Handrearing With Roudybush - the Basics.  -By Shirley Walsh.

Introduction.

We have had numerous requests to reprint the following article which appeared in our newsletter a couple of years back. The author is Shirley Walsh who together with her husband Garry are well known Aviculturists from the Toowoomba area in South Eastern Queensland. At the time the article was written Roudybush was one of the first commercial hand rearing mixes available. Today of course there are numerous brands of excellent mixes available on the market. Any one of these can be used to substitute Roudybush if one follows the directions below.  Please read the following article and I’m sure you will learn the basics in handrearing parrots.
Sterilizing: 
As all equipment used for handrearing needs to be sterilized, one product available that covers everything from the brooders to the eating utensils is Vetafarm Avi-Safe.

Instruments for Feeding:

1. A BOWL OR CONTAINER to mix food in. I use a ceramic egg cup for small amounts. It holds the heat more evenly for a longer period.

2. A TEASPOON with the sides bent up. I use a teaspoon on all newly hatched chicks whenever possible.

3. A SYRINGE. There are wide variety available from chemists and farm supply outlets. Try them out and choose a favorite type. When the chicks beak has grown sufficiently to fit the end of the syringe inside, it is a quicker, cleaner method  of feeding. Use it in a similar way to the crop needle, only it stops inside the mouth and the chicks must bob before you press the plunger.

4. CROP NEEDLES can save a life or take a life. Proper care and handling of the needle is essential at all times. No amount of experience makes you infallible.

To use a crop needle properly, first choose the size best suited to the size of your chick (eg. Newly hatched Ringneck chick 16-18 gauge, 3 week old Ringneck 13-14 gauge etc.). Be sure the food temperature is correct first. A chick will refuse too hot or too cold food off the spoon. With a crop needle it has no choice. 

Hold the chick in your left hand facing you, with the head secure between your thumb and the first finger. Hold the crop needle in your right hand, gently open the beak and insert the crop needle across its mouth towards your left hand. NEVER touch the syringe plunger during the insertion.

When the needle slides down into the crop, you should be able to feel it by moving your thumb around to locate it. If in doubt draw it out and try again. Always be gentle and never force it. Baby birds will often swallow it willingly and bob for food over it Do not allow them to bob hard against it as they can cause themselves serious injury.

Once the needle is safely in place, slowly squeeze the food in. Always be certain not to overfill the crop as the needle will make it impossible to hold all the food down and the chick could choke.

Baby birds accept food pushed in fairly quickly, but a point to note, if you use a crop needle on an adult bird, inject the syringe’s contents slowly. Adult birds bring up food/fluids easily and can cause their own deaths right in your hand.

If you choose not to use a crop needle, care should be taken to ensure the chick is ready for food before the food enters ifs mouth. If it is not bobbing, don’t feed it. Don’t let food back up in the mouth either, or it may not get all the food swallowed before it draws the next breath.

Mixing the Formula:

For small amounts I make up the food in an egg cup. Formula, room temperature pre-boiled water and stir. The egg cup is then placed a container of hot water and allowed to heat until it has reached the desired temperature to feed.

For large amounts I use the same method only I warm the pre-boiled water in a jug to hasten preparation time.

Feeding:

Temperature should always be 40-43 C (104-108 F) . Too hot and you BURN a hole in their crops. Too cold and their digestive system shuts down and the food goes sour. 

1 – 2 day old chicks have only 10% solids. That is I part formula to 9 parts water . 

NOTE: Always use pre-boiled water to avoid infections. Always sterilize feeding utensils between feeds and between chicks.

Newly hatched chicks have very little crop room. Feed a small amount every 2 hours for the first 48 hours of their lives. At each feed give the same amount at least, plus a little more, to slowly and gently stretch the crop.

A chick has sufficient food when the crop is rounded and a small amount extends upwards to sit in the lower area of the food tract.

A chick is overfull if the food is visible up the food tract to the jay and it is forced to swallow constantly to keep the food down. This puts the chick at a high risk of choking if it can’t keep it all inside the tract.

IMPORTANT NOTE: Always clean the chick as you feed . Do not let food build up around its mouth or body. It is a good habit to get into before the chick develops feathers, which get matted and stained if food is not cleaned off immediately. 

2 – 7 DAYS: As the chicks crop stretches and the food moves through rapidly, slowly increase the percentage of formula you mix in the water. By adding a little more Formula each day, the time between feeds gets longer.

3 – 4 DAYS: The feed should extend from 2 hourly to 2.5 hourly and then 3 hourly. If the chick has food in its crop after 3 hours, it is to thick. Thin the mixture right down until the crop empties completely (should be 2-3 hours later). Once the crop is clear, thicken the food again slightly and keep a close check on how long it takes to pass through. Target – a perfect 3 hours.

