No. 3. Black-winged Lory

This is the third article in the series in which Rosemary Low describes a species that is in danger of disappearing from aviculture.

The number of parrot species being bred in numbers sufficient to sustain them is gradually declining. This is mainly because the market is driven by commerce and the species for which there is little demand will not survive. There are four factors that contribute to the rarity of a species in captivity:

· It was only ever imported in small numbers.

· An import ban was imposed on the species.

· Its commercial value is not high.

· It is not colourful.

When those factors are combined the species is likely to be heading for avicultural extinction. The first three apply to the Black-winged Lory (Eos cyanogenia), an extremely beautiful bird with ruby-red eyes, black wings and violet cheeks. Its body is the intense red of ripe hawthorn berries. During the 1980s the volume and number of species of wild-caught parrots imported into Europe and the USA escalated to unprecedented numbers. During this decade little-known species were imported that briefly became common but soon their numbers were in steep decline. 

Black-winged Lories occur only on the Indonesian island of Biak and satellite islands. They were rarely seen in aviculture until the 1980s when some fairly large shipments reached Europe. However, in December 1989 the EU restricted the import of this species. International concern about its status and the high level of trade led to its inclusion in phase one of the CITES Significant Trade Review in 1991. As a result in 1994 Indonesia placed a moratorium on its export pending a field survey to determine its status. This might not have been very significant as there was a large domestic trade as well as illegal export. The EU import ban was, of course, effective in reducing its numbers in Europe, and by the early 1990s the Black-winged Lory was already rarely seen in aviculture. In 1992 a zero export quota was set.

Its captive numbers declined rapidly in Europe and in the USA. The problem was that at the time it was available no one realised the impact that trade had had on its numbers. It was perceived as just another lory coming out of Indonesia in large numbers. Between 1987 and 1991 the total of 13,187 Black-winged Lories were reported to CITES as exported. I would be surprised to lean that even 1% of these birds were alive today and the number is probably much lower. Between 1991 and 1995 223 wild-caught specimens were recorded in international trade.

During the 1980s several breeders in the UK were quite successful with this lory. However, only Andrew Blyth realised the importance of maintaining a captive population. He acquired several pairs, the first of which bred in 1984. By 1991 he had reared a substantial number. Not long after eh sold his lory collection. What happened to the Black-wings is not known to me but if they were dispersed among several people the opportunity to establish the Black-winged Lory was lost.

During the past few months I have asked several former owners what happened to their birds. One in the UK told me that he had two pairs but one day he decided to sell all his lories. He took them all to a big dealer who has a large export clientele. At the time lories were being exported to countries such as Portugal and Brazil where there was little experience of keeping these birds and where, at the time, no commercial lory foods were available. Most of them died in a short while due to inadequate diet.

During a visit to the Netherlands last Novemebr I continued my enquiries regarding this species. A former breeder was Hank Michorius. He had thirty years of experience with lories, breeding such rare species as the Striated. It was his experience that most hand-reared male Black-wings were aggressive and on occasions he had to remove the male when in breeding condition. I also met a young man who had recently acquired three pairs from Denmark.

Is the situation in the USA any better than that in Europe? It seems not. I contacted a man in the USA who was so enamoured with this species that he bought up every bird he could find, until he had ten pairs. He spent several years collecting them from all over the United States, and never came across a breeder or pet owner who had more than the odd pair, or pet. He even tried to visit Biak and some of the other islands, but was thwarted by the political conditions at that time. In 2003 his family life changed and he sold all his lories to one breeder. 

He admitted that he was never very successful in breeding Black-winged Lories. In his experience the males were very aggressive, to the females and to the young. "L" shaped nest-boxes were not as good a "T" boxes with two exits so that the female could retreat from the male).

 

It is not usual for lories to be so aggressive. Aggression often results from small cages. In the USA most lory breeders keep pairs in cages only 6ft (2m) long. In my opinion, this is much to small for a medium-sized lory which needs an aviary at least double that size. A friend in the UK who has bred this species (once only) keeps his two pairs in large planted aviaries and has never experienced aggression between male and female. 

 

I have been able to locate only four people in the USA with pairs. One told me: “So far I have had no success, but this is only the second year I have had a pair set up.  
I also have two unrelated hens for whom I am currently searching for mates.
When I first set the pair up I had them in a 3ft x 5ft x 3ft suspended cage.  The first season (about March through May) the male displayed some interest in breeding but the hen was unresponsive.  During the summer and fall the pair appeared to begin to bond, there was some mutual preening, and both slept in the nest box, but they perched separately. The second season this past spring again saw some interest from the male, but no observed response from the hen.  In May I decided to change the hen.  Removing the hen caused both birds considerable distress.  I introduced the new hen to the male, moving the male from his cage to a planted flight (8ft square and 6ft high) that held the hen.  The male showed no interest in the hen, and the hen was not interested in the male.  In early August there was some aggression from the hen and I removed her and returned the original hen to the male.  In the suspended cage both birds remained high in the cage, rarely coming to the floor.  In the planted flight both hens stayed high up, while the male spent his time lower in the cage, or on the ground, among the low growing plants.”  This suggested to me that the male was afraid of the females.

This breeder knew of three others in the USA. One had bred them sporadically over the years but the young always went into the pet trade. Probably the mosy successful pair in the USA was at San Diego Zoo. They produced 25 young (six of which died before reaching independence) between 1989 and 1994. (I do not have records after that year). In that era, when K.C.Lint was curator, breeding results with lories were excellent. Certainly suspended cages were not used as is usually the case in private collections in the USA where sporadic breeding or none at all seems to be common with this species. This is difficult to explain. Other Eos lories breed readily. Ironically, the only prolific pair of which I have heard in recent years is in Australia where they are believed to be the only breeding pair. It should be noted that legal importation of this lory into Australia has never occurred.

Is the Black-winged Lory really harder to breed than other Eos species? Perhaps not – and it is a combination of factors that is currently producing poor breeding results. These factors could be:

· Lack of experience.  Few breeders remain who have had extensive experience with lories. Almost everyone I spoke to had kept this species for less than two years.

·  Incorrect diet. From contact with lory breeders over a period of more than 30 years, it seems to me that bad diet is the most likely reason for lack of breeding success. Today there are a number of formulated lory foods available. They are suitable for the easily bred species, such as Trichoglossus lorikeets but some types can literally spell death or prevent breeding in other species.

· Breeding cages that are too small, resulting in aggression. Spacious aviaries (planted, if possible) are recommended for this species.

· Incompatible pairs. When few birds are available there is little opportunity to find new partners for pairs that do not get on.

In the wild

The Black-winged Lory has a very small range, inhabiting Biak and some small satellite islands such as Meos Num (40km –25miles) long, Manim and Supiori. These islands are located in Geelvink Bay, Irian Jaya (in the western half of the island of New Guinea). The main island, Biak is about 60km (37 miles) long. Overall the lory’s numbers have plummeted due to heavy trapping and deforestation.  Biak has been heavily logged; its southern plains have been reduced to arid scrub and stunted woodland. Biak serves as an Indonesian naval base, it has an international airport and is a transmigration site. It might already be gone from Numfor where most of the primary forest was cleared some years ago. Supiori is said to be its stronghold.

