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Living in Belize and running a bird rescue 
by Nikki Buxton Photos by Nikki Buxton except where stated

The story of the birth of 
every rescue centre is 
different, but they all 

seem to share a common 
thread:  rarely is it the 
fulfilment of a lifelong-
dream or the result of some 
carefully structured master-
plan.  Belize Bird Rescue 
was no different. “Grew 
like Topsy” is a phrase my 
grandmother was fond of 
using, and it fits BBR perfectly.

The master-plan Jerry and I were 
carefully following was to escape the 
British weather by finding ourselves 
a warm, friendly country to begin our 
retirement strategy.  Belize was the 
perfect choice and we fell on our feet in 
securing a beautiful piece of land in the 
Cayo District of the country.

A boy with a bucket arrived
About three months into 'the dream' we 
were strutting proudly around, watching 
our contractor prepare the footings for 
our new home, when a young boy with 
a bucket passed by.  "Hey Miss, wanna 
buy a parrot?" he asked me.  Confusing 
images of shiny pet stores and African 
Greys flashed through my mind, but before 
I could say, “No thanks” the boy had thrust 

the bucket into my face.  There, gazing 
up from the grimy interior, were two ugly, 
poop-covered, featherless baby Amazons.

I promptly burst into tears - I had 
never seen anything like it before.  
Removing baby birds from the nest 
was a taboo so deeply ingrained into 
my British upbringing, I couldn't begin 
to understand how anyone could have 
done this.  All I could think of was getting 
them back into their nest.  I actually 
gave the boy money to return them, and 
as I watched him walk away grinning, I 
realised that those birds were doomed 
if we didn't do something.  So, Jerry 
and I became the proud possessors of 
two wild-caught Red-lored Amazons 
(Amazona autumnalis), and unbeknown 
to us, we were breaking the law.

We made no conscious decision to 
rehab Bonnie and Clyde.  Our primary 

concern was 
to keep them 
healthy.  We 
researched diet 
and husbandry 
but very little of 
the information 
freely available 
was relevant to 
our situation.  
Phrases such as “consult your avian 
veterinarian” and “specialist hand-feeding 
formula” had us looking at each other in 
despair.  In the end, we devised a diet 
using the best of what was available 
naturally, and turned the living room of 
our rental home into a jungle.

Inter-species imprinting
Bonnie and Clyde grew like weeds, and 
we were officially in love with parrots.  
Somewhere along the way, another 
“bucket boy” passed by and we ended 
up with a baby Olive-throated Conure 
(Aratinga nana), we named Fat-belly 
Jones.  Raising Jonesy with Bonnie and 
Clyde as his ‘mirror,’ the little guy was 
understandably convinced he was a 
red-lored.  I didn't realise at the time, but 
I had totally ruined Jonesy's chances of 
returning to the wild.  It was a valuable 
lesson in inter-species imprinting and 

a mistake we have largely managed to 
avoid repeating.

As Bonnie and Clyde fledged, our 
new home “in the bush” was ready to 
move into.  The first time we allowed 
our babies to fly in the outside world, 
we were nervous wrecks, but to our 
amazement they didn't go far, and after 
hanging out in the trees for an hour or 
two, they allowed us to bring them back 
in for the night.  So it went on, they came 
and went for weeks, venturing further 

and further afield, interacting with the 
wild parrots and occasionally spending 
the night outside, until one day they 
simply stopped coming home.

Now and again, the Amazons would 
fly overhead, and Jonesy would go 
screeching after them, returning a few 
hours later to snuggle into my shoulder 
for the night.  Poor Jonesy was a crazy 
mixed-up bird, but for Bonnie and Clyde, 
the return to their rightful home in the wild 
was a complete success.

Culture of disposable pets
A local from the village was so thrilled at 
seeing Jonesy and the gang flying free, she 
wanted us to do the same for four parrots 
she had in captivity.  News travels fast... and 
so began Belize Bird Rescue.

Belize artfully straddles the two very 
different cultures of Latin America and the 
Caribbean.  Unfortunately, collecting and 
caging wild parrots is deeply ingrained 
into both cultures.  Whilst parrots are 
pets throughout the world, when they 
are wild-caught and caged within their 
natural environment, they are constantly 
reminded of their origins and their misery 
is compounded by the sight and sound of 
every wild parrot that flies overhead.

