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PARROT PORTRAIT
* What makes a parrot so unique? *

FEATHERS:- 
Most parrots have sparse, hard 
feathers, which get renewed every 
year in a gradual moult following 
breeding. Most parrots are green in 
colour.

BEAK:-
Large and curved to 
crack open nuts and 
seeds with. Very 
moveable so food can 
be manipulated

FLESHY CERE

FEET:-
Two toes point forwards 
and 2 point backwards 
(=ZYGODACTYL). Allows 
parrots to grip branches 
securely – especially when 
using one foot to hold 
food in.

SHORT LEGS:-
Strong for climbing in 
the tree branches.

LANGUAGE:-
Parrots have their own 
complex method of 
communication
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* A little about Parrots *

As a group parrots are the most threatened of all the bird families. A third 
of all parrot species are threatened with extinction.

Most parrots are threatened as a result of human-induced impacts.

Many of the world’s parrots live in forest habitats. The birds depend on 
certain types of trees to provide their basic needs: food, nest-site and a 
roost-site. Without enough of the right trees there will be no more parrots.

Parrots are very mobile – they are strong fliers, and daily movements follow 
the availability of food and nest-site resources. 

They are very sociable birds and live in groups. For several years (usually 
between 5 – 7 years) young birds follow older, knowledgeable birds to learn 
about their habitat and where the resources are that they need to survive, 
they also learn about potential predators. 

Parrots mainly eat plant parts, mostly fruits growing in the arboreal (tree) 
canopy. They tend to eat the seeds rather than the flesh. Some parrots 
specialise in feeding from a few types of trees, making them highly 
dependent on these trees for their survival. As well as fruits, most parrots 
feed on flowers for their nectar and also a few insects.
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* Why are Cape Parrots so special? *

Even where they are found, their numbers are very few. Infact there are 
less than 1,000 Cape Parrots left in the wild.

Why?

1. HABITAT LOSS

Cape Parrots need YELLOWWOOD TREES (Podocarpus species) for most of 
their food requirements, and also the holes in these trees for their nest-
sites. BUT… 

Yellowwood trees and the rest of the forest habitat is  being destroyed. 
Trees are cut down for their timber which is made into furniture, and also to 
make more room for growing other types of trees for industry like pine and 
gum trees. Forests are also exploited by firewood and muthi collectors and 
cattle trample down and eat any young trees trying to grow-up. 

Fewer yellowwood trees means less parrots: there is not enough fruit for 
the birds to eat and not enough old trees where the birds can find holes to 
nest in.  With no young trees growing up old forests will  die and not get 
replaced. No forest means no parrots as well as a loss of all the other plant, 
animal  and  insect  species  which  rely  on  the  forest  ecosystem  for  their 
survival. 

Cape Parrots (Poicephalus  
robustus) are very special birds 
found in certain forest areas of 
the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal 
and Limpopo Province and nowhere 
else in South Africa – infact 
nowhere else in the world.



What else?

2. ILLEGAL CAPTURE AND TRADE

3. DISEASE

A virus called Psittacine (Parrot) Beak and Feather Disease (PBFDV) is 
affecting some Cape Parrots in the wild. The virus causes weakness and can 
lead to death, especially in young birds. The virus is highly transmissible and 
there is currently no cure. The symptoms are feather loss and abnormal 
beak, nail and feather growth. Only parrots can catch the disease. More 
research needs to be done to find out what the effects of the disease are 
on the last few Cape Parrots remaining in the wild.

Because parrots are colourful, 
intelligent and long-lived. Some people 
like to keep these birds in their homes. 
Some people breed parrots and sell 
them to others who also want to keep 
them.  Others go out and catch birds 
from the wild. Trapping wild birds for 
trade has made some species extinct. 
Extinct means there are no more of 
these birds left in the wild. Not even 
one. After capture many birds die from 
stress, damage, disease and starvation.

It is illegal to catch Cape Parrots in 
the wild. 

