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FOOD-HOLDING BEHAVIOUR IN SOME
AUSTRALIAN PARROTS
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A number of authors havc discussed the ten-
dcncy of somc bircls. especially parrots, to hold
food in their lcft loot (Noskc 1985, Rogers 1980,
Irriedmann ancl Davis 1938). Somc authors havc
rctcrred to the extrcmc dcvelopment of this habit,
solnctimcs called handedncss, in the Glossy
BIack-Cockatcro C aly p t o r hy nc hus lathami (Hy cm
1933. Forshaw l9l3l, Joseph 1982a); other work-
ers havc found that some individuals of a species
tend to hold tbod more oftcr in thc left foot,
while othcr individuals lavour thc right foot (see
Baptista 1976 tbr grassquit f inchcs Tiarrs spp. and
McNeil el al. 1971 ft ' tr the Brown-throatcd
Parakcct ,4rclirga pertinax). In this article, I
prcscnt further observations that indicate thc con-
sistcncy with which Glossy Black-Cockatoos hold
food in thc lcft foot, present tnd review somc
obscrvations of foocl-holding behaviour in other
Australian parrots, and suggest sontc itreas
warranting further study.

OBSERVATIONS

Glossy Black-Cockatoo Calyptorltynchus lathami

On Kangaroo Island in 1979. 1980, 1982 and
1987 I observcd varying numbers of these
cockatoos feeding on thc cones of Drooping She-
<'t,tk All<t<'asuaina verticilldta, and on cvcry
occasion the birds hcld food in the left foot. My
observations of birds fccding totalled approxi-
natcly 45 hours. I ohscrvcd individuals of the
mainland populations holding food in the left foot
oncc in tlre Pil l iga Scrub (at least one bird.
Novembcr l9ll0), once west of Dubbo (three
birds, July l9tt2) and once, north-west of Dorrigo
(two birds, January 1988). I havc never observed
individuals of this spccics holding food in the right
too t .

Other Australian Parrots

On all but two of the approxin.rately 50
occasions in 1980, lglt l i  and l9U9 that I obscrvcd
tcecling by varying numbers of the south-eastcrn
Australian population of thc Rcd-tailed Black-
Cockatoo O. nngnil icus (Joscph 1982b and
unpubl.). only the left tbot was uscd tbr holding
food. These birds feed in trccs and use it
specialized tcchniquc (clcscritred in Joseph
1982b). In a flock of Red-tailed Black-Cockatoos
that I observed feeding on thc ground on the
western outskirts of Alicc Springs, Nurthern
Tcrritory, in.lune 198,1, some held lbod in thc lcft
foot and somc uscd the right. I have also obscrvcd
Yclfow{ailcd Black Cockatoos C. funeraus (thrce
f imcs) rrnd Prlm Cockrloos Probox igtr utrrimu.r
(oncc) feeding in trees and liolding food in the
lcft foot. Rogers (1980) reportcd that Ycllow-
tailed Black Cockatoos held foocl in thc left
foot in all of seven observations. Prcndcrgast
(1985) and Rogcrs (19f10) reported Gang-Gang
Cockatoos Callotephabn Jimbriatum holding
food in the lcft f irot in all ol l lzl and 38 fccding
obscrvations, respectively. Rogers (1980) prc-
sented further observitt ions for sevcn othcr Aust-
ralian parrots: all but onc hclcl t irod significantly
morc oftcn in the lett foot, and two. the Pink
Cockatoo Cacatua lecttlbealell and the Ycllow
Rosclla /'/atytcrcus elegans flavaolus used only
thc lcft fbot. The exception was the Crimson
Rosella ,f'. c. elegan"^, which hclcl tirod signifi-
cantly morc often in the right toot.

DISCUSSION

Thc obseryations presented strongly suggest
that thc Glossy Black-Cockatoo. thc Gang-Gang
Cockatoo and, less consistently, the south-eastern
Australian population of the Red'tailed Black
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aspcct of fccding bchrrviour is Icarnecl i ind how
much o f  i t  has  an  innatc  bas is .
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Cockattxr hold firotl only in the lefr foot. It may
bc  wor th  no t ing  tha t  a l l  th ree  lced  in  t rees  an j
rarcly. if cvcr. descend to the ground othcr than
to drink. [ lowcver. data arc at present insufficicnt
to dctcrmine whcthcr this reflects a broader and
pcrhaps ccologically significant correlation. A
hr l r , r thcs i .  i s .  h r rucv , . r .  suggc \ ted :  Ih i t t  r . \ c lus ive
r r s (  _ r ) l  l h t .  l c l t , , r  1 i g 1 1 1  l o r r t  l o r  h { } l d i n g  t o , r L l  $ i l l
bc found most conlmonly in spccics 6r popr.rla-
tious that feed cither while 