As Brits coming into the country, we 
walk a fine line between education and 
interference when trying to convince 
locals to surrender their bird to the rehab 
programme.  If we can't elicit a surrender, 
we work on improving the life of the bird.  
Husbandry is generally poor and the 
typical lifespan of a wild-caught parrot 
ranges from 6-24 months.

BBR employees, 
Oscar Valle, 
Rachel Avilla 
(manager) and 
Celeshia Guy.

Above: Typical damage found on  
cage-bound Amazons that are brought in  
to the rescue centre.

Right: A foraging, multi-perched  
swing provides natural enrichment  

and balancing skills for these  
White-crowned Parrots.

Below: Introducing ex-captive  
Red-lored Amazons to toys.

Nikki Buxton

Bonnie and Clyde sharing 
their food with Jonesy, the 

Olive-throated Conure.
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FEEDING BERRIES

Avian Biotech offers the world’s most accurate avian 
disease testing and DNA sexing for bird breeders, keepers 
and enthusiasts. As the world’s largest provider of private 
Avian DNA tests, Avian Biotech has tested more than one 
million samples since pioneering genetic sexing technology 
in the early nineties. We now hold the world’s largest 
reference library of DNA species profiles, collected since 
our opening in 1992 – hence there is virtually no bird 
we cannot sex accurately, quickly and affordably. 30% 
of Avian Biotech’s profits is invested in further research 
of avian disease testing, treatment and prevention.

DNA SEXING & DISEASE TESTING
Phone/Fax (44) 01872 262737
P.O. Box 107, Truro, Cornwall TR1 2YR, England
contact@avianbiotech.co.uk   www.avianbiotech.co.uk

must protect and preserve its wildlife, or 
the majority of tourists will simply stop 
coming.  As one American lady said to 
me just the other week, “If I wanted to see 
parrots in small cages, I would have gone 
to my local pet store.”

Sending a powerful message 
As the only rehab centre in the country 
working with avians, we accept any 
species, but our primary focus and our 
love will always be parrots.  Before our 
involvement with the government in 
2006, parrots in captivity were not given 

Every parrot owner we can convince 
to increase the size of the cage, socialise 
the bird and give it fresh greens, fruits 
and enrichment, is one less person that 
will be replacing their 'disposable pet' 
annually.  It's an unhappy compromise 
for us, but if all we do is halve the number 
of birds taken from the wild, we will have 
made a small difference.

a second thought.  In terms of education 
and awareness, we weren't just starting 
from zero, but we had decades of cultural 
acceptance to overturn, not just with the 
public, but with the authorities themselves.

Whilst the hundred or so parrots 
a year that BBR receives are only a 

Eco-tourism the way forward
We work closely with the Belize Forest 
Department in their endeavours to 
enforce the wildlife laws, but resources 
are almost non-existent.  There are only 
two designated wildlife officers in the 
entire country, and they have no assigned 
vehicle and a monthly fuel and travel 
budget that barely stretches through the 
first week.  We do what we can to help 
financially, but of course it's never enough.

This year we plan to assist the Forest 
Department with a banding programme 
which will make all licensed, captive parrots 
identifiable.  This will go a long way to 
reducing the turnover of replacement birds.

Schools have yet to make 
environmental education a mandatory 
part of the curriculum, so teachers rely 
on organisations such as ours to visit 
periodically and give presentations.  
We do feel that the younger generation 
- especially those coming from more 
educated households - are becoming 
more aware of environmental sensitivities.  
They express greater empathy for captive 
birds and have little time or space in their 

fraction of those being poached, the 
existence of the Centre finally gives the 
Forest Department somewhere to put 
confiscated birds, with a view to returning 
them to the wild, which sends a powerful 
message to everyone.

After 10 years of mistakes, disasters 
and triumphs, we have formulated a 
rehab programme that is almost perfect 
for the majority of parrots coming into the 
Centre.  With rare exceptions, every bird 
is malnourished and has a wing clip that 
would make you weep.  On intake, the 
birds receive a brief health check, they 
are banded and more often than not, we 
give them a new name - if we didn't, every 
bird in the Centre would be Polly or Lorito!

lives for a noisy, messy wild parrot.
Unfortunately, many rural children 

collect parrots during the Easter and 
Summer holidays and use the money 
they make - around £15 a bird - to fund 
their next school year.  If they can't raise 
the money, they can't go to school.  The 
economics are hard to argue with.

