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the sunroom of the house into a rec-
reation and living room for adoptable 
birds, complete with hanging branches 
and toys and layers of newspaper cover-
ing the floor. The area that would have 
served as a garage has been subdivided 
into two large rooms, one for larger par-
rots—which has an elaborate structure 
of branches and dangling ropes for the 
animals to perch on and explore—and a 
room for the smaller birds. 

In that space, several beautiful blaz-
ing orange sun conures are clinging 
to the mesh barrier, peering out at the 
ruckus on the lawn. The conures make 
small burbling twitters, but they’re 
largely drowned out by the whoops 
and shrieks coming from the dog crates, 
where 31 macaws await transport. 

They’re here, and they sound peeved. 

Lawyers, Birds, and Money
They’re not the only ones; their tempo-
rary caretakers aren’t too happy either. 
The birds are both victims and evidence 
in a cruelty case, one that culminated in 
a court decision to move them to a differ-

ent sheltering facility, where they will 
live for the next year and a half. Today 
the folks who’ve been temporarily caring 
for them have come from around the area 
to deliver them back to Orange County 
Animal Control. 

After leaving the sanctuary today, 
the animal control officer who seized 
the birds—and charged their own-
ers with 27 counts of cruelty and four 
charges of neglect—has to deliver them 
back to those same owners. 

The owners, who used to breed these 
birds, aren’t getting them back perma-
nently—at least, not yet. Through an 
agreement with the prosecutor, they will 
drive the animals south to the Florida 
bird facility that will be taking care of 
them. The owners have six months to 
repay the $20,000 vet bill they owe. If 
they repay that sum, along with the new 
facility’s boarding fees—$50 a month for 
each bird, totaling a whopping $27,900 
over that 18-month period—they will 
then get the animals back. 

The amount the defendants will 
owe is a huge amount of money for 

most people, but espe-
cially for a couple who 
recently lost their home 
to foreclosure. It was due 
to this loss, they’ve said, 
that they were forced to 
put the former breeding 
birds into a bad environ-
ment. Having lost their 
home, they moved the 
birds from that property 
to a nearby temporary 
setup. 

It was in this tempo-
rary housing that chief 
animal control officer 
Patricia Dahl found them, 
cramped in a makeshift 
shelter in the middle of 
a muddy field. The cages 
were draped with plas-
tic tarps, the birds were 
exposed to the elements, 
the drinking water was 
green and dirty, and the 
cages were rusted shut 
and full of droppings. 

The owners told Dahl the birds would 
be safely moved to a warehouse by day’s 
end, but when she returned two days 
later, the birds were still there. Their 
condition and the weather had wors-
ened, and Dahl then enlisted the help of 
a small team of bird experts, including 
Smith and a local veterinarian, to seize 
the macaws. 

But like most traditional shelters, 
Orange County Animal Control didn’t 
have the space or expertise to comfort-
ably house 31 enormous, squawking 
birds. The county turned to Project Perry 
for assistance, and Smith and his col-
leagues took in the seized birds. Some of 
them have stayed here at the sanctuary, 
but others went into foster care with bird 
rescuers around the state—where they’ve 
been until this morning.

“The animal control officers, the sher-
iff’s office, they all wanted this case to go 
to trial,” Smith says. “They said it was a 
strong case, lots of documentation from 
that day, the vet file was over an inch 
thick. But I really think the prosecutor’s 
office wanted to … make that $20,000 vet 

Before loading the birds for their long journey, veterinarian Hillary Cook (center, with Project Perry’s Matt Smith  
and Peggy Kenworthy) checked all of them to see how much their health had improved since their seizure.

M
ic

h
e

ll
e

 R
il

e
y

/T
h

e
 H

S
U

S

26  Animal Sheltering november/december 2008  ANIMALSHELTERING.ORG



 /////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////// Creature Feature

bill go away ... if they’d gone to trial and 
they lost, the county would have been 
stuck with that bill.” 