Anyone catching these birds from the 
wild is breaking the law and faces 
prosecution. 
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4. CLIMATE CHANGE

Across the world the climate (rainfall and temperature patterns) is changing. 
This is because of unnatural levels of certain gases (‘Greenhouse gases’ = 
carbon dioxide + methane) in the atmosphere as a result of increased human 
activity in industry, which causes air pollution and deforestation  - less trees 
means less oxygen is produced, which we all need to breathe. Just ask older 
members of your family how weather conditions have changed since their 
childhood.

At the moment we don’t really understand the affects of climate change on 
Yellowwood trees and Cape parrots – but changes in rainfall patterns and 
seasonal temperatures will affect fruiting patterns, disease, and 
regeneration of new plants in the forest. 



* Why are Yellowwood trees so important to
Cape Parrots? *

Fruits are 
produced and 
cracked open by 
the parrots to 
reach the inner nut 
(endocarp)

Yellowwood trees may survive for hundreds of years, but parrots can only feed and 
then nest in them during their fruit-bearing and early-dying stages (stages 2 to 6). 
When the trees are young they don’t bear fruit or cavities and when they are very 
old and breaking-up they are too rotten to be used for nest-sites.

Parrots 
seem to 
prefer 
eating the 
unripe 
(green 
fruits)

Cavities are 
used by the 
parrots to 
nest inside



* Understanding Cape Parrots in the wild *

The last 2 hours of 
daylight are spent 
feeding, and noisily 
flying back to 
roosting sites.

Sunset
(6pm)

Sunrise
(6am)

Roost
(sleep)

+/- three hours of 
sunbathing, 
socializing, preening, 
vocalizing and flying 
around and between 
forests to feed+/- seven hours of quietly 

feeding, preening and resting 
with little movement or noise

Cape Parrots like to perch on 
the tops of the tallest trees, 
usually with dead or bare 
branches, early and late in the 
day and socialise with each 
other.



* Learning about Yellowwoods & Afro-montane Forest *

Yellowwood trees belong to the family scientists call Podocarpus. 
The name ‘Yellowwood’ refers to the colour of the timber which has a 
glowing yellow colour and a fine grain. 
There are 3 species in South Africa:

Scientific name Common name
Podocarpus falcatus Outeniqua yellowwood
Podocarpus henkelii Henkel’s yellowwood
Podocarpus latifolius Real yellowwood

The scientific name ‘Podocarpus’ is derived from the Greek word ‘Podo’ which 
means foot or base and ‘Carpus’ which means fruit.

Yellowwood trees grow in Afro-montane forest. Another name for this type 
of forest is Mistbelt forest. This type of forest owes its unique 
characteristics to the altitude the forest grows at, which is between 1000 – 
2100 m above sea level, although in some parts of the E. Cape it can be found 
as low as 30 m.  Mean annual rainfall is high (giving the forest it’s misty 
name!) and exceeds 1000 mm per year. 

The Afro-montane forests in South Africa are an extension of the forests 
that extend down the east of Africa.

Yellowwood trees produce male and female cones. The male cones produce 
masses of pollen which use the wind to travel and fertilise the female cones 
which develop into the fruit. The shape and colour of the fruits varies 
between the different yellowwood species, but all of the yellowwood tree 
species fruit unpredicatably, which is why the Cape Parrots are what 
ecologists call ‘food nomadics’ – they have to travel to different trees and 
forests throughout the year to find their favorite food – yellowwood fruit. 

The canopy cover of forests is continuous (i.e. it is hard to see the sky when 
you are standing in the middle of the forest!), but beneath the tree canopy 
the other vegetation is multi-layered.



Podocarpus falcatus is South Africa’s tallest tree, reaching over 60m in 
height.

The forest is normally found in patches, fragmented across the landscape.

At its peak Afro-montane forest covered 1.5 million (1, 500,000) ha of South 
Africa. Sadly, over the last 200 years, over-exploitation and fire have 
reduced these forests to around 500,000 ha mostly in isolated patches. 
Compare this with the 1,518,138 ha of plantations which have been planted in 
South Africa, largely consisting of species (pines, wattles and gum) which 
are not naturally found in the country and which support very little wildlife.

