Hybrids
                                                                       By Barry Davies 

A few years ago, my son Matt reported seeing a strange bird that resembled a male Satin Bowerbird but had gold on its wings like a Regent Bowerbird. Being aware of Matt’s tendency towards flights of fantasy, I treated the sighting with interest, but a healthy degree of skepticism. In the Ornithological world these unconfirmed sightings are usually ignored and are soon forgotten about by all but the person who reported it. These strange sightings are called aberrant sightings. Unconfirmed aberrant sightings tend to be treated with skepticism by all and sundry, not just fathers. However, time often vindicates the viewers and so it proved to be the case with Matt’s aberrant bowerbird. I recently received a phone call from an excited colleague describing the sighting of a bird fitting the description of Matt’s aberrant and from the same area. On this occasion the bird was not only spotted but clearly photographed i.e. definitely confirmed. Such was my skepticism of Matt’s sighting I had completely forgotten about it. On being reminded, by Matt, I had to consume a considerable amount of humble pie! 

What is this fabulous creature?  Once again Matt’s superior memory came to the  rescue along with some help from those fonts of all zoological knowledge, the Queensland Museum.

Greg Czehura from the museum recalled that there had been a bowerbird fitting that description described in the 19th century and Matt remembered seeing it in a book in our own collection. The bird is a Rawnsley’s Bowerbird, Ptilonorhynchus rawnsleyi, which was described from one specimen collected by a Mr. Rawnsley in his backyard in Wilton near Brisbane in on the 14th of July 1867. Dear Mr. Rawnsley shot the bird after recognizing it as something different. Maybe that’s what Matt should have done…… There was some discussion at the time by eminent Ornithologists as to whether it was a hybrid between a Satin and a Regent Bowerbird or a separate species. Mr. Coxen of Fig Parrot fame declared that “it certainly partakes much of the character of both the Satin and Regent birds but hybrids, I believe never occur in a state of nature especially between different genera.” And so the bird remained Rawnsley’s Bowerbird until, in the absence of further sightings, it was decided that it was probably a hybrid after all. According to the museum sightings of this bird are rare but have been reported from most areas where the two species of bowerbirds are common.

 The commonly held belief is that aberrant individuals, whether they be hybrids [a cross between two species] or mutations [a variant within a species], are quickly removed from the gene pool by predators i.e. killed and eaten, because they are conspicuous by being different. I would be surprised if this was the case with Rawnsley’s because while it is definitely different, it is far less conspicuous than its part progenitor, the Regent Bowerbird. However, bowerbirds can live for 30 years, so it is surprising the hybrids, rare though they may be, are not seen more often. This bird appears to have just morphed into its adult form so I hope it lives long enough for me to see it.

This sighting begs the question, how common are hybrids, which animals hybridize, do they survive and breed and what are the implications of hybridization for Aviculturalists?

It is generally considered that hybridization in nature is rare among animals although common between plants. There are many examples of mammal hybrids including mules, a cross between a female horse and a male donkey; hinnies, a male horse x a female donkey; ligers or tiglons, crosses between lions and tiger; zebroids, a horse and zebra cross and  beefalos, water buffalo x with beef cattle.  However all of these are crossed by man and whilst it may be possible for lions and tigers to hybridize in India, where they coexist, there are no records of them doing so. Charles Darwin wrote a chapter on hybridization in “Origin of Species” but wrote mostly about hybrid sterility. Mules are famously sterile as are most mammal hybrids but does the same rule apply to birds?

The answer to this question seems to be no and this has important implications for Aviculturalists.

Most of us, I would guess, have never knowingly seen a wild hybrid bird, except perhaps an Eastern Rosella x a Pale-headed Rosella, a common hybrid in this area. However a study by a Russian biologist, E.N.Panov, in 1989 listed 1000 species of birds in the world that have been known to hybridize. That is 10% of all known species. These included birds from a wide variety of groups including herons, ducks, parrots, finches, woodpeckers, hummingbirds, hawks, grouse etc. Most of these hybrids have subtle variations from the parent species and are hard to spot. Next time you are near the beach look closely at Brahminy Kites and Whistling Kites which are known to hybridize. 

Of more interest to us are the parrots many of which hybridize.

The following is a list of Australian parrots that have been known to hybridize in the wild:

King Parrot x Red- winged Parrot 

King Parrot x Crimson Rosella

Red- winged Parrot x Princess Parrot 

Crimson Rosella x Pale- headed Rosella

Various other Rosellas with other Rosellas where their ranges overlap.

Red- rumped Parrot x Elegant Parrot

Rainbow Lorikeet x Scaly-breasted Lorikeet 

Major Mitchell’s Cockatoo x Galah 

Corellas x Galah 

Blue Bonnet x Mallee Ringneck .This cross is thought to be responsible for occasional reported sightings of Paradise Parrots on the Darling Downs. Some Ornithologists believed that the Paradise Parrot never really existed but was a hybrid between Mulga and Golden- shouldered Parrots, never mind the fact that these two parrots live about 2000km apart and have probably always done so.

