head, and I rub the back of her neck. 
She’s one of many such parrots—literally hundreds—I’ve met in 
rescues and sanctuaries around the country. They became my inspi-
ration to try to figure out what’s really happening to their kind and 
what that means for our rapidly changing relationship. What is clear 
is that there’s misery in parrot land.

While I soak up the love from Sofia, several other parrots in the 

house start screaming. I can 
barely hear Lott.

“These parrots are like 
people—like children,” she 
says. “It’s like adopting a 
2-year-old special needs child. 
One that will never grow up.”

Parrots make people crazy.  For some they become 
a kind of addiction. Other animals command similarly devoted con-
stituencies. What’s unique about parrots, though, is how conten-
tious parrot people can be—about topics ranging from the basics 
(how many captive parrots are in the pet trade) to the more under-
standably debated: what parrots need, the scope of the problems 
they face, even whether there’s a problem at all. The fiercest battles 
are among self-professed parrot lovers.

There are about 350 species of parrots—the psittacines, a 
sprawling group of birds that includes huge macaws and cockatoos, 
Amazons and African grey parrots, conures, and smaller cockatiels 
and budgies (sometimes known as parakeets). Nearly a third of the 
species are endangered or threatened in the wild, in large measure 
because we’ve wanted them for pets. 

But despite their popularity, it is difficult to get uncontested, reli-
able statistics about captive parrots in the U.S.

For example, while a 2012 survey by the American Vet- 
erinary Medical Association found about 8.3 million birds in  
3.7 million homes, a 2010 survey by the American Pet Products 
Association found nearly twice that number: 16.2 million birds  

in 5.7 million U.S. homes. 
Neither survey counted parrots in sanctuaries, shelters, breeding 

facilities, and zoos, likely numbering millions more. But every res-
cuer I spoke with testifies to a growing problem that has yet to be 
quantified. 

Karen Windsor and Marc Johnson run Foster Parrots in Rhode 
Island, one of the oldest captive parrot sanctuaries in the country. 
“We’re experiencing a failure of parrots as pets,” says Windsor. 
“Every sanctuary turns down birds every day. You hear every reason 
and excuse from owners. You bet it’s a crisis.”

Denise Kelly, president of the Avian Welfare Coalition—an 
advocacy group based in New York City—points out that the 
industry is largely unregulated and statistics are matters of specula-
tion. “I have witnessed the growing problem of unwanted parrots,” 
she says. “Here’s what we know. We’re experiencing a hidden crisis 
of parrot ownership. All these unwanted birds need advocates.”

Tweti, author of Of Parrots and People and an expert on parrot 
welfare, predicts a “tsunami of unwanted, disposable parrots” yet to 
come from the millions of sales over the last three decades, since 
parrots often live as long as people.

My own anecdotal evidence also hinted at the scope of the 
problem. In western Washington, where I live, it took little effort to 
find five organizations that accept surrendered parrots:

Mollywood Avian Sanctuary, Bellingham: 350 parrots
Cockatoo Rescue and Sanctuary, Stanwood: 450
Macaw Rescue and Sanctuary, Carnation: 300
Zazu’s House, Woodinville: 150
Good Fox Birdie Haven, Auburn: 80

This totals 1,330 abandoned, relinquished, or otherwise home-
less parrots in one state, actually in just half of one state. 

How many smart, sensitive, wounded birds does it take to make 
a crisis? Clearly these “little people”—a common epithet for them—
are suffering. Each of these birds has her own sad story. Each aban-
doned and neglected parrot is a tragedy. James Gilardi, a biologist 
and executive director of the World Parrot Trust conservation 
group, says he wouldn’t describe parrot relinquishment as a crisis—
“we’re talking about maybe less than 1 percent of parrots getting 
rehomed”—but he doesn’t dispute that captive birds suffer. “It’s rare 
to encounter a bird in captivity in this country that does not need 
better care. It’s a horrible situation that most birds live in.”

The contours of this controversy are often mapped as sanctuary 
people versus breeders. To try to get to the bottom of the matter, I 
visited one of the most famous—and according to some, noto-
rious—parrot breeders in the country: Howard Voren. 

