Getting To Know African Lovebirds.

By Andy Mathews.

I started breeding lovebirds in the early eighties and have sold many young birds, breeding pairs etc and nearly all the people who have purchased my birds ask a vast array of questions on the keeping, housing, breeding and feeding of their new charges. I thought I would list a number of the questions asked about Lovebirds and I hope some of the answers help the newer members, or any body who requires any information on these lovely small parrots, if they have decided to purchase and breed any of the species of Lovebirds available in Australia

What do Lovebirds eat?

The basic diet of my lovebirds is a good quality Small Parrot Mix. There are special lovebird mixes available but I haven’t found one yet that hasn’t got cracked corn, milo and wheat included. I consider these three as “chook food” – the birds don’t eat it, so to buy mixes with it included is a total waste of money. The cleanest and best mix of small parrot is available through our local Breeders Choice Seeds (if you live on the Gold Coast phone 07-55935611). Each and every day I feed a mix of sprouted seed (mung beans), egg & biscuit mix, Hi Pro, Avian vitalizer and during the breeding season a small amount of calcium powder and thawed peas and corn at the rate of 1 heaped teaspoon per bird. All of these ingredients are mixed together and because of work commitments, are fed after work in the afternoon. What the birds don’t eat in the afternoon they eat first thing in the morning. The mix doesn’t go off in the cool of the night. Ideally, it should be fed afternoon and morning in smaller amounts but I have no problems feeding as I do. I also supply in each cage a large piece of cuttlefish bone and a good quality grit mix for the birds to nibble on as they wish. They are an easy species to feed.

How often should I worm lovebirds?

I worm all my birds twice a year, once before their breeding season in July and again after they have finished in February. I worm all my birds with Synanthic which is available from the Clubs Sales Table each meeting and I have had no problems with it. It is easily administered, as simple as mixing it up in water and placing it in their cages for 5 consecutive days in place of the normal drinking water. If there are early or late babies in the nest this wormer is quite safe to use (some worming medications cause feather problems with babies in the nest.) As with all parrots the recommended dose rates should be adhered to without fail. 

How many eggs do lovebirds lay?

All species of lovebirds lay their eggs at 2 day intervals, the eggs take 23 days to hatch and the hen starts to incubate after the 2nd or 3rd egg is laid. Clutch sizes vary between the species, Nyassa and Fishers lay 3 – 4 eggs on average, Mask 4 – 5 eggs and Peachface 4 – 7 eggs, so in large clutches of eggs the last egg can be hatching 12 days after the first egg hatched. Amazingly they always seem to survive and fledge almost as quickly as the first hatched young.

What sort of nest box do lovebirds use?
I use a standard parrot type nest box 200mm (8 inches) square by 250mm (10 inches) high with an entrance hole of around 70mm in diameter placed 70mm from the top of the box. I also place a piece of bamboo sprout approx. 100mm long over the hole at an angle of 45 degrees. My lovebirds will choose this type of box every time over an exact same sized box without the sprout. Internal ladders are not required and inspection doors are not necessary as it is easier to remove the box from the wall and gently inspect the contents. I make all my boxes out of ply sheeting. They are relatively cheap to make, easy to keep clean and can be washed out if needs be without the box falling apart. All boxes should be places at the same height in the aviary.

Do I put wood shavings in the nest box?

I don’t. As these parrots are one of the few species that actually build a nest, I supply the parrots copious amounts of “Barna Grass” for the birds to construct their nests with. I also put in the boxes a bit of grass with some poking out of the entrance hole to kick start the pairs. Part of the breeding cycle is constructing their nests so keep plenty of grasses, branches etc in their cages for them to strip and carry to their boxes. They also require quite high humidity in the nest box while incubating their eggs and fresh green grasses help to raise this level. The hatching rate of the eggs increases dramatically with the right humidity in the nest box.

What sort of cage is suitable for lovebirds?
Lovebirds can be housed in conventional aviaries, suspended cages and individual breeding cabinets. They are not suited to open type “budgie cages”. 

Conventional Cages should be about 2 mtrs long, 1.8 mtrs high and 1.2 mtrs wide. They should be at least 1/3 to ½ covered at the rear to form a shelter in which feed dishes, nest boxes (all same size and hung at same height), water containers etc should be placed. Floors should be concrete, sloping from rear to front to aid drainage. An aviary this size will easily house 3 – 4 breeding pairs of lovebirds without problems.

Suspended Cages should be a minimum of 0.6 mtrs wide, 0.9 mtrs high and 1.2 to 1.5 mtrs long. As with conventional cages, the rear of the “suspended” should be enclosed again to house all the accessories. These types of aviaries are ideal for lovebirds as they are basically disease free, easy to clean, easy to feed and service. They are the most cost effective to build, are easily transported and a larger number of birds can be kept in a smaller area. I run two pairs of birds in mine with a choice of three nestboxes in each cage.