The Crate Beyond
Dahl is here today, and she and her fel-
low officer conduct themselves with 
grave politeness as they assist in the 
loading of the crated macaws onto their 
animal control truck. But neither seem 
too pleased about the task at hand. 

Some of the Project Perry volunteers 
are crying openly: They’ve bonded with 
these birds over the course of their time 
together, and they’re worried the birds 
will end up in a less-than-ideal situa-
tion. There have been people lurking 
around the case, Smith says, who want 
to get their hands on the birds for the 
wrong reason: money. Large exotic birds 
are valuable; the largest and rarest of 
the seized birds, a hyacinth macaw, 
would be worth around $10,000 on the 
pet market.

The holding facility in Florida was 
selected in consultation with a national 
parrot welfare organization, but the 
folks who’ve been taking care of the 
macaws are deeply invested in the case 
and they’re worried about their feath-
ered friends’ futures. They’re also wor-
ried about how the birds are getting 
down to Florida, and fear the stress of 
it will cause setbacks: Most of the birds 
were malnourished and had medical 
problems when they were seized, issues 
ranging from respiratory problems to e. 
coli infections. Many had lost or plucked 
out their feathers due to stress. But their 
time in the care of Project Perry and 
the assisting fosterers has helped enor-
mously. The folks who’ve been caring 
for the birds are worried that a long, hot 
trip in the back of a truck will reverse 
some of the progress they’ve made. 

The health improvements are clear 
as each macaw is brought out for a vet 
check before being loaded for transport. 
This examination is no easy task: While 
the birds have become more people-
friendly over the past months, they’re 
still skittish—and no one likes going to 
the doctor! Smith has to dive into the 
crates and swiftly wrap each bird up 

in a towel, swaddling the animal like 
a baby, controlling the panicked flap-
ping of the powerful wings. The hooked 
beaks of these big birds can inflict seri-
ous damage, but the examinations have 
to be done up close. Veterinarian Hillary 
Cook and Smith check each bird, trying 
to keep their hands out of range of their 
beaks. They note each animal’s progress 
and improvements—regrowth of feath-
ers, weight gain. 

Dahl leans in over one squirming 
bird. “Wow, he got fat,” she laughs. 

Checking and loading the 31 ma-
caws takes more than two hours. A fe-
male macaw named Cookie is the last to 
be checked and crated. Smith and Cook 
saved Cookie’s transfer for last because 
they know how deeply her foster dad has 
bonded with her. “He came over when she 
was in quarantine here the first couple 
weeks after the seizure, and he just said 
he felt something for her,” Smith says. 
“She was such a good bird with him.” 

They’ve tried to let the two spend as 
much time together as possible before 
the handover, but it’s no easier when 
the final moment comes. After the bird 
is vetted and crated, she’s taken off and 
loaded onto the truck with the oth-
ers, and her caretaker is visibly shaken 
watching the bird go. 

The animal control officers back the 
loaded truck out of the driveway, and 
most of the foster folks follow in their 
cars; they plan to observe the handover 
and stage a protest of the court decision. 
Several are carrying picket signs reading, 
“Parrots Are Not Property!” 

Smith stays behind. There’s still more 
work to be done, not only to wrap up this 
case, but to care for the rest of the birds 
at the sanctuary. Even with the macaws 
gone, there are more than 100 left here.

A Safety Net
To shelters taking in hundreds of ani-
mals every week, the number of birds at 
Smith’s facility may not seem like a lot of 
animals. But Project Perry is one of the 
few around the country that specialize 
entirely in exotic birds. With fewer shel-
ters to handle them, the need is great—
while most everyone has heard of puppy 
mills by now, not everyone knows that 
similar mass-breeding facilities exist 
for birds. And while puppies and kittens 
make great companions, most exotic 
birds do not and should not. 

In fact, avian experts at The Humane 
Society of the United States (HSUS) don’t 
believe any of the larger parrot species 
should be kept as companions. Due to the 
challenges of care and housing, the abuses 

Matt Smith lives upstairs in the house at Project Perry, but much of the space in his home is reserved for 
his feathered friends. He hopes to move more of his sheltered birds into outdoor aviaries, where they’ll 
have additional space to wing it.
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of the breeding system, and the poten-
tial for buyers to unwittingly purchase a 
smuggled wild-caught bird, The HSUS rec-
ommends bird ownership be limited to 
cockatiels, canaries, and budgies.