Now in his mid-60s 
and nearing retirement, Voren 
has sensitive pink skin, his  
hair is gray and thinning, and  
his eyes are piercingly smart.  
I met him at his home in 
Loxahatchee, Fla.—once the 

epicenter of the U.S. parrot 
business—where his 10-acre 
breeding facility is hidden 
behind fences on the outskirts 
of Palm Beach. Voren has been 
a national leader in captive 
breeding for more than three 
decades. He was a top importer 
of wild-caught parrots when it 
was legal, and he developed 
many of the breeding tech-
niques that made mass produc-

tion of parrots possible and profitable. And he’s an outspoken 
partisan in the parrot wars. Crisis? “That’s just a bunch of fat ladies 
in polyester suits who call themselves animal behaviorists,” he says. 
“I call them ARFs—Animal Rights Fanatics.”

I wanted to learn from Voren how commercial breeders produce 
their chicks, how the birds are treated in the process, and how he 
feels about his animals. He has a large personality, leaning in close 
to make his points. I was surprised to learn that he sees himself as 
the misunderstood, slightly alienated hero of parrot conservation.

“I’m the pioneer,” he says. “I wrote the book on hand-rearing and 
hand-feeding of parrots. I showed how to mass-produce them, how 
to do it. It’s always the pioneers who take all the arrows.”

He began his business more than 30 years ago when he went to 
Honduras and South America with a copy of Forshaw’s Parrots of 
the World. “It was my shopping list,” he says. “Once I brought in 500 
yellow-naped Amazons. I brought in probably the largest shipment 
of hyacinth macaws to the United States. My memory is 50.” Voren 
sold the macaws for $20,000 per pair (legal then) and used the 
money to set up shop, importing other birds to supply the breeding 
stock. 

Since then, Voren says he has produced about 30,000 par-
rots—1,000 per year.

I ask him about Tweti’s characterization that virtually all parrot 
breeding facilities are parrot mills.

Bye, Bye, BaBy
Taken from their parents just  

after birth, baby conures at Howard 
Voren’s breeding facility spend their 

early days in storage containers. Such 
orphaning is typical in the captive 

breeding industry—and psychologically 
damaging, according to some; wild 

babies spend months in constant 
contact with their parents. 

No liFe For a Bird
Crammed into cages at Howard Voren’s 
Florida breeding facility (right), young 
conures will soon enter the pet trade, 
most doomed to lives of separation from 
their own kind. In their native South 
American habitat (left), sun conures fly 
among perches of their choosing, 
forming groups of up to 30 individuals. 
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 These parrots  
have no life besides 
food and a nest  
box. They’re breeding 
machines. it’s no  
life for a thinking 
animal.

— pAul reIllo, rAre SpeCIeS
ConSerVATory FoundATIon
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grouNded For liFe 
A mealy Amazon parrot—a type of bird sold 

for $800 or more online—takes flight in 
ecuador. In the wild, freedom to fly enables 

foraging, finding mates, establishing nest 
sites, and escaping from predators. In 

captivity, even the largest cage can leave 
parrots yearning for wide open sky.

He objects vehemently. 
“There are some sketchy breeders,” he tells me. “They may have 

parrots in deplorable conditions. There’s lots of backyard breeders, 
hobbyists. But they all go out of business. The nature of parrots 
won’t allow it. Parrots in mills will die. If you run a facility that’s 
awful, the parrots won’t reproduce. Those breeders will go by  
the wayside. As Charlton Heston said, ‘Egypt was not built  
by starving slaves.’ ”

I wondered if he realized that he’d just compared his breeding 
parrots to slaves.

After several hours of talking, Voren shows me his facilities. 
Out back, we walk through long rows of hundreds of cages, 

wire rectangles elevated off the ground. Each cage is perhaps 3 x 3 
x 4 feet (large by some standards) and holds a breeding pair. No 
toys. No distractions. On the wooden back of the nest box in  
each cage, inky notes track every egg laid that season. The eggs are 
removed as they are laid. The babies never see their parents: Voren 
experimented with real chickens as brooding birds but found it 
more efficient to invent an “artificial chicken” device to heat and 
hatch the eggs.

