The Red-Rumped Grass Parrot

    Psephotus haematonotus

                       By Andy Mathews

Other Names -
Grass Parrot, Grassie, Red-rumped Parakeet, Red-backed Parrot, Redrump, Ground Parrot and Green Leek.

Along with the Quarrion, Budgie and the Lovebird species of parrots Redrumps are also classified as one of the idea beginner’s birds so this month I will deal with the Redrump in depth especially as their popularity is increasing day by day as lovely new mutations are being developed and are being released on to the market.

They are a charming little bird, easy to cater for, are relatively free breeders if fed and housed properly and are relatively disease free.  They have one bad trait which is they are very aggressive during the breeding season and thus should only be housed one pair per aviary (to be fair to the Redrumps ALL parrot species be housed one pair per aviary to maximise their breeding potential).

Distribution -

They are quite a common bird species found over quite a vast area of Australia.

They range from South Western Queensland through most of New South Wales (with the exception of the coastal areas) into most of Victoria (with the exception of the highlands) and into Eastern South Australia then north to the Flinders Ranges and to the Gawler Ranges.

Description -

Male - Forehead, crown and lower cheeks bluish green; remainder of head green merging into yellowish green on the throat and breast; vent and under tail white; rump red hence the name; wings are a mixture of violet blue (outer primaries), yellow, bluish green,

Olive green; back is dull bluish green; bill is black; iris brown; legs grey and hey weighs between 

68 -70gms.

Female -
Forehead, lores and cheeks an olive-grey; crown and underparts a dull greenish-olive; wings the same as the male but duller in colouration; has no red patch on the rump; has an under wing stripe; bill is a dark grey and she weighs between 54 and 65gms. 

Immatures -

Males are much duller than the adult, particularly the head and breast and have little red on the rump (they are always abundant on the outskirts of Sydney though).  They can be seen along the sides of the roads feeding on spilt grains etc. around farmyards buildings (silos and sheds) and can be seen sharing the chook feed in open topped pens.  They show no fear of man and can be approached quite closely while feeding.

Their natural foods are native grass seed heads, mature grass seeds, berries, green acacia shoots, insects, flowers etc.  They feed in the cooler parts of the day, gathering in small flocks or family groups.  They drink from dams, rivers and sheep and cattle troughs normally at the first light and again just before sunset.  They rest during the hotter parts of the day.

Their natural enemies are hawks and kites, feral cats while feeding, snakes while nesting and sadly the Aussie motorist while they are feeding on the sides of the road.  They also have been known to eat mouse and rat baits carelessly left out around sheds and silos etc.

They nest in hollow logs (most common trees are gums) and are very territorial around their nest sites.  They are frequent visitors to outback gardens and can be readily coaxed to nest in man made boxes placed strategically around (very similar to the Eastern Rosella in our area).  A supplementary feed station placed close to the nest box normally encourages them to use the box.

Redrumps in the Aviary - 

Housing - They can be suitably housed in Conventional and Suspended types of aviaries without any fuss.

Conventional Aviaries should be 75cm to 1 metre wide, 1.8metres high and 2/3metres long.  The top should be fully roofed.  At least 1/3 to 1/2 the sides and the back should be fully enclosed to form a draft free shelter (feed dishes, water containers and nest boxes should be housed in this area), the floors concreted (sloping from rear to front to aid in cleaning and disease control - sleeping, feeding and breeding area always dry), and a sun porch should be incorporated, 300ml square is more than adequate and should be placed at the front of the aviary for the birds to access the sun and rain.

A perch should be placed at the front and the rear as far apart as possible to exercise the birds as much as possible.  As with all aviaries they should ideally face the north or north east to gain the most of the available sun each day.  The aviaries should also have some sort of safety door arrangement to lessen the advent of escape of the aviary inmates.

Probably the most important part of the aviary is the wire mesh and should be 1/2” x 1/2” square and 1.3 gauge in thickness.  This will effectively keep most pests at bay with the exclusion of half grown mice.  To completely pest proof the aviary one has to go to 1/4” x 1/4” wire.  This wire works extremely well but the only disadvantage is the bird are hard to see because of the small hole size.

Suspended Aviaries should be a minimum size of 1.8 metres long and .9 of a metre wide and high.  Perches again should be as far apart as possible.  The Nestboxes should be placed at the rear (preferably mounted inside the cage level with the back) and feed and water containers also should be serviced from the rear.  Supplements can be fed at the rear or in trays at the front of the cages.

Suspendeds are a cost effective form of housing for our birds, are easily cleaned (normally self cleaning), disease free and can be made to any design or shape you desire.  They can be made quite attractive especially using Colourbond cladding which is readily available nowadays.

Most suspended complexes nowadays incorporate an enclosed walkway and the roof of which normally extends to cover 1/2 to 2/3rds of the suspended cage thus giving the birds’ shelter and protection from the elements.

Feeding - If you mix your own seed an excellent mix id found in the Australian Birdkeeper “A guide to Neophema and Psephotus Grass Parrots”.  The quantise quoted are 6 parts Canary, 1 part of the following seeds French White Millet, Hungarian Millet, Grey Striped Sunflower and 1/2 part of Hulled Oats.  All this seems to hard to me so I reckon the easiest way is to purchase a ready made mix.  Breeders Choice Seeds (See add and phone number at the rear of this newsletter and don’t forget to show your membership card for your special price) produce an excellent grass parrot mix.  All seeds are eagerly consumed (no waste so excellent value for money) and their seed is always fresh and clean.