As the chick grows, the food gets thicker. It eats more each feed and the feed times stretch out to 4 hourly. Never thicken the Formula over 25-30% It is not necessary for fat healthy chicks. It is only a waste of good food.

After 3 weeks the feeds stretch to 4 time a day. At 4-5 weeks (depending on species) they are 3 times per day with the addition of soft foods and seed to pick at.

Once a chick reaches fledging age the feeds drop to 2 feeds a day with extra fruit, biscuits and seed. As soon as the chick is seen eating keenly, drop to 1 feed per day. When it is time to feed and the chick has food of its own present in the crop, cut the feeds back to every second day and then cut them out completely. 

Always monitor a weaned chick closely for at least one week after feeding ceases to ensure they are eating sufficient to maintain themselves adequately.

All chicks loose condition just before they fledge and during the waning process. You need to watch for drastic losses in condition or lack of vitality to ensure a chicks safety during weaning.

If a chick begins to lose too much weight too rapidly, add one more supplement feed back into your feeding routine until the rapid loss eases, then begin cutting the chick back again.

Helpful weaning Foods:

· Nutrigrain

· Milk Arrowroot Biscuits

· Mix together – Veterfarm Parrot Maintenance Pellets, Veterfarm Finch and Budgie Crumbles, Egg and Buiscuit Mix.

· Fruit and Vegetables – Apple, celery, carrot, capsicum orange, peas and corn on the cob.

· Soaked seed : Also a good starter, but extreme care as handraised chicks have little resistance to                    bacterial or fungal infections.

Variations to Basics: If the chick has been fed by the parent birds before commencing handrearing, the first feed you give should be thin formula (10-15%0 to allow the chick to adjust to the formula. After this, thicken the mixture at each feed until the crop empties in the right amount of time as described in the basics.

A newly hatched chick has no crop bacteria to digest food, so it must be built up slowly along with gentle stretching of its crop. A parent fed baby usually has a well stretched crop and enough bacteria from its parents to digest formula at a faster rate.

Always Remember: When a baby bird is not well you don’t have much time to overcome the problems before they can become fatal.

Problems: If the crop fails to empty properly, it could be from several reasons- 

1. Food to thick – thin it down again. If this fails…..
2. Crop stasis from sour food. Nilstat from the Vet may alleviate the problem. In most cases an extraction of the old food from the crop with a crop needle is necessary to begin with  …or…
3. Possible bacterial infection. A crop swab by the Vet will be necessary to identify the problem and the correct antibiotics needed to cure it.

Housing the Chicks: Brooders should be kept clean and sterilized at all times which is easier said than done.

1 – 2 day old chicks – temperature should be 34 – 36 degrees C (94 – 96 F). The chicks can be placed on absorbent paper towel (not tissue as it is slippery and can cause legs to splay) and changes as regularly as necessary. Usually every 1 – 2 feeds.

As the chick gets bigger, so does their mess. ¼” square mesh folded over on the 4 sides to fit into a basket or takeaway food container makes an ideal base once the chicks feet are big enough not to fall through. The droppings pass through and the chicks stay clean.

As the feathers grow it is more essential to keep the chicks away from their own droppings. The mesh damages the tips of the tail feathers, but the birds (particularly white ones like Major Mitchell and Sulphur Cresteds) stay stain free.

As the chicks feathers develop. The temperature in the brooder comes down slowly. At pin feather stage the temperature should be 30-32C (88-90F), depending on whether the chick has down for added warmth or not. Once the feathers begin to open, lower the temperature a little more. By the time the entire BODY is feathered 9not necessarily full wings and tail) the birds are ready for a cage and normal room temperatures. 

The Importance of Weighing: As I stated earlier, a sick baby bird doesn’t have much time to be cured. One sure way to know if your baby is doing well is to weigh it daily. Digital scales are expensive, but worthwhile.

A steady daily gain in weight is good. If there is a sudden drop in weight you know you have a problem. Observe the chick closely. If the crop is emptying ahead of time , perhaps it needs more solids. If the crop is not empting you have a serious problem.

If the weight loss continues, see the Vet. If it corrects itself the next day, just keep a close watch on the chick and the problem may have passed.

Another use of the scales is weighing formula, using scales to make up the food is far more accurate than measuring it out. By giving the chick a carefully weighed formula at each feed you should get a much more even growth pattern.

Finally…. My sympathy to all those SILLY enough to take on raising birds by hand – Regards Shirley Walsh.
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