Voren tells me his goal is to be able to completely control the 
birds and their breeding process. “If I’m successful, I can make them 
breed whenever I want or turn them off with a snap of the finger.”

“Do you have personal relationships with your parrots?” I ask. 
“I’m a capitalist,” he says. “I’m in business. No personal relation-

ship with the parrots.” He pauses. “That maybe gives the wrong 
impression. It’s just that you can’t have a personal relationship with 
1,500 adult birds.”

The old breeder parrots are sold at auction. “When a pair reaches 
the end of their productivity, they go to a broker,” he says, “to be sold 
to other breeders. Only not with my 
name on them.”

We enter a room in a long, low 
building. It’s windowless. A woman 
from Honduras is working with 
baby parrots inside, feeding them,  
I think. This is where the hatched 
birds come to be raised and weaned, 
where they learn to feed themselves. 

Stacked wire cages line two of 
the walls. They are full of green 
nanday and fiery-orange sun con-
ures—small long-tailed parrots 
originally from South America. 
They’re increasingly popular as the 
market for larger birds declines. 

From a bank of shelves, 
Voren pulls out one of many 
plastic storage containers, the 
kind you can buy at Home 
Depot. He opens the top, 
revealing 16 baby conures, 
some nearly covered in green 
feathers, others still mostly 
naked. They stand in a layer of 
wood shavings and sawdust, 

craning to look up at me. Voren is proud of them, likening the con-
tainer to their early life in a hole in a tree in the forest. 

Voren says he feels no moral dilemma about any part of his 
operation. On the contrary, he believes it contributes to conserva-
tion, since by knowing parrots in the home we’ll be motivated to 
save parrots in the wild. (Many advocates feel otherwise, noting it’s 
the pet trade that contributed to wild birds’ decline.)

Is it a parrot mill? Certainly the whole point is to pump out large 
numbers of baby parrots. Some call this system “poultry farming.” 

Population biologist Paul Reillo, founder of the Rare Species 
Conservatory Foundation and expert on the endangered imperial 
parrot on the Caribbean island of Dominica, put it this way: “The 
factory farming of parrots is a form of engineering and selection.  
I have a lot of respect for Howard’s technical innovations. We’ve 
learned a lot from him. But these parrots have no life besides  
food and a nest box. They’re breeding machines. It’s no life for  
a thinking animal.”

The image of the baby parrots in the plastic storage boxes has 
stayed with me. They were not so much parrots as products. Not so 
much babies as profits with feathers. 

I am not a crazy bird lady. Swear. I 
own zero embroidered parrot sweaters (a 
forearm tattoo with an excerpt of a Mary 
oliver poem about crows is as far as I’ll go). 
My hair is kempt (oK, during a business 
meeting I did spot a small feather where it 
shouldn’t have been, but only once). I have 
successful romantic relationships, and I 
have never dressed up my bird in a costume 
or walked him in a stroller (we use a 
backpack with a perch and screened front 
for summer hikes, thank you very much).

oh no. I am a crazy bird lady. Wait—I can 
explain. like a lot of kids in America, I grew 
up with pets. My family had the occasional 
gerbil or parakeet, but dogs and cats were 
our mainstay. Then for my 10th birthday, my 
dad gave me this neat little gray bird who 
dug shiny things and, in my young mind, 
was a major step up from the parakeets 
we’d had. Slightly bigger and boasting a 
curved fan of feathers atop her head, this, 
my friends, was a proper bird. of course I 
named her Birdie (remember: I was 10).

Those who know birds know that 
cockatiels are ubiquitous in the pet trade: 
popular for their mild manners, relatively 
low noise level (I said relative—we’re 
talking parrots here), and also relative 
domesticity (due to their longer time in 
captivity). This cockatiel did not disappoint. 
Social and cuddly, with just enough spunk 
and attitude to make her real, Birdie was  
my baby. 

We grew up together. Whenever I was 
home, she was out of her cage. She was my 
constant companion through homework, 

birthday parties, childhood disappoint-
ments, and dreams for the future. Birds are 
incredibly smart and emotionally complex, 
so it was easy to bond with her. 

