THE MANAGEMENT OF THE
CRESTED PIGEON (OCYPHAPS LOPHOTES)

AT EXMOOR ZOO.

BY DEREK GIBSON.

IDENTIFICATION.

Both Male and Female have a grey to black slender crest, usually held erect, (the only other Australian pigeon to hold its crest erect is the Spinifex (geophaps plumifera)) the sides of the neck are a pale salmon pink while its face, neck and underpants are greyish brown with a prominent black barring on the scapulars and wing coverts, greater coverts, tertials and secondaries brilliant metallic with white fringes. (D Gibbs, E Barnes J Cox 2001) The outer tail feathers are a dark grey with a broad white tip, iris coloration is orange with a red periophalmic ring, the legs and feet are red but do seem to turn a deep flushed red when the bird is in breeding condition.
VISUAL SEXING.
Sexing of adults is not an easy task to undertake, the key may be held in the orbital ring with cock birds being more pronounced than females, the metallic wing speculum does not seem to be the answer as it seems to vary from individual to individual. Being able to sex by DNA testing holds the key and puts an end to wasted breeding seasons with that “pair” of birds that won’t breed. Juveniles are very difficult to visually sex.
ALTERNATIVE NAMES.

The Crested pigeon seems to have a few pseudonyms these include,

· Crested Bronzewing.
· Crested Dove.
· Whistle winged, referring to the distinctive noise that the crested makes with rapid wing beats as it takes to the sky’s, the whistling sound is produced by air passing over a modified primary feather.
· Top-knot Pigeon, this is an incorrect name as the top-knot (Lophalaimus antarticus) is a very different looking bird.
SUBSPECIES.

Two subspecies are generally accepted, these being 
· Ocyphaps lophotes lophates. Australia except north and Western Australia.
· Ocyphaps lophotes whitlocki North and Western Australia. 

DISTRIBUTION AND HABITAT.
Most of Australia, avoiding the more moister habitats of the far north, and the south east corner of New South Wales. Lightly wooded grassland usually found in the vicinity of water be it a cultivated suburban park with a pond or a water trough on one of the numerous inland ranches in flocks or pairs.
FEEDING.

In the wild the Crested Pigeon forage almost exclusively on the ground, eating a wide variety of seeds and even feeding on noxious weeds like Salvation Jane or Paterson’s Curse (Echium plantagineum) a species native to Europe but has become an invasive species in Australia. Also taken are insects, such as an Australian psyllid (Glycaspis brimble combei) more commonly known as the red gum lerp psyllid.
STATUS.

The IUCN considers the Crested Pigeon to be lower risk/least concern.
BREEDING.