Most Afro-montane forest is not well protected, which leaves it vulnerable 
to unmonitored exploitation.  

Afro-montane forests are being destroyed in various ways, for:-

Timber extraction – either clear-felling (ie removing all the trees in one 
area) or selective felling (just removing odd trees – usually the older, tallest 
trees, ie The ones bearing the most fruit and having a natural cavity.

Muthi collection – over exploitation results in the death and non-renewal of 
certain key species of forest trees because collectors have over-harvested 
the forest’s resources.

Firewood gathering – where forests are close to populated areas local people 
often come into the forest to collect firewood and destroy trees by cutting 
or burning them down.                ...these all lead to:

Tall trees which stick up above all the others in 
the forest are known as ‘emergents’, 
and are favored perching sites for parrots and 
other birds, particularly for sun-bathing. These 
huge trees also produce the most fruit and are 
more likely to have developed a hole (= cavity) 
suitable for nesting inside.



 Habitat degradation – which results when the forests are disturbed too 
much by people collecting timber, firewood and muthi or browsing cattle (the 
cows eat the young trees). Paths open up letting in more light which some 
forest species cannot tolerate, also causing erosion, water loss and a 
reduction of forest regeneration. Forests take a long-long time to grow, a 
yellowwood may take up to 80 – 120 years to become an emergent tree. 
Without constant stages of regeneration the forest cannot sustain itself 
into the future.

So what are the key issues concerning conserving forests?

Biodiversity – Cape Parrots and other special forest animals and plants are 
being lost forever as their forest home is degraded and destroyed.

Water – trees are important in the water cycle, they take up water through 
their roots and release it into the atmosphere as transpiration – without 
trees we get less rain.

Competition for land – more people means more land is needed for 
agriculture and industry and there is less space for nature.

Employment – forests are found in rural areas where local people often 
struggle to find jobs, which means they depend on natural resources, like 
wood from forests to meet their daily needs for fuel.

This means that there is no easy solution to protecting the Cape Parrot and 
its favorite Yellowwood tree.

How can you help?



What we can do?

1. If you know someone who wants to buy a parrot – even if it is not a 
Cape Parrot (which should NEVER be pets) – encourage them to only 
buy a bird which was has been bred in captivity. You can easily tell a 
captive-bred from a wild-caught parrot because they have a closed-
ring fitted around one of their legs, they are also tame and used to 
being with people. Never buy a parrot when you don’t know it was bred 
in captivity – if you do you might be supporting the cruel trade in wild-
caught birds.

2. Get involved with the conservation of forests. Go out and enjoy them 
and make use of trails and boardwalks where they exist. Find out 
about your local bird club and join their outings to watch and learn 
about forest birds.

3. Use recycled paper and encourage recycling in your school and home. 
Take an interest in planting indigenous trees in your garden and watch 
the wildlife the trees will attract.

4. If you are lucky enough to live near an afro-montane forest in 
southern KwaZulu Natal, the Eastern Cape or Limpopo Province you can 
help us with our annual Cape Parrot count. Volunteer observers are 
needed to help record how many Cape Parrots are left. To find out 
more information you can contact the Cape Parrot Working Group. 
 

5. Learn more about saving Parrots across the world by joining the 
African branch of the World Parrot Trust or BirdLife; and get 
involved with conserving and learning about all the rare birds and their 
habitats in South Africa.

6. Plant indigenous trees in your garden and help control alien invasive 
species.

Get more info from:
Cape Parrot Working Group

c/o Prof Mike Perrin
School of Biological and Conservation Sciences

University of KwaZulu-Natal
Private Bag X01
Scottsville 3209
KwaZulu Natal

Email: CapeParrot@ukzn.ac.za
www.cpwg.unp.ac.za

mailto:info@birdlife.org.za