But as is common with kids, my schedule 
got progressively busier. After-school 
activities sometimes kept me away until 
late at night. Weekends I might spend an 
entire day out. And every time I came back, 
Birdie was waiting for me. She never got 
angry at me for fully living my life while she 
waited in that cage to live hers.

I wouldn’t question this until college, 
when something clicked and she took on 
more importance to me. I’d always loved 
her, but I started considering her interests 
beyond being my pet. I noticed how happy 
she was being out of the cage, flying 
around, interacting with me and others in 
my life. And I newly appreciated the 
unconditional love she brought to my days, 
in that way that only animals can do.

I guess it’s natural in college to chal-
lenge everything you once believed to be 
true. Combine this with the related “What 
should I do with my life?” question, and my 
relationship with this single cockatiel led to 
curiosity about all birds. Clearly I couldn’t 
land my dream job of kissing them all day 
(yes, you could kiss Birdie). But I could see 
what other birds were up against and if I 
could help.

What I found was fodder for 500 
lifetimes. I learned about factory farms, 
where billions of chickens are intensively 
confined, living harsh lives from beginning 
to end. They could all be Birdie, I thought. I 

changed my eating habits and resolved to 
work toward ending animal abuse in 
industrial agriculture. And I learned about 
parrots. That they’re wild animals, that what 
endears them to us (their smarts, their 
hearts) are the very things that almost 
guarantee their needs will never be fully 
met in a human home. And that though I 
was just a kid—and we just didn’t know 
better—it was so unfair to keep my 
childhood companion in a cage so often,  
all those years.

Birdie was sweet-natured enough to 
forgive me, every time. And as restrictive as 
her life was, she was luckier than many 
other birds. My avian birthday gift died in 
2006 after sharing her life with me for 16 
years. My gift to her is to work to make 
things better for captive parrots. I don’t 
think I’m any different than the millions of 
Americans whose lives have been forever 
changed by an animal. Mine just happened 
to have feathers—that, oK, occasionally 
wind up in my hair. In a meeting. At work.

 Editor of humanesociety.org, Katie 
Carrus lives with a rambunctious rescued 
Senegal parrot, Squirrelly.

 i learned about parrots. That 
they’re wild animals, that what 
endears them to us (their smarts, 
their hearts) are the very things 
that almost guarantee their  
needs will never be fully met  
in a human home.
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How a childhood pet inspired  
an advocate’s career
by KATIe CArrUS

My
Bird-Shaped

Heart

 We’re experiencing  
a hidden crisis of  
parrot ownership. all 
these unwanted  
birds need advocates.

— denISe Kelly,  
AVIAn WelFAre CoAlITIon
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There are so many parrots out there, I just don’t like adding 
birds to the marketplace,” says E. B. Cravens. One of the most 
respected parrot breeders in the world, he lives on the Big Island of 
Hawaii. He’s explaining why he’s largely quit the business. 

Cravens writes frequently on parrots and their care. He has great 
insight into their nature. I wanted to talk to him about the psy-
chology of parrots—especially the babies and parents in big 
breeding operations.  

“Absolutely, they are factory farms, pumping out parrots. There 
are also conscientious breeders, and lots have stopped breeding too, 
like me.” At captive breeding’s height, he says, maybe 750,000 par-
rots per year were being produced in the United States. Now that 
number is maybe 100,000 per year as people learn more and more 
about how difficult parrots can be in the home.

He speaks slowly. His voice is gravelly, resonating with thoughtful 
wisdom. The marketplace for parrots has slowed, he says, and that 
has weeded out a lot of breeders. But he is concerned about the 
effects of the factory farming system on the parrots themselves. 

“All these parrots, the babies, they’re orphans,” he says. “My 
breeder friends hate it when I say this. But that’s what they are, 
orphans.”

Cravens has been letting his own parrot-parents follow their 
“strongest impulse”: raising their offspring themselves. Baby parrots 
need closeness. In the wild, they’ll spend months and months in 
constant contact with their parents. But in a factory-style breeding 
operation, they never see their parents or are removed early on to be 
raised by people. The result is young parrots who don’t know who 
they are, who spend their lives in a no-birds land between human 
and animal.

At first, the young parrots are cuddly and affectionate. “People are 
smitten,” Cravens says. “They think, ‘Oh, this parrot really loves me, 

just like a baby.’ And you want to 
be loved like that. But the truth 
is, it’s just lonely. It’s needy.”