Considering the variety of parrots in Australia you would think there would be more hybrids but the same reason Mulga Parrots and Golden-shouldered Parrots don’t interbreed is the reason many others don’t – geographical isolation. Look at a map of the distributions of the Polytelis, the Psephotus and the Neophemas and you find the ranges of most of the different species don’t overlap. If they did, as in the case of the Rosellas, we would expect to see more hybrids, in fact, what is known by evolutionary biologists as a hybrid swarm. An example of this is the population of Rosellas around the Gold Coast hinterland in which a large percentage of individuals are a mixture of Eastern and Pale- headed, because this area is where their ranges overlap. Go north or south and the species become distinct.

A study of Galapagos finches on the island of Daphne Major by Peter and Rosemary Grant  identified and documented a hybrid swarm among 3 species of these finches during the dramatic El Nino events in the early 1980’s. Unexpectedly these hybrids bred successfully for a number of generations and still influence the gene pool today. The hybrid birds were clearly more suited to the different environmental conditions produced by El Nino but when conditions returned to normal the hybrids were less suited and disappeared, to be replaced by the original 3 species. This study described in the book, “The Beak of the Finch” by Jonathan Weiner, shows an example of evolution in our time and shows both the vulnerability of hybrids and their potential as a force in evolution.

A less rigorous study of these finches near the only major settlement on the Galapagos Islands shows that the different species, which are distinguished by their beak shapes, are getting more alike. They are forming a hybrid swarm in the permanently changed, and very benign conditions of the settlement, and it seems likely that they are on their way to forming a new species with a generalized beak shape. 

 As the code of practice for all Aviculturalists is to provide the benign conditions for our birds we are, if we are not careful how we manage our aviaries, creating the ideal conditions for hybrid swarms.

The simplest way to avoid this is to keep every species separate, but many of us like to keep our birds in mixed collections.

You may ask what is the problem with hybrids and is it any different from breeding mutations. I believe there is a difference and that breeding hybrids should be rigorously discouraged. Both hybridization and mutations have an influence on evolution in wild populations but the process of natural selection is rigorous. Changes within species or between species occur very slowly and occur only when the changes best fit the animals to changing environmental conditions. Mutations only re-arrange the genes within species, to highlight recessive genes that would generally be eliminated in the wild by selective pressures. Hybridization mixes the genes of two species. In aviary conditions, mutations produce interesting curiosities and an intellectual challenge to the breeders but hybrids can in time produce new species, which I think have no place in nature. Mark Shepherd in his book, “Aviculture in Australia”, says, “I believe that deliberate hybridization of two birds for non-specific purposes is a futile and unnecessary exercise.”  I agree.

To avoid hybrids you must choose the species you mix very carefully. Check the taxonomic relationships of the birds you are interested in and don’t put closely related species together.

It is easy to pick which parrots not to put together.  Look at the above list of species that have hybridized naturally and avoid those, then get a field guide for Australian birds, preferably a recent one like Simpson and Day, which has the up to date taxonomy, and see which are closely related. Avoid any from the same genus e.g.  Psephotus, Neophema, Platycercus [Rosellas], Cacatua [Cockatoos], etc. You should also consult aviculture books because some birds need to be separated because of incompatibilities in behavior, e.g. Red-rumped Parrots because they are pugnacious, or because of differences in their habitat requirements. I keep Cockatiels, Hooded Parrots, and Burke’s together happily but the Budgies that share their aviary are too aggressive and are about to go.

The same basic principles apply to finches although a study of the distributions of finches in a field guide shows that, with the exception of the firetails, most of the closely related finches [unlike parrots] do overlap distributions. As you would expect, hybrids do occur in the wild but, with one exception, these appear to be surprisingly rare. What is keeping these species apart? The answer is probably subtle differences in behavior and habitat preferences, differences that are not sufficient to keep them apart in the artificial conditions of an aviary, no matter how “natural” the aviary is. [Some of you will know from a previous article and a talk about interpretive birding that I am a strong advocate of natural landscapes in aviaries.]

In the wild, the following hybrids have been recorded:

Zebra x Double-barred.

Red-browed x Double-barred.

Masked x Long-tailed.

Masked x Black-throated.

Chestnut-breasted Mannikin x Yellow-rumped Mannikin. So common is this hybrid in the Northern Territory [60% of all birds], that Russell Kingston is fearful that the Yellow- rumps may disappear completely. They may vanish in a hybrid swarm.

In your aviaries don’t mix any of the above that have hybridized in the wild, or

 species from the following genera :

Emblema [Firetails]

Neochmia [ Star finch, Crimson finch etc ]

Lonchura [Mannikins ]

Remember to read books about finches, many of which the club has in its Library, including Russell Kingston’s definitive work.

Aviculture is a great hobby, and for some, a wonderful way to make a living , but don’t forget that with the pleasure there also comes responsibility. There is responsibility not just for the daily welfare of your birds but also the long term responsibility of ensuring that the species of birds you breed remain as true and distinct species and are not lost in a hybrid swarm in your aviaries.

By not deliberately, or accidentally, hybridizing your birds you will be making an ethical stand that I believe all Aviculturalists should make!

Enjoy your birds….