- 
pcrched, 

' 
oi by

cn tp l , ' y ing  spec i i r l i zc t l  l cc r l ing  rc rhr r iqucs .  o r
hr ) th .  I  suSgcs l  th i l t  thu  \ i l r io  \  p  pu lu t i , rns  r r l  lhc
Rcd-tailed Black-Cockatoo wil l provicle an
r ' I p ( )  u  i l y  t i , r  l p 1 1 ; , 1  l c 5 l i n g  o t  t h i s  h y p o r h c s i s
wt lh rn  i t  sne f ic \ .  Th is  spcc ies  h ts  popu l l t i ( )ns  t l ) i t l
r r t c  e i lhc r  le r rc \ tn i r l l y  fccd i r rg  d ic t  \pcc i i r l i \ t \ .
i r r l r ' rL ' i r l l y  l ced ing  d ic r  sp , . . r . i i r l i s t i -  o l  i r r l ro rer l l )
and tcrrcstrially fceding diet generalists
(Saundcrs et al. 1985. Joseph 19ll2b, Forshaw
l9{J  I  ) .

Thcre is much potential tbr further study of this
curious subjcct. Cloncerning individual variation,
McNeil ct al. (1971) rcported that individuals of
the Brown-throatcd Parakect that hcld fi)od
signiticantly morc often in thc left foot had longer
lcft than right legs (summed lcngths of femur.
tibiotarsus and tarsometatarsus); individuals that
hcld food significantly morc often in thc right lbot
cxhibitcd the oppositc tendency. It would be of
intcrest to mcasure left and right lcg lengths in
species such as thc Glossy Black-Cockatoo and
Gang-Gang Cockatoo. which hold food consist-
cntly in the left foot, and in other species that use
both fcct in which to hold food. Finally, thcrc is
much scope for furthcr study of how much of this

EDITORIAL
In th is issuc i rppears thc f i rs t  o l  a l lew scr ics Austra l ian

Bird Rcvicws .  I 'here bavc bocn,  over thc las l  lcw dccadcs,
. r r r  r r r ( r ( J . r r r l  n r r m h c r  r ' i  c r L c l l ,  n t  . t u L l i c .  o n  \ : r r , , u .  i r . l ' r : u t s
of  lhe bio logy of  Austra lasian bi rds.  These reveal  thc unique-
ncss ol  thc i r  Idaptal ions ancl  or ig ins,  rnd lhci r  d i f t t r i rg
abililies k) survivc altcrltions to thcir habitars. parlicularty rhe
i lccelcrat ing major  chan{cs {) l  thc last ,10 ycars.  Thc objcct  of
lhis scrics is to bring together this wcalth of intbnnalir)n into
conlprchcnsive author i r t ive revicws so that  a l l  c l rn bccone
i , $ i , r r , ' l  r l r '  p r . ' r r c . \  t l r . r t  l r J .  i ' ( f n  m r J . .

Thc scr ics wi l l  covcr nn)s l  aspects of  b io logy wi th in i r
gcncrLr l  fmnrcwork ol  ecology.  ldaptal idrs.  cvdut ion and
conscfval ion.  Authors wi l l  bc inv i lcd 1()  contrrbutc so as 10

covcrnge ( ,1 lopics.  Howcvcr.  we also look
t i ) r \ r l rd 10 recciv ing l i r les l i ) r  considerr t ion f rom authors who
would l ikc to contr ibulc.

' l i )  
assist lno in thc dcvclopncnr ol tbis serics. I  rm ploascd

to nnnounce that Dr Darr),1 Jones. Division of Austral ian
Environmental Studics. Grit t i !h Univcrsity has agrocd lo
bccome an Edi()r and chair a sub-committce comprisinq Dr
K. Hulsman. N. McKil l igan and t. .  Joscph.

Thc series wil l  bc publ ishcd tn Corelhi but individual
copics wil l  bc avai lablc. and i t  mav become possiblc to sub-
scflbc solcly t() ihis scrics. Lists of fcvicws which havc bccn
publishecl and rhosc in p.opararion wil l  appcar rcgularly in
(- 'or". i /4. Aulhors wishing io submit reviows \horr ld write to Dr
D. Joncs rt  ( ;r i f f i th Univcrsi ly. Narhan. Brisbanc. Ouccns-
l and . l l l l .  l ' hosc  w i sh ing  t o  ob l l i n  gcDc ra l  i n fo r  a r i on  o r
copies ol revicws should \rr i tc to mc al I) .O. Box A313.
Sydocy South. NSW l l)()().
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