In a few years the parrot hits 
puberty and develops intense 
needs for bonding with a mate.

“It gets sexual, and the prob-
lems really begin. It may attach 
to one person in the family and 
grow hostile to others. It may 

even bite or attack others. … The parrots become dysfunctional 
because they have not been allowed to have a childhood.”

The owners of Santa Barbara Bird Farm in California, Phoebe 
Linden and her husband have not bred parrots in 11 years, out of 
concern for what breeding does to the birds’ mental health.

“There are so many crazy, whacked-out parrots,” she says, emo-
tion filling her voice. “Every domestically raised bird is traumatized. 
To some extent all are. Some birds respond to trauma, like some 
people, and have no effects. Some drag their trauma around with 
them all their lives.”

She adds, “We don’t have a parrot problem in the country. The 
parrots are not the problem. The problem is people. Too often, they 
want the parrots to be decorations. Or they don’t focus enough on 
the parrots’ needs.”

 
Most fundamentally, the parrot sanctuary picture calls us 
to a rethinking of what it means to live with a captive parrot.  

To see what this new attitude means, I visit Matt Smith at his 
Central Virginia Parrot Sanctuary in Louisa, Va.  

He founded the facility, nicknamed Project Perry in honor of his 
first parrot, in 2004. Now in his mid-30s, he provides a home for about 150 birds. The highlight of his sanctuary is the aviary he’s built 

for African greys. 
“I have a soft spot for them—their intelligence, maybe. Especially 

the old wild-caught breeder birds. They’ve been through so much.”
The aviary is about half a football field in size and home to 43 

African greys. 
“What parrots want,” he says, “is flight and flock—two things 

they’re denied as pets in most homes.”
In the evenings, we sit in the aviary amid the parrots. It’s full of 

plants and tree trunks. Two-thirds of these greys are old breeder 
birds, and many hang back in the corners, far away from us. 
“They’ve lived for decades in a little cage. They’re usually fearful of 
people.”

Soon a group approaches us. Chico flies down the path and lands 
on my shoulder. Dobbie, his brother, flies in too. They were left here 
by a couple who had to move back to Europe. 

Stormy takes his usual place on Smith’s leg. He was an abuse case, 
left without food and water by his owners when they went for a week 
on vacation. His friend Max also arrives. 

“Max is confused sexually,” Smith says. 
Jasmine waddles up to us. Before Project Perry, she was in a 

Virginia animal shelter and was going to be euthanized—a fate more 
common than we realize, says Smith.

CiCi and Chuck Chuck also waddle in for a visit. Stormy and 

Max hop onto my camera 
pack, nibbling the zippers. 
Others clamber up on my lap 
and arms.

“So we let the birds decide 
what they’re going to do,” I 
offer. “Our interactions are on 
their terms.”

“You hit the nail on the 
head,” Smith replies. “My 
whole philosophy is allowing birds to be birds. They are little people, 
yes. But they are not human.”

Smith has plans for more outdoor aviaries like this—one for 
Amazons, another for macaws—in which he tries to replicate as 
much as possible their lives in the wild. 

“It helps reduce their destructive behavior for birds that are trau-
matized,” he says. 

It’s a simple but profound and transformative idea: Let parrots be 
parrots.    

 ChArLeS BergMAN is a writer and photographer living in 
Washington state. For five ways you can help captive parrots, plus 
resources for advocates and caretakers, go to humanesociety.org/
parrots.

 What parrots want  
is flight and  
flock—two things 
they’re denied as  
pets in most homes.

— MATT SMITH, THe CenTrAl  
VIrgInIA pArroT SAnCTuAry
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BeauTiFul HaveN
Among birds taking refuge at Matt 
Smith’s Central Virginia parrot Sanctuary 
(opposite page and above) are African 
grey parrots, jenday and golden-capped 
conures, cockatiels, and green-winged 
macaws. experts highlight an urgent 
need for more places like Smith’s: 
accredited sanctuaries where birds can 
fly and choose mates in large aviaries—
some small measure of recompense for 
the damage other humans have caused. 