The Wild Bird Conservation Act 
(WBCA) passed in 1992 had a huge impact 
on the pet trade in these animals. “Before 
the WBCA, we were importing 800,000 
wild-caught birds every year to be sold 
as pets,” says Teresa Telecky, policy direc-
tor at Humane Society International, the 
global wing of The HSUS. “These birds 
were subjected to extremely cruel con-
ditions during capture, holding, export 
and transport. Many more birds were 
captured that didn’t even make it out 
of their country of export because they 
died before they could be exported. … The 
WBCA stopped that, and that is a very, 
very good thing.”

But while the law helped protect 
birds in the wild, profiteers quickly 
found a new source for the animals. 
“Because then the interest all shifted to 
breeding them in captivity,” says Monica 
Engebretson, senior program associate at 
the Animal Protection Institute. “And to 
be profitable with a species like that, you 
have to breed mass amounts. Many birds 
are bred as hobbies in backyards, but 
the hobby breeders don’t make money 
on that. The bird mills are just rows and 
rows of cages with birds that are kept 
there with little or no enrichment—usu-
ally none—and their only purpose is to 
make babies.” 

What’s more, she says, there’s still an 
issue with smuggled wild-caught birds. 
“Typically it’s over the U.S.-Mexican bor-
der where they’ll come up—the problem 
being that once they enter this country, 
there is no way to tell them apart … They 
have to catch them actually coming across 
the border or there’s no real recourse.”

Mass breeders and smugglers keep 
Matt Smith busy. 

Smith himself has had pet birds for 
about 10 years. It was the death of his be-
loved conure, Perry, that brought him to 
the doors of a Massachusetts sanctuary 
called Foster Parrots about five years ago. 

“And here were 300 birds either 
abused, neglected, or discarded. I didn’t 

Every Bird Has His Day
And it’s coming up soon: National Bird Day is Jan. 5. It’s a great day to cel-
ebrate our feathered friends, those in our yards, our homes, and our shelters. 

Treat your shelter birds right by checking out the resources listed here, and 
if you adopt these guys out, refer adopters to the Animal Protection Institute’s 
list, “10 Things You Can Do to Make Your Bird Happy” (nationalbirdday.com/a_
happy_bird.php).
n	“Flocking Together: Caring for Exotic Birds in the Shelter” 
	 If your shelter takes in exotic birds, you’ll find this Animal Sheltering feature 

helpful. It covers care basics for multiple species of birds, and provides adop-
tion, housing, and sanitation guidelines: animalsheltering.org/resource_library/
magazine_articles/mar_apr_2001/flocking_together.html

n	Captive Exotic Bird Care: A Guide for Shelters
	 A comprehensive guide to bird care, available from the Avian Welfare 

Coalition: ashlandcreative.com/awc/handbook/. Be sure to check out its bird 
care workshops for shelters (avianwelfare.org/shelter_outreach.htm) and the 
guidelines for making sure that the avian rescue/sanctuary you want to work 
with is not run by birdbrains (avianwelfare.org/issues/sheltering.htm).

n	Central Virginia Parrot Sanctuary/Project Perry, Louisa, Va.  
projectperry.com

n	Foster Parrots/The New England Exotic Wildlife Sanctuary, Hopkinton, R.I. 
fosterparrots.com

n	Midwest Avian Adoption & Rescue Services (MAARS), Stillwater, Minn. 
maars.org

Project Perry’s enormous new aviary will house only African grey parrots. These birds have been highly 
marketed to pet owners, but few people are prepared to meet their needs. The sanctuary regularly takes 
in birds who’ve suffered the consequences.
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know a place like that existed,” says 
Smith. It was his lightning-bolt mo-
ment: Though he was living in New 
Hampshire, a two-hour drive from Foster 
Parrots, Smith spent the next two years 
making weekly trips there and study-
ing the organization’s work. “I wanted to 
know every aspect of how to run a suc-
cessful sanctuary, everything from the 
paperwork and legal aspects of it to the 
direct bird care,” he says. 