We also try to reinforce the 'invisible' 
value of preserving wildlife.  Tourism brings 
in almost 24 per cent of the country's GDP 
(2011), and Belize's premier advertising 
strategy targets the eco-tourist.  Belize 

Red-lored Amazons enjoying foraging  
in the fruit and berry tray.

Jonesy thinks he is a Red-lored and  
is too imprinted to be set free in the wild.

Two Red-lored out of their cage,  
for the first time in their lives.

Three Red-lored in a large natural flight  
with trees preparing for release.

Yellow-headed Amazon 
(Amazona oratrix belizensis). White-fronted Amazon who still drops by once 

a week having been released last year.

White-fronted Amazon (Amazona albifrons).

Jonesy hanging out with a male Red-lored who came went for about two year – calling in for food.  
One day he dropped in with his family who were totally freaked out by him coming to us for food!

The large flight where the birds get used to trees and natural foods prior to release.
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Morley Aviaries the home of

Junglegold®
Quality Seed, Mixtures, Bird Foods and 
Avian Products for Serious Bird Owners

Aviaries & Aviary Panels
From a single panel to a complete aviary 
complex. Made from timber or welded 
aluminium. Nestboxes and breeding 

cages made to requirements.

Seed and Seed Mixtures
With over 200 types of seed and 

nutritionally balanced mixes in stock we 
can supply all the food your birds need. 
Many mixes are made freshly to order. 
Our range of straight seeds is hard to 

beat. With a choice of seeds, nuts, fruits, 
berries, herbs and softfood to give your 

birds the best possible diet.

Supplements
We stock the full range of Aviform and Aves supplements,  
shell-sand, limestone, grits, mineral blocks and charcoal.

A Family Business,  
Run by Bird People for Bird People

Orders/enquiries can be made by phone or from our website

Tel: 01953 452321    www.junglegold.com    
Email: shop@junglegold.com

The best for parrot cages

CONTACT YOUR LOCAL STOCKIST OR ONLINE
MERCHANT OR CALL US FOR YOUR NEAREST SUPPLIER

Parrot enthusiasts watch ....

VOYAGER

Mike Simmons
Bird trainer

Scan the code for 
information on this cage

from Mike Simmons

SCAN THE CODE

For more information on
the Liberta range of cages

with Mike Simmons

Come and volunteer!
Belize Bird Rescue, based three miles from Belmopan and close to the village of 
Roaring Creek in the Cayo District, welcomes interns and volunteers - preferably for a 
minimum three-month period.

We are looking for those who have a great enthusiasm for psittacines and would 
like to help with avian care and rehabilitation.  Volunteers would be working closely with 
the resident management, but would also be expected to work without supervision.

Consideration may also be given to those with experience in fundraising and grant 
writing, web-design, public awareness and education, gardening and agriculture.

Tasks  Daily tasks include: food prep, cleaning cages, preparing enrichment, 
re-perching and basic aviary maintenance, planting food crops and 
aviary enrichment, health checks and basic medical care, rescues and 
provide companionship for the parrots that cannot be released.

Terms •  Volunteers are expected to be out of bed and “happy” at dawn, and 
they must like dogs.

 •  We are currently limited to taking only two people at any one time.
 •  There is a small charge of US $30 (£20) a week to go towards food, 

accommodation and utilities, but we provide transport to and from the 
airport free of charge.  The cost of flights is not included.

Getting there  From the UK, flights to Miami, Houston, Atlanta or Dallas link with 
Belize, or alternatively you can fly to Cancun, Mexico and take the ADO 
bus service to the border (six hours) and then travel on to Belize City 
(four hours) where we would pick you up.