Breeding in the wild seems to take place at any time of the year, nesting consists of the usual flimsy platform of twigs hidden in a dense thorny bush 1-5 m above the ground (D Gibbs, E Barnes, J Fox 2001) where two white eggs are laid, incubation lasts 18-20 days squabs upon hatch weigh an average of 9.5 grams, care of the young is carried out by both sexes until they fledge at 16-24 days old (D Brown 1995).
Here at Exmoor Zoo we have had Crested Pigeons on display for the last five years in various aviaries of varying dimensions with absolutely no breeding success at all! The birds have always been kept with other species, the decision was made to get the six birds we had DNA sexed and the results were that all were Males! We were able to swap out two Males for DNA sexed Females at the start of 2008.At present we exhibit two DNA sexed adult male Crested Pigeons in an aviary measuring 4m 90cm length 2m 93cm width 3m 06cm height. Heavily planted with Eucalyptus (Eucalyptus cinerea) Zebra grass (Miscanthus sinensis “Zebrinus”) and Elephant grass (Pennisetum purpureum) Cabbage tree (Cordyline australis) and various Bamboo species. The floor of the aviary is laid to sand to irregular depths. While the Eucalyptus make up most of the perches, we also use Beech (Fagus sylvatica) the branches favoured are around 2-4 centimetres in diameter. This is a mixed exhibit that also includes Red billed quelea (Quelea quelea) Snowy crowned robin chat (Cossypha niveicapilla) and Crowned plover (Vanellus coronatus) this seems to be quite a good mix of species both for the public and for the birds. The other crested pigeons, two Male and two Female all DNA sexed are kept off display, at first in individual pairs in Aviaries measuring 3m 70cm Length x 1m 20cm Width x 3m Height  with perches placed at opposite ends of the flight and two nest baskets 28cm length x 21cm width x 12cm depth set at the back of the front serviced Aviary at a height of 70cms from the floor in this environment when the Males came into breeding condition both would continually drive their respective mate literally all day, feather cutting the Male was the next step, again not a satisfactory out come and the birds would have to be separated to prevent any further problems. April 2008 brought about a new direction in our management of crested pigeons both pairs were housed together in an Aviary measuring 3m 70cm length x 2m 75cm width x 3m height. This Aviary already housed another species. (One pair of crested guinea fowl (Guttera pucherani)) the two species were fed in a feeding station 36cm above the pea gravel floor, the diet used is one we make up ourselves. It contains several components (see table one) Supplements given are Avi- Mix and Abidec. As the Guinea fowl are supplied with live food such as Mealworms (Tenebrio molitor) once a day it is usual to see the crested on the floor trying to get the prize before the less agile Guinea fowl came along and hovered up any they could find. Once more the aviary was perched at opposite ends to allow maximum flying space although they were set 30cm from the roof to try to stop the Guinea fowl from using them, the perching arrangement for the guinea fowl was in the centre of the Aviary only 50cm rising to 65cm above the floor and in a triangle made from much thicker Beech branches 10cm in diameter. Nest baskets taken from the previous aviaries were used once again. Nesting material in the form of dried grass and leaves are thrown onto the aviary floor.
The Male crested started to display to the Females at the beginning of May, that wonderful tail fanned and raised to the air, head directed down to the floor with that rhythmic “whoop whoop whoop” vocal with his whole body swaying up and down. The male really does put a lot into the courtship display. The most interesting observation made was that by having a much larger aviary inhabitant and especially one as large and relatively clumsy by comparison to its self the Crested Guinea fowl seemed to defuse the most driven Pigeon by simply being there. One Female started to lay on the 19th July followed on the 20th July by the second egg, everything went well within the Aviary while she incubated the eggs to a point. The other Female was spotted occasionally sitting in the nest basket near but not on the eggs while the egg laying Female was at the feeding station (all four birds have different coloured leg bands for ease of identification) The first squab hatched on the 18th August quickly followed by its sibling on the 19th August during the time of rearing once again it was noted that three of the birds seemed to be actively involved in the rearing process, although only the mother was observed actually feeding, the other male kept displaying to anything who was on the same perch as him and for as long as they perched next to him. The youngsters grew very quickly and were miniature versions of their parents before we knew it. The Female was noticed to be spending more time off the nest when the young were 14 days old seemingly encouraging them to fledge, this they both did. The first on the 3rd September followed on the 4th by the second, although returning to the nest most evenings. Straight away the Males started in earnest to drive the Females again and it did not take long until the Female that had already bred to lay again, once more two white eggs were laid on the 11th and 12th of September respectively, at no time has aggression been shown to the two young Pigeons by the Adult birds, but because of the Guinea fowls inquisitive nature, upon arrival to the Zoo one morning one youngster was noticed to be on the floor Disaster!!, thankfully no real harm was done although we now have a young non crested, crested pigeon! The Guinea fowl were removed and placed into another aviary.

The young were noticed feeding themselves on the 29th September, the other two eggs started to hatch on the 30th September unfortunately only one of the two eggs hatched the other had a partially grown embryo.
The two older squabs are soon to be relocated to the “on display” exhibit as soon as they are a little bit larger and able to with stand the rigours of aviary life, and of course DNA sexed so that visitors to the Zoo can appreciate this rather beautiful bird.
TABLE ONE.

Exmoor Zoo pigeon mix,

· 1 Scoop 60g Widow Hood Pigeon mix.

· 1 Scoop 20g Waterfowl maintenance pellets.

· 1 Scoop 60g Parakeet mix.

· 1 Scoop 60g Insectivorous mix. 

· 1Scoop 10g Mineralised grit
· 1 Scoop 30g Chick crumb.
· ½ Carrot 5mm squared.
· ½ Apple 5 mm squared.
· Any Greens i.e. Shelled peas, broccoli etc.
SUPLEMENTS USED IN TEXT.

Avi-mix, Vetark animal health, PO box 60, Winchester, Hants SO23 9XN, UK. (www.vetark.co.uk) 
Abidec, Cheraro UK limited, 1 tower close, Huntingdon, Cambridge PE29 7DH, UK. (www.abidec.com).
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Photograph 1 On display Crested pigeon aviary.

Photograph 2 Diet fed at Exmoor Zoo for all seed eating Pigeons.

Photograph 3 Adult Crested Female.
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