He absorbed everything he could 
from Mark Johnson and Karen Windsor, 
the founder and executive director of 
Foster Parrots, respectively, and then 
went in on the purchase of the land in 
central Virginia. “Volunteers who come 
here, I know what they’re feeling when 
they walk through the door,” Smith says. 
“Because I was in that same position, and 
I was so inspired by their work.”

These bird rescues and sanctuaries 
function as an avian safety net, not only 
for pet owners giving up their birds, but 
for typical cat-and-dog shelters that are 
either too overwhelmed to handle the 
birds they take in, or don’t have the facil-
ities to provide proper care. These avian 
experts provide invaluable assistance—
but due to the sheer numbers of birds 
in need, the good rescues that exist are 
often overwhelmed.

Free as a Bird?
It’s no surprise that caring for birds in a 
shelter environment will be tricky, but 
even in a spacious home, proper care for 
exotic birds is difficult to provide, espe-
cially for the larger parrots. Johnson of 
Foster Parrots says his group is actually 
moving away from adoptions because 
finding truly appropriate adopters is 
such a challenge. 

Most folks who get a notion to buy a 
bird have no idea what they’re getting 
into. “All these people have to go on is 
what the pet trade is telling them—you 
know, ‘Ideal apartment pet!’ No one’s 
been standing up and saying, ‘Hey, wait 
a minute!’ ” Johnson says. For a long 
time now, his group has been push-
ing the message that these birds aren’t 
good pets, and Johnson feels there’s 
more to celebrate in the fact that they 

now see fewer people wanting to adopt 
them. “I think we’re being very success-
ful in offering the alternative message: 
This is not an easy thing. Look before 
you leap.”

While cats and dogs present their 
own set of challenges, most people grew 
up around them and have at least a basic 
idea of their needs. With birds, though, 
it’s a completely different story. Few 
people are prepared to provide the right 
kind of stimulation for birds so that they 
don’t become bored and depressed. Few 
have space that they’re willing to con-
vert into the free-flying zones that allow 
birds to follow their natural instincts. 
Few are prepared for a pet who will 
likely outlive them—the larger parrots 
can live 60 years or more—and few have 
a natural sense of how birds should be 
housed and fed. Whatever rumors you’ve 
heard about the matter, Polly does not, in 
fact, want a cracker.

What’s more, many of the people 
who acquire birds do so with unrealistic 
ideas about what their new companion 
will be like. It’s unrealistic expectations, 
Smith explains, that are largely behind 
the enormous structure being raised 
behind his house. When completed, this 
structure will provide 3,600 square feet 
of shelter for African grey parrots, and 
only African greys. Smith wants to keep 
his aviaries species-specific for stress and 
health reasons, and says the reason he’s 
dedicating this much space to one spe-
cies is because these birds are one of the 
most oversold and neglected. 

“The pet trade has marketed them 
very, very well as great talkers,” he says. 
“And they’re intelligent, so between 
their intelligence and their emotional 
capacity and their ability to mimic and 
speak in a human voice, the pet trade 
has marketed them as great pets. ‘They 
talk, right?’ I get that question so much, 
‘Does it talk?’ ” 

The greys are natural mimics, but 
that doesn’t make them great pets. And 
captive-bred birds who aren’ t raised 
humanely or undergo a major period of 
stress may be much less talkative: While 
some of the parrots in Smith’s current 
African grey aviary emit burbles and 
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whistles, and one mutters under her 
breath, they’re not the chattiest bunch. 
Some seem exceedingly shy, a product, 
Smith explains, of their former mistreat-
ment; eight of the greys here were sur-
rendered by a hobby breeder who’d been 
keeping them in a cinder block basement 
with no windows or ventilation. 