Cabinets are most of a handful to look after but if large numbers of birds want to be kept in a small area, these are ideal. I had cabinets a couple years ago and mine were 600mm long x 450mm high and deep. A standard cage front was fitted to the front to service the cages. Each cage had a slice out tray, which was emptied and cleaned once a week. Each cabinet had a standard lovebird nestbox fixed on. They are labour intensive but the breeding results are excellent if you have the time to give them. Small feed and water containers are placed on the floor of these cages (not under perches) and these must be checked and refilled every day.

How do I sex lovebirds?
All species of lovebirds in Australia are monomorphic. (both the sexes look the same.) When they are very young, they are very hard to sex accurately. There are subtle differences between the sexes as they mature. The following list are the more obvious:

Females tend to have a slightly flatter head than males. Females tend to be slightly bigger in body size. Female tail feathers tend to be spread in a fan shape. Male tail feathers tend to be more pointed. Males tend to perch more upright than females. White eye ring females (Mask, Fischer, Nyassa) normally have wider eye rings. Only females carry nesting materials to the nest. Females without fail try to bit a lot and squawk a lot when caught. Males normally lay quietly in the palm of the hand when caught. Males will regurgitate food to females while courting. Males normally enter nestboxes last and exit first.

If only a couple of birds are in a cage and are the same sex then none of the above are normally evident to the eye and to accurately sex them as male or female is impossible. When lovebirds are mature and of breeding age, the pelvic bone can be felt. The females are much wider (body matured ready for egg laying) than males. You can be almost certain of “pairs” of lovebirds at this stage. What I do is to keep a couple of know males and put them in a spare aviary with each batch of young birds. The cage has a selection of nestboxes and the young females will always pair up with the mature males. I leave them a couple of weeks then catch the pair in the box, separate the females and leave the males in the cage. Any more young females will then pair up with the males again and the process is repeated. When you have one bird camping in a box on it’s own it normally is a young male. Note the number on it’s leg ring for future reference and the pairing up later is made a whole lot easier. This system works fairly well but mistakes sometimes do happen……….best of luck!!!!!

How many colours do lovebirds come in?
There are 4 species of lovebirds available in Australia, these being in order of numbers in Aviaries, Peachface, Mask, Fischers and Nyassa. It was thought Madagascar still existed but looking at the National Exotic Bird Registration Scheme list species declared, as at 1/1/97 none were listed so sadly they have disappeared from our shores. 19 Black-cheeked Lovebirds were listed though. There are no mutations to date with these and they are not available to bird breeders as yet.

Colour Mutations. I will start with the Nyassa. There are two colours, normal and yellow red-eyed lutino. Next is Fischer’s Lovebird, there are a few colours which have been developed here, firstly there is the normal, then the Lutino (originally bred from Lutino Nyassa) and Pied. Then there are hybrid Fischers/Mask crosses in blue, lime, black-eyed yellows and albinos and Many, Many, hybrid looking UFO’s! Next is Mask Lovebirds. Basic colours are normals, blue yellow, a combination of blue and yellow the white, pied and dark factor. Again hybrid Mask/Fischers have produced albinos, black-eyed yellows and lutinos. Dark factors have been crossed with all of the above producing olives, dark greens, dark blues, olive and cobalt pieds, dark factor whites and so on. These are only available in small numbers as yet and are still fairly expensive. Last but not least is the Peachface. These come in 9 common colours – normal green, blue, cinnamon, Sydney yellow, lutino, pied, American cinnamon, Japanese golden cherry and whitefaced. All these come in three colour shades (green series – normal, jade and olive and in the blue series – sky blue, cobalt and grey). Also all the colours can be crossed with the blue mutation which will produce colours such as Ivory (cinnamon), Primrose (Sydney yellow), Cremino (Lutino), American Blue Cinnamon (American cinnamon) and Silver Cherry (Golden Cherry). All these colours can be crossed with pied (some will be visible and others not eg yellows.) Also all blue series birds can be crossed with whitefaced as well so a good knowledge of avian genetics is indeed required if you want to keep and breed mutation peachfaces. A typical example of a mixture of colours in the one bird is a Grey Whitefaced Pied American Blue Cinnamon – quite a good combination!!

I hope that some of these answers help the newer members and some of the older ones to keep, breed and feed their lovebirds successfully. The perception is that lovebirds are cheap to buy, easy to breed etc, but as you can see they require just as much dedication as all other species of parrot and in the case of Nyassa, are probably more difficult to breed than most parrot species. 

Further information can be obtained by simpling e-mailing me with your questions on 3xchix@norex.com.au  . Happy Lovebirding, Andy Mathews.           