Coupled with their seed they should be fed on a regular basis Egg and Biscuit mix, Hi Pro Soft Food mix, Sprouted Seed, Greens (silverbeet, broccoli, fresh seed heads).  Chopped up carrots, fruits (apples, oranges, pears) corn on the cob etc. etc.

I feed what is seasonally available at the right price.  Also available to the birds at all times cuttlefish bone, and good quality grit as well as a constant supply of fresh water.  As they love to bathe the water should be replaced every day.

Breeding - Grassies start to breed as 12 - 18 months of age and the breeding season is from August/September through to December/January.  They lay between 4-7 eggs (average 5) every second day, and the hen usually starts to sit in earnest after the second or third egg is laid.  Incubation time approximately 20 days and all the chicks normally hatch over a 48 hour period.  They are born with a fluffy down, grow quickly with their eyes opening at around 10 days of age (time to leg ring them also if you are breeding mutations).  They are ready to leave the nest at 4-5 weeks of age and reach independence after another 2 weeks or so.  During this time they are fed by the cock bird only.  Once they have reached independence they should be removed from the aviary and placed in a holding cage as sometimes the hen can become quite viscous if she is laying another round of eggs.  They are a multiple clutch species (2 sometimes 3 clutches of young ones) and the soft foods should be kept up to hem while breeding.

Nestboxes - I use two types, an “A” frame design and a normal shaped box.  The normal shaped boxes are 45cm high x 15cm square and the “A” frame type has the same base diameter (15cm square), but the top closes in to be 15cm by .75cm.  The entrance hole is 5.5cm in diameter and is 6.5cm down from the top of the box.  There is a wire internal ladder and the front of the box has a piece of bamboo (one end cut at 45 degrees) glued into to form a spout.  Both types of boxes are readily taken by the birds.  Before the breeding season I spray the complete box (both inside and out) with Cislin 10 then fill to a height of 50ml. (that’s 2 inches for you oldies) or so with a mixture of sawdust and peatmoss.  Each cage is given a choice of one normal box and an “A” frame one.

Remember if you require Nestboxes and are unable to make your own see Phil Brauer add in the magazine to order one for the next meeting.  Phil’s Nestboxes are good quality and are good VALUE for the money.    

Courtship display by the cock bird is quite similar to the Rosellas.  He bobs up and down, struts up and down the perch, spreads his wings and stands upright in front of his hen, feeds her, spreads and wags his tail and sometimes raises the feathers on top of the head.  All in all a quite spectacular display.  The main aim to successful breeding of Redrumps is to have COMPATIBLE pairs.  If they don’t seem compatible swap them around.  It just might make the difference!

Worming - Redrumps like any other species of parrots should have a formulated worming programme.  I worm my birds twice a year (are all housed on either concrete floors or in suspendeds).  They are wormed just prior to the breeding season in June/July depending on the weather and again after the last clutch of young ones in December/January.  I also worm the young ones about one month after they have fledged.  I use a crop needle to worm all my birds (I know they have had the medication) as against putting the medication in their drinking water.  Remember worming medication is available at our general meetings every month so see Angela or Lyn for friendly helpful advice for all your Avicultural requirements.

Redrump Mutations - Over the past few years there has been a virtual explosion in the number of mutations of the Redrump.  Importation has helped with the lovely olive pieds being brought into the country.  These have been crossed with all the existing mutations available to produce an assortment of new colours.  Recently also the lovely opaline was released and it also has been combined with most other colours also.

Mutations available at the moment are - Lutino, Cinnamon ( a sex linked variety and a recessive one also), Black Eyed Yellow (sex linked), the lovely Blue, U.K. Pied, Australian Pied, Opaline, Fallow, Golden Fallow, Silver, Albino, Blue Opaline, Cinnamon Opaline, Lutino Opaline, Platinum and I’m sure there are more colours being bred and soon to be released.

One thing worries me though; I hope the Redrump doesn’t go down the same path as the African Lovebirds and more recently Quarrians and the Bourke Parrots.  We as RESPONSIBLE  Aviculturists should not practice indiscriminate inbreeding but outcross with healthy, good sized normal birds to produce in the second generation big, healthy mutation.
Birds which still retain the ability to reproduce themselves with out to much fuss (for example - lay fertile eggs, sit on their eggs and hatch them, actually rear their young etc).  There are enough mutation birds available now to do this.  Surely mistakes and to a greater degree greed must be remedied NOW for the sake of Aviculture in general.  I’m the first to agree that we all like to make a few dollars our of our birds (if only to buy seed and replacement birds etc) but when the dollars start to affect the quality and well being of the birds those people responsible should depart from the great hobby of Aviculture and do something more suited to their talents (something like selling one owner elderly lady used cars in some sleazy backyard car yard).

Conclusion

Redrumps are an active bird, always zapping around the aviary, easy to feed and relatively disease free if housed and fed properly.  They are not obtrusive noise wise (surely even the bitchiest of neighbours couldn’t complain), and now come in vast array of lovely mutations (some are quite expensive still at the moment).  They are always a real pleasure to have in ones aviaries.  Remember to they are now on the exempt list in Queensland so you don’t have the Hassle of National Parks if you decide to house Redrumps.

Happy Birdkeeping,

Andy Mathews