Good Help is Hard to Find
The caring volunteers and the beauti-
ful, clean aviaries at Project Perry would 
seem like paradise to most birds who’ve 
been living in captivity, and Smith is 

doing everything he can to make sure 
it only gets better. The African grey 
aviary, when complete, will be divided 
into a heated indoor area and an out-
door section the birds can enjoy in good 
weather. It will contain tropical plants 
like banana and palm trees. Dogwoods, 
cut down in the surrounding forest 
areas and then mounted in concrete and 
planted into the floor of the enclosure, 
will provide the birds with plenty of 
perching options, and a misting system 
and two huge fans will mimic the cool-
ing effects of the kind of thunderstorms 

these birds would experience in their 
native rainforests.

Project Perry is one of the good sanc-
tuaries, and there are other bird aficiona-
dos out there who can provide the avian 
expertise and placement assistance that 
shelters sometimes need when they re-
ceive surrendered birds. Most cities even 
have a bird club or a bird rescue group. 

But be careful about which groups 
you work with, warns Denise Kelley, 
co-founder and president of the Avian 
Welfare Coalition (AWC). There are 
some highly questionable practices 
within some avian rescues, and often 
there are close ties to the bird breed-
ing community. 

“Just last week I had five in one day, 
five of the most horrendous things. … 
One was a rescue group [that placed 
a surrendered bird] with a breeder, 
and the or igina l ow ner found out 
and wanted her bird back and they 
wouldn’ t give it back,” Kelley says. 
“Then there was a rescue group that 
had a baby eclectus, 5 weeks old, and 
they were raffling it off in an online ad 

With help from his father, Matt Smith constructed multiple indoor/outdoor housing units for the birds at the 
sanctuary. The aviary for African greys will be six times the size of the cockatiel enclosure shown here.
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Finding a responsible, nonbreeding bird rescue  
can be tricky, many avian experts say. Part  
of the problem is that the animals are so valuable;  
a hyacinth macaw like this one might sell for 
$10,000 or more.
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on Petfinder. … And then we have an-
other one who’s been saying he’s going 
to start a sanctuary with 4,000 birds, 
and he’s been asking other groups to 
give him birds.” 

Kelley advises any shelter planning 
to work with an avian rescue to visit 
their facility, and to ask them for their 
policies about issues such as breeding 
(see the AWC’s guidelines for finding 
responsible bird groups at avianwelfare.
org/issues/sheltering.htm). It’s not that 
Kelley thinks there are no breeders tak-
ing good care of their birds—that’s not 
the issue, she says. “I recognize someone 
doing a better job. I can tell good bird 
care from bad. I could say, ‘Yes, this per-
son had nice facilities, versus this guy 
who had the birds in his basement in 
drums instead of aviaries.’ … But it goes 
back to the ethical question: Is it respon-
sible at all to be breeding animals that 
life in captivity really doesn’t serve as 
well as the average cat or a dog?”  

Smith agrees. Surveying the over-
grown garden he sheepishly admits 
neglecting during the grueling months 
of the macaw case, he says that, while 
bird lovers have to make the best of 
things and try to provide these ani-
mals with the best care they can, keep-
ing them as companions was never in 
their best interest. 

“What would have been best for par-
rots is if they’d never become pets,” he 
says. “There were a lot of consequences 
along the way, with the death toll from 
importing them wild, the way they’re 
being kept now in these mass breed-
ing facilities, to downright abuse and 
neglect. Realistically, will the bird trade 
ever go away? Probably not.”

But he doesn’t have to like that fact, 
and says he’ ll continue to speak out 
about the problems inherent in breeding 
animals meant to live free and wild. In 
the meantime, he and other responsible 
rescuers will be cleaning cages, building 
flight spaces, socializing neglected birds, 
and searching for those special adopters 
able to provide homes for these beauti-
ful animals without treating them as 
egg-laying machines to create more cap-
tive and unhappy birds. AS

HEY. YOU. YOU’RE, LIKE, TOTALLY AWESOME! ANIMALSHELTERING.ORG/SHELTERSROCK 31