See our website:   www.belizebirdrescue.com/volunteer.html  
or email: belizebirdrescue@gmail.com

Beginning their rehab
Most of the parrots start out in the 
quarantine enclosures where we get them 
onto a healthy diet and take some time 
to assess their psychological condition 
and physical abilities - or lack thereof.  
For many of these birds, it is the first 
time they have been exposed to fresh 
foods, sunshine or rain, the first time they 
have touched a leaf or live branch, and 
even the first time they have been able 
to stretch their wings fully or perch on a 
branch rather than sitting on a wire floor.  
For us, the joy never ends as we watch 
them play with a toy for hours, chew on a 
leaf, take a “rain bath,” drink fresh water, 
or simply just gaze at the sky and soak 
up some sunshine.

As healthy, green plumage begins to 
replace their dull, yellowing feathers and 
they develop strength in their feet and 
beaks, they are upgraded to our pre-flight 
enclosures.  Here, they enjoy their first 
real encounter with members of their own 
species and we marvel at how quickly they 
abandon their mimicry of humans and 
revert to their natural, wild parrot sounds.

After anything up to a year later, with 
primaries and secondaries now intact, 
they progress to the flight aviaries where 

they practice landing and turning and 
build up some strength in their atrophied 
muscles.  Once we are satisfied that they 
are fully flighted, have lost their human 
vocalisations and are integrated into the 
flock, they are moved out to our pre-flight 
enclosures, which are on private land 
deep within protected areas.

In the pre-flight enclosures they 
spend the last two weeks they will ever 
experience behind bars before their 
release.  Our friends, Alan and Dolly 

Graham are wildlife photographers and 
have generously funded and facilitated 
the final leg of this road to freedom.  
They watch carefully over the released 
birds, ensuring their survival by providing 
supplemental food and water until they 
are totally independent.  Last year saw 
the most incredible triumph for us, as 
two of our former captive Red-lored 
Amazons were photographed by Alan 
feeding their new baby.  It doesn't get 
better than that!

Yellow-head  
captive breeding programme
Recently, we made a start on a captive 
breeding programme for the endangered 
Yellow-headed Amazon (Amazona oratrix 
belizensis).  Their startling ability to talk 
makes oratrix a much sort after pet.  
In some areas, practically 100 per cent  
of the accessible pine savannah nests 
are poached.

Any confiscated yellow-heads are sex-
tested and we are now attempting to pair 
them up for breeding.

The stubborn habituation of adults 
makes release unfeasible, but we hope to 
eventually release any offspring.  They are 
not the easiest species to work with, and 
so far success has eluded us.  However, 
we now have a couple of likely pairings, so 
fingers crossed for the coming months.

We are also working with protected 
areas management organisations to 
attempt to hand-raise some of the 
vulnerable yellow-head nestlings and then 
return them to the nest pre-fledging, or 
release them back into the area post-
fledging.  Whilst the initial impact on 
population numbers from these initiatives 
will be relatively small, the re-release of 
any birds sends a positive conservation 
message and gives credence to the Forest 
Department's confiscation policies.

30 Amazons ready for release
Over the next few months we will be 
releasing over 30 rehabilitated White-
fronted (Amazona albifrons) and Red-
lored Amazons, and have high hopes that 
more of our previous releases will begin 
to breed in the wild - and who knows, 
2014 could see the birth of BBR's first 
baby yellow-head.

Conclusion
Our own illegal beginnings have served 
me well over the years and I do not 
judge too harshly newcomers to Belize, 
or even Belizeans themselves for not 
knowing it is illegal to catch, sell, buy 
or keep wild-caught parrots.  The law 
is not uniformly enforced or publicised, 
and the practice is deeply ingrained into 
the culture.  But, we are slowly chipping 
away at these traditions and the lack 
of awareness.  Every bird we liberate 
fuels our passion, and every free-flying 
rehabilitated bird embodies our belief:  
wild-caught parrots are not pets, they 
never were pets, they are just wild birds 
in a cage and Nature will always reclaim 
what is rightfully hers. 

Belize Bird Rescue
Cayo District, Belize
+(501) 610 0400
www.belizebirdrescue.com

Three other species of parrots at the bird 
rescue, all taken from the forests of Belize.

Above left: Blue-crowned Mealy Amazon 
(Amazona farinose guatemalae).  

Left: White-crowned Parrot (Pionus senilis). 
Above right: Yellow-lored or Yucatan Amazon 

(Amazona xantholora)
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