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Budgerigars are best known
as popular cage birds, but
for every budgie behind bars
there are thousands living
free in the wild.

Budgerigars (Melopsittacus undulatus)
are small, highly social parrots native
to the Australian outback. The desert
environment in which they live is one
of the hottest, driest places on Earth,
and evolution has therefore equipped
these birds with the necessary survival
strategies. Able to endure prolonged
periods without drinking, budgerigars
obtain water from the grass seeds
they eat instead. Another survival
trick is to lead a nomadic lifestyle, wandering far and wide
in search of food and water
sources. When times are good,
the birds gather in small flocks
and travel locally from place
to place. Once a food supply is
exhausted, they move on to the
next source.
During times of drought however,
when land surface temperatures in
the Outback can soar as high as 69.3C
(156.7F), more drastic measures are
called for. The grasses wither and die,
and the only way budgerigars can survive is by banding together. Flocks join
other flocks, and together the birds
search for places with enough residual
water to allow their food to grow.

Budgerigars are granivores, feeding
on the seeds of ripe grasses. Spinifex
forms the bulk of their diet, but they
also eat the seeds of other grasses,
depending on the time of year and
what is available.

Budgerigar superflocks can be made up of
many thousands of birds, travelling many
hundreds of miles in pursuit of standing
water. Many of the birds die when they
can’t find enough to eat, but others survive
and keep searching, following thunderstorms and looking for places where the
rains have come, and the grasses grow.

The desperate search for water climaxes
in a vivid spectacle, as tens of thousands
of budgies flock around a shrinking water
hole, filling the canyon like a tidal wave.

Unique amongst parrots, budgies can land
on water for a couple of seconds to drink.
However, their plumage isn’t waterproof
and if they stay too long, their feathers
become too wet and heavy, making it
impossible to take off again.

It took photographer Roland Seitre 20
years of waiting before he could document
a budgie swarm of this magnitude. During
that time, he made at least a dozen trips to
Australia, travelling all over the continent,
but he never found more than 5,000 birds
together. One December, he was contacted
by a Nullaboor farmer in Southern Australia
who reported a breeding flock of 50,000
budgies frequenting his waterhole, but by
the time Roland arrived, the flock had dispersed. He had no idea where else to look,
until he heard reports of a massive flock in
Western Australia. He wasted no time in

driving there, and arrived to the mesmerising sight of 500,000 birds darkening the
sky above a shrinking water hole.
‘It was crazy,’ he remembers. ‘The air was
electric with the deafening sound of wingbeats and the screeches of half a million
birds. They cycloned through the sky, circling the water hole and swooping down to
drink. Each bird took just seconds to swallow before another dropped in to take its
place. Twisting and diving, the budgies flew
in a colourful, shape-shifting cloud, trying
to confuse the predators who’d taken up
residence’.

Research published in June 2016 showed
that budgies are capable of flying at two
distinct fixed speeds. Previously, it was
thought that the birds accelerated
and decelerated their flight gradually
and continuously, in a similar
manner to bees and other
flying insects. But instead, budgies transition instantly between
high and low flight speeds, shifting
gears in response to their environment.
The faster mode of flight is used when
travelling longer distances in the open,
while the slower speed is better suited to
manoeuvring in a cluttered environment.
This dual-speed flight strategy likely makes
it easier for the birds to calculate distance.

Because such congregations of birds naturally attract predators, the budgies are
under constant threat of predation. Harriers and falcons capture their prey on the
wing, while hawks and
crows focus on the flightless
birds, too wet to take off.
Goannas, snakes
and feral cats
all show up for
the buffet
too.

[Clockwise from above] Budgerigar predators include the whistling hawk, Australian
raven, sand goanna and swamp harrier.
Predator detection and avoidance is in
operation 24/7 and the budgerigars have to
remain vigilant whilst flying, feeding, drinking, bathing and roosting. At midday and
overnight, they roost at a safe height - high
enough to avoid ground-based predators
such as cats and snakes, whilst also remaining shielded from the raptors stalking
them from above. Survival is about safety
in numbers, and the flock must work together to confound the gathered hunters.

Ploughing through the screeching swarm,
an Australian goshawk plucks an unfortunate victim from the crowd. A budgie
buffet such as this is a rare chance to refuel during harsh drought conditions, and
predators must grab the opportunity while
it lasts. There’s no telling when the rains
might come and disperse the flock once
more.

Budgies are opportunistic breeders, and
their nest building behaviour is synchronised with the availability of food and
water, usually after good rains. Mating
pairs show signs of affection by preening or feeding one another. Nests are
made in the hollows of trees, logs
or fence posts, and the female
lays four to six eggs several
days apart, incubating
each one for 18–21
days.
During incubation the female is sedentary and food is brought to her by the
male, who is not allowed inside the
nest himself until the chicks are several
weeks old.
A few days before they fledge, the
chicks begin to stretch their wings. They
must master the art of flying quickly
when they finally decide to leave the
nest. Returning is not an option and
they’re easy targets for predators.

[Above] The young are born blind, naked
and helpless. The first feathers appear
after three weeks and young are fully
weaned between six to eight weeks.
[Below] If conditions are good, budgies
will nest any time of the year and produce up to two clutches.
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Budgerigars are monogamous, generally
mating with one partner for a substantial
period of time.

Budgerigars live in complex societies.
A flock may have 10 birds one day,
100 the next day and many thousands during periods of drought.
Although the structure and size
of flocks may change, bonded
pairs always stay together.

