
More pet birds are visiting pet stores and grooming shops to have their nails and wings trimmed.

Grooming Birds
You can expand your services by learning the proper way to handle pet birds
and addressing their unique grooming concerns. By Daryl Conner

What do fur and feathers have
in common? Not much! But

6 million households in the United
States own a pet bird, according to the
2009-2010 APPA National Pet Owners
Survey-and many of these bird owners
seek assistance with their pet's groom-
ing needs. But you can toss out mental
images of popping a bird into the bath-
tub and breaking out the fluff dryer.
Avians are, pardon the pun, pets of a
different feather.

Bird owners must regularly take care
of their pet's feathers through proper
nutrition, parasite prevention, regular
bathing/misting and sanitation prac-
tices. When they contact pet stores and
groomers for assistance, it tends to be
for one of the following three reasons:
nail trimming, wing trimming or beak
trimming.

Beak trimming is best left to veteri-
narians, so we won't cover that in this
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article. But with a lesson or two from an
avian veterinarian first, you can become
adept at the art of wing clipping and
nail trimming.

Here's an overview of what is involved
when working with pet birds.

Restraint
There is an art to restraining birds that

come in for nail or wing clipping. Very
small birds such as canaries, finches and
budgies can be held in one hand, with
the handler's thumb and middle fin-
ger gently but firmly circling the bird's
neck and the forefinger over the top of
its head. Alternatively, the thumb and
forefinger can circle the neck and gently
control the lower beak.

For larger birds, an appropriately sized
towel may be gently placed over the bird,
pinning its wings close to its body. A fold
of towel placed near the birds mouth will
give it something to bite on.

It is important that the bird not be
flailing and flapping; a struggling bird
can damage its delicate wings. The bird
will feel more secure if its feet are
braced on the towel or on the handler's
hand or finger.

Birds do not have diaphragms like
mammals do. In order to breathe prop-
erly, the bird must be able to move its
chest in and out. Hold the bird slightly
upright and make sure its chest is unre-
stricted so it can breathe freely.

Always treat birds gently and respect-
fully. Birds that are frightened dur-
ing handling for grooming can develop
behavior problems and/or become
increasingly difficult to handle for
future grooming.

A frightened bird may pant or trem-
ble. Immediately place' a frightened bird
gently into its carrier. Place the carrier
in a quiet place with dim lighting to
allow the bird time to recover.

General Checkup
While the bird is gently restrained,

take the opportunity to check it over for
potential health concerns.

• General condition. The bird's
feathers should be glossy with no obvi-
ous bare or bald spots. The bird should
be of good weight, with neither jutting
bones nor excessive fat deposits.

• Eyes. The bird's eyes should be
clear and bright. The skin around them
should be smooth and of an even skin
tone.



• Beak. The beak should not look
overgrown from either the top or the
bottom. It should appear uniform,
smooth and firm. Refer birds with over-
grown beaks, or beaks with chips, cracks
or an unusual texture, to a veterinarian.
The nostrils should be clear with no
redness, swelling or discharge.

• External parasites. Most pet birds
are not exposed to external parasites.
Lice are rarely found on pet birds, but
mites can occasionally be a problem.
There are several types of mites; some
affect feathered areas, some affect non-
feathered skin. Symptoms may include
itching, feather loss, raised scales on
legs, uneven surface on the skin around
the beak or broken feathers. Not all bird
mites are species-specific and some can
live for an extended period off the host
bird.

If you suspect bird mites, refer the
client to a veterinarian. Mite repellants
and over-the-counter remedies are gen-
erally not enough to control mite infes-
tations, according to veterinary sources.
Since mites suck blood, an infestation
can be life threatening and should not
be ignored.

• Leg bands. Many pet birds sport
leg bands that were placed on them as
a form of identification. Occasionally
these bands become too snug around

the bird's leg, causing irritation. Check
to make sure the band is in good condi-
tion with no cracks or chips that could
catch on fabric or cage bars. If the band
is causing irritation or needs to be
removed, alert the owner to the prob-
lem and recommend the bird be seen by
a veterinarian.

• Dander. Don't be alarmed if you
see a good bit of flaking. All birds will
have some dander or feather dust. Dust
is a byproduct of feathers. As birds
preen and groom themselves, or even
as they move about, tiny portions of
the feathers break off and fall as dust.
Some types of birds, such as cockatiels
and cockatoos, produce more dust than
other types.

Nail Trimming
Much like dogs and cats, birds have

claws that often require trimming. If
a bird's nail is so long it forces the tip
of the toe up when the bird is on a flat

Of Birds and Feathers
BIRDS ARE THE only animals to have
feathers, or plumage. Feathers help
protect birds from the environment,
enable most types of birds to fly, and
come in a rainbow of colors that help
birds communicate with each other or
provide camouflage. Much like hair on
humans and dogs, feathers are made up
of proteins called keratin.

For most of the common birds kept as
pets, there are two basic types of feathers:
down feathers and vaned feathers.

The very soft down feathers lie close
to the bird's body and are designed for
insulation. Vaned feathers cover the
down feathers. They also carry each
bird's specific color and pattern and sup-
port flight.

