If only it was easy - Fred Wright “Talking Birds”
SOME people start keeping budgerigars thinking it’s simple — just thrown in a bit of seed, water and a nest box and nature will take care of the rest.  If that was true there would be a lot more birds out there, but I’d have great concerns about their quality and health standards.  Many things happen along the way which, if nothing else, make the hobby interesting, with plenty of twists and turns to keep things interesting.

In this column I will address some things that people who want to breed budgies should be aware of.

Dead in shell – what do I do about it? 
This is a massive problem in some breeding rooms and I believe there are at least a couple of reasons.

One is that the birds have become in-bred and a weakness has been established within the stud. It’s one of the tell-tale signs of a stud that needs outcrosses, or unrelated birds to be introduced.

Dead in shell is best described as an egg where the chick is fully formed but fails to hatch properly.  Sometimes it is too dry in the birdroom due to a lack of humidity and the solution in those cases is to regularly spray in the birdroom to increase the humidity.  Using plenty of water is a good idea, always wiping work surfaces, washing the floor and a sink and tap for washing dishes certainly helps to overcome the prob​lem.

I am fortunate to have a fogging machine in my birdroom and the whole room is fogged in the morning and late in the afternoon.  The machine is loaded with a modern disinfectant to cope with viral and bacterial infections and when it is used it in​creases the humidity in the bird room. Similar machines are used in commercial poultry houses.

There is a problem with winter breeding when heat is used. Switch on the heat and it starts to dry the atmosphere and there the problems begin. But heat, with good ventilation and plenty of water about the bird room, seems to solve the problem.

There are more reasons for dead in shell. I hate hens which keep moving the eggs while they are incubating. You can hear the eggs being moved.  It’s a giveaway when you have a big bird room with just the one pair with dead in shell.  I had a hen that did this to me for a couple of rounds before I realised what was happening. I took the third round, moved the eggs as she laid them and managed to get seven fertile eggs and six chicks.

I am not a fan of feeding liquid calcium to budgerigars. It’s easy to over-do it and that makes the shells too thick for the chicks to break through.  The so-called experts tell us that you cannot over-feed calcium, but my experience is that you can and it needs to be avoided.

Some people seem to think that eggs which fail to hatch and have only partly formed chicks inside are dead in shell, but they are not.  They are addled eggs and I suggest that it is due to bacteria entering the egg through the shell. That comes from a dirty nest box or from the fancier’s fingers.  It’s a reason to keep nest boxes clean and disinfected and only handle eggs when necessary and then only after the hands have been washed properly.  The characteristic smell of hydrogen sulphide tells us it’s a bacterial infection inside the eggs.  Obviously, if a hen stops incubation and the eggs become cold, the chicks will be partly formed and die.

Never give up when you find cold eggs. Move them under another hen and hope. Many a time I have managed to get chicks from eggs that were cold.

Day-old chicks die: 
Many times I have known cases where day-old chicks have been squashed. I believe they have not been fed, died and then been squash​​ed.

Getting young hens to feed first chicks can be a problem, especially for first year hens. I think they don’t know how to do the job and need a lesson.  If it happens in my room to the first chick that hatches I put an older chick into the box – one about seven or eight days old. That new chick is old enough to demand food, the hen feeds it and she has received her lesson.  The next chick that hatches, she will probably feed and the older chick can them be removed and put back where it came from.

Another way to get that hen to feed is to offer a couple of small leaves of chickweed or even spinach. The greenfood seem to get the hen feeding.

Why I do not know, but ex​perience tells me it works.

Six or even seven years ago it was very popular to feed soaked oats to breeding pairs. It still is popular, but many breeders believed that it was the cause of day-old chicks dying.  If it’s a problem and you are feeding soaked oats, give it a miss and see if things improve. It was thought that oats when soaked might carry a fungal infection, causing losses.  Maybe older birds can cope with the problem. I always soak millet sprays and any soaked seeds including oats, in an iodine-based disinfectant.  Since I stopped feeding soaked oats to breeding pairs by first day losses have almost disappeared.

Chicks cold in the nestbox — what do I do? 
It rarely happens to older chicks, but with chicks up to 14 days it’s an occasional problem. If the chick is not moving it’s always worth taking the chick in your hands and blowing onto it.  That transfers heat and frequently the little bird will start to increase its movement. Keep going for a few minutes and the bird will almost return to normal. At that stage place it in another box with chicks about the same size, where it will get fed.

If you are new to breeding budgerigars, you are going to run into problems.  Make sure you have the telephone number for a fancier who is prepared to quicly offer help over the telephone.  You might think the experienced fancier will not think it’s a serious prob​lem, but when people are new to the hobby they need help and they need it in a hurry.  Most fanciers are genuine people and are happy to offer help. Make sure you have a phone number handy, should you run into problems.

If you want to ask a question send it to fredwright@freeuk.com. I will try to get back to you as soon as possible, but it might take a day or two.