Budgerigars are highly intelligent birds.
Not only do they learn and remember
the locations of food and water sources,
but they also have to know what time
of year to visit them. It would be useless
(and potentially fatal) to fly many miles to
water sources when they’re dry, or to food
sources before the seeds have ripened.

Roaming over most of the Australian continent, budgerigars search the arid land for
tiny oases. In summer, they’re more likely
to head north for the monsoons, then fly
south again in time for the winter rains.
Once the local grasses have been plundered, the huge flocks will split into smaller
roaming parties once more.

How do budgerigars avoid crashing into
one another when moving in such massive
flocks? That was the question being asked
by Mandyam Srinivasan and colleagues at
the University of Queensland, Australia.
Their findings, published in September
2016, uncovered a simple trick: Two birds
approaching each other head-on had a
preference for veering right, and they also
tended to fly past each other at different
heights. Although this research was based
on a small group of laboratory birds, it is
possible that the same biases occur at the
population level in wild budgerigars.
Srinivasan suggests that these crash avoidance strategies might inspire anti-collision
systems in drones.

Budgerigar flocks usually feed and drink
in the early morning, spending the
hottest part of the day resting, preening and socialising in the trees. The
branches are quickly stripped bare by
the birds’ beaks, but from a distance,
they appear verdant and green; an illusion made possible by the colour of the
budgie’s feathers.

The ability to detect and avoid predators is
a crucial survival skill that young budgerigars must learn by observing their parents
and other members of their flock. In the
air, the flock flies in a swirling pattern in an
attempt to confuse the predator. The birds
also gather in large numbers when they’re
feeding or drinking on the ground, and
they land and take off in synchrony.

Although the budgerigar’s
numbers may fluctuate due to
periods of drought, the overall population is believed
to be increasing, and isn’t
thought to be facing any
major threats.

Experiments
in wind tunnels
have shown that budgerigars can flap their
wings 14 times per second that’s 840 times per minute!
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Budgies can
travel at speeds
of up to 90
kilometres
per hour

Budgerigars are predominantly green
and yellow. The species has a rounded head and a small, compact
beak. The forehead, face and
throat are bright yellow,
while the rear of the crown and the sides of
the head are yellow with fine black barring
that extends down over the eyes. The side
of the face is marked with a prominent
blue patch. Males and females are similar
in appearance, but can be told apart by
the colour of the cere (the fleshy covering
at the base of the upper beak, surrounding the nostrils). In adult males it is
blue in females it is brown.
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The budgerigar has an extraordinarily
complex vocal repertoire. As with songbirds, male budgerigars produce a song
called warble (a melodic vocalization
that is primarily directed towards females
during mating but also plays a role in maintaining pair bonds, stimulating egg-laying
in females, and prompting reproductive
development in males). Budgerigars are
exceptional in the extent to which they
can mimic sounds they hear in their environment, which explains the ability of pet
budgies to repeat words or phrases spoken to them. Both sexes also make alarm
calls when predators are nearby, as well as
contact calls, which are used to coordinate
and synchronize the flock during flight, or
identify certain individuals. Bonded pairs
can recognise each other with uniquely
identical contact calls, which they learn
through social interaction. These calls help
them find each other in an environment of
noisy chatter and fluttering of wings.

The word budgerigar comes from the
Aboriginal name for these parakeets ‘Betcherrygah’. The betcherry bit means
‘good’, and gah means ‘parakeet’. This
could refer to the fact that the species was
good to look at, good to eat, or good because a flock of budgies indicates a water
supply (a useful guide for native Australians).

Budgies can survive on no more than a few
drops of water each day, but with so many
birds and a limited supply, each individual
has to wait its turn. There are always more
birds in flight than there are drinking, filling
the sky with an amorphous green cloud.

Budgies circle around a waterhole – a
strategy used to confuse their predators –
before descending en masse to drink. They
are frenzied, driven by their need for water,
but aware of the ever-present dangers in
the sky. In their desperation, some individuals are pushed under the water by the
weight of more birds landing on them.
As the flock takes off again, these halfdrowned birds are left behind, vulnerable
and unable to fly, frantically flapping to
get to shore. This is the opportunity the
predators have been waiting for, and they
seize the chance to effortlessly pluck their
bedraggled
prey from
the water.

When predators are present, budgerigars shriek an alarm call. It is
possible that the alarm varies depending
on the species of predator, or the type of
danger (for example, domesticated
budgerigars also have an alarm call, even
though their natral predators aren’t
present).

The climate of arid Australia is one of the
most erratic on earth. Years may pass with
scarcely any rain at all. When drought is severe and widespread, life is such a struggle
that young budgies can’t survive, and the
adults cease breeding until such a time that
the rains return.

Owing to more than a Century
of captive breeding, there are
many different colour variations
of budgerigars. Colour mutations
occur naturally in the wild, but
are unlikely to bestow a survival
advantage, since the budgie is
less likely to breed as successfully as its traditionally green and
yellow peers. In captivity however, colour mutations have been
selectively bred to create 32 basic
budgie colour schemes, which
can be crossed to create birds in
almost every colour of the rainbow (except red and pink).

When
the flock is under
attack, it takes to the air. The
sheer speed and acrobatics of the
budgerigars serves to bewilder its predators. Zeroing in on one target amidst so
much chaos is no easy task.
Despite the constant threat of predation,
the nomadic behaviour of budgerigars,
coupled with their rapid breeding habits
and flock mentality, ensures that this
species has a bright future in the
deserts of Australia.
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