In the wild, most flighted birds partake
in bathing on a regular basis. Wetting

~their feathers in a shallow pool, bird bath,
or under dripping water allows birds to
remove dust and dander from their plum-
age. If you have ever seen a bird take
a bath, you know that it is a ritual that
seemsto bring them great pleasure.

Some pet owners offer their birds shal-
low vesselsto splash in; others mist their
birds down or place them in a sink or
shower to allow them to bathe under
running water. They use cool to tepid
water to prevent stripping out excessive
amounts of oil or burning delicate skin.

Some types of birds, like chickens and
other poultry, take care of their bathing
needs by indulging in dust baths. Dust
baths help remove excess oil and dan-
der and may help discourage external
parasites.

-Daryl Conner

surface, the nail needs to be trimmed.
For birds that perch on their owners,
even short claws can be sharp and
uncomfortable.

The anatomy of a bird's claw is simi-
lar to that of a dog's; the claw has
both a nerve ending and a blood sup-
ply. Unlike with dogs and cats, how-
ever, a bleeding claw on a bird can be
life threatening. As small as pet birds
are, the loss of even a relatively little
amount of blood can be dangerous, and
birds have less clotting factor in their
blood than humans and more common
household pets do. Some veterinarians
recommend applying a clotting agent
(such as Kwik Stop) to every nail after
trimming as a precaution. If styptic
powder is used, however, it is impor-
tant to be careful not to get any in the
bird's eyes or mouth.

Always use a sharp trimmer so the
nails are cut cleanly and not crushed.
Trimmers designed for dogs or cats. as
well as human nail trimmers can be
used on bird claws.

It is vitally important to know where
the bird's other toes are when you are
trimming each nail. The toes are so
small that if one slips into the trimmer
you can accidentally amputate it. For
this reason, some professionals choose
to use a rotary grinding tool such as a
Dremel product to shorten nails.

Whichever method you use, experts
recommend that all nail trimming pro-
cedures be done with a helper holding
the bird.

Wing Clipping
Most bird owners who allow their

pets out of their cages opt to have their
bird's wings clipped. This helps pre-
vent birds from flying into household
hazards such as mirrors, windows, hot
stoves and toilets, or from flying out-
doors where countless perils lurk.

The long flight feathers are clipped
in such a way that the bird, while not
totally flightless, is unable to fly long
distances normally. Experts say a bird
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should learn to fly before its wings are
clipped for the first time, however. If
young birds do not learn to fly when
they are developmentally programmed
to do so, they may never learn. Once
the wings are clipped, the bird must
be gently shown how to flutter from a
low perch so it can learn its new flight
limitations.

Most birds undergo an annual molt.
This means they gradually lose and then
re-grow all of their feathers. When the
new feathers have grown in, the wings
must be re-clipped or the bird will be
able to fly normally once again.

There are various methods of clipping
wings. At one time it was common to
only clip the flight feathers on one wing.
The theory was that the bird could fly
in a circle, thus safely descend from
heights. This method is no longer popu-
lar as many birds fell after such a clip.
An uncontrolled fall can injure delicate
beaks or even fracture the sternum or
legs.

"Wing clipping is like haircutting;
different people like different styles;'
said Dr. Susan Clubb, owner/opera-
tor of Rainforest Clinic for Birds and
Exotics Ine. and Hurricane Aviaries Inc.
(Loxahatchee, Fla.). "It is important that
the clip be symmetrical, otherwise if the
bird tries to fly he may spiral and fall.
We usually clip the primary feathers
only. These are the 10 outside feathers
of the wings:'

In a very heavy bird, Clubb said, you
may clip fewer feathers. Conversely, in

Only the long flight feathers are trimmed in a wing clipping. The number of feathers cut depends on the
size and weight of the bird. The inset shows a trimmed wing on an Amazon that is being properly held and
restrained.

a lightweight bird like a cockatiel, you
may clip more.

When done properly, clipping feath-
ers on birds is no more uncomfortable
to the animal than clipping hair on
dogs. Problems can arise, however, if a
blood feather is clipped. Blood feath-
ers are new, developing feathers that
replace old feathers. They have a blood
supply. If a blood feather is cut, the
bleeding may be profuse.

As mentioned under the previous
section about trimming nails; bleeding

A blood feather represents a normal growth phase when new feathers replace old ones.
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in birds is a genuine cause for alarm.
Even if the bleeding of the feather can
be stopped by using a clotting agent,
bleeding may re-occur if the bird preens
or even bumps the feather against some-
thing in its cage.

Some experts say it is best to pluck
a bleeding feather, using hemostats or
pliers. Others note that this can injure
the feather follicle, break the feather off
in the follicle or damage wing struc-
tures and should be used only as a last
resort if you cannot get professional
assistance. Your safest bet is to consult a
veterinarian .•

Daryl Conner is certified by the Inter-
national Society of Canine Cosmetologists
as a Dermatech Petcare Specialist and as
a Master Pet Stylist Meritus. The recipient
of Cardinal Laboratories' Crystal Award
for Outstanding Grooming Journalist of
2005, she has loved styling cats and dogs
for more than 20 years and is happily
employed at YankeeClipper Pet Grooming
in Rockport, Maine.

got a
TRAINING TIP?

Contact Cathy Foster at 312-578-1818
or cfoster@hhbacker.com.


