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T he Free Flight Bird Show at Sydney’s Taronga Zoo 

has always aimed to inspire its’ visitors by demon-

strating the amazing natural abilities of predominantly 

Australian species. It has strived to instil an under-

standing and greater respect for native wildlife and 

hopefully influence the attitudes of zoo guests to live 

more environmentally sustainable lives. 

To encourage greater support of in situ conservation 

programs and action behaviours by our visitors, in 

January of 2007, a new initiative was incorporated into 

the daily running of our shows by trainer Claudia Bianchi. 

Through positive reinforcement parrots were conditioned 

to accept donations and place them into specially 

designed boxes, all money raised directly supporting 

conservation efforts – in this case the breeding and 

release of Little Penguins into Sydney Harbour.

This concept was observed at the ‘Birds of the World 

Show’ at the State Fair of Texas. Ravens and crows were 

chosen as the process replicated the natural behaviour 

of food caching exhibited by these species. During  

an internship with Natural Encounters Inc. in 2005 

Claudia was given the opportunity to explore ways of 

bringing this form of conservation campaigning back  

to Australia. 

Whilst general opinion suggested that ravens and  

crows would be more efficient and therefore suitable 

for this routine over other species, Taronga Zoo 

decided to utilise parrots instead. This was because 

there were parrots already available within the  

collection that weren’t being used for show specific 

routines, so training could commence immediately. 

The candidates chosen for the program were a Galah 

and White-Tailed Black Cockatoo. Both birds had a 

history of being conditioned for relatively simple 

behaviours however neither had undergone training 

involving shaping of complex behaviours. The behaviour 

proposed by Claudia required the birds to sit on a 

donation box with a perch and accept money in their 

beak from the fingers of zoo crowds one thousand 

strong. It would also require these individuals to 

become desensitised to the post show environment 

consisting of moving crowds, music and the free flight 

of other conditioned birds.
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In January of 2007 a new conservation campaign was incorporated into the running of the Free 

Flight Bird Show of Sydney’s Taronga Zoo, Australia, by trainer Claudia Bianchi. Utilising parrots, 

donations were collected by beak and placed into specially designed moneyboxes to raise much-

needed funds for the zoo’s in situ Little Penguin Breed and Release Program. As of the beginning  

of 2008 nearly AUD$40,000 has been raised.

Newman accepting money.



Training commenced on 23rd of February 2006 using 

sunflower seeds as a primary reinforcer and a verbal 

bridge ‘good’ as an indicator of when the current 

desired behaviour was exhibited. Voluntarily touching 

a currency, picking it up, holding for extended periods 

of time and placing the currency in a container were 

the steps outlined in the training plan.  

This behaviour was then transferred to the donation 

boxes and desensitisation to the routine environment 

occurred. 

The main issues encountered were desensitising  

the parrots to the donation box and environment, an 

ongoing issue as our show evolves and new birds are 

introduced, and breaking the undesired behaviour  

of flicking away money once picked up by our White-

Tailed Black Cockatoo. But to the merit of Claudia  

and all trainers’ involved success was achieved in 

January 2007.

As of the commencement of 2008 this venture has 

raised nearly AUD$40,000 dollars for the Little Penguin 

insitu conservation project. Whilst it has become 

apparent the rate at which parrots collect and cache 

money is slower than ravens and crows this has not 

detracted from the overall project but amplifies the 

intimate encounter experienced by donating visitors. 

With Taronga Zoo focusing on influencing our visitors 

to take action for conservation this project provides 

our visitors with an opportunity to donate on site, 

taking action immediately after an inspirational 

experience such as the Bird Show. Our aim is that this 

will go a long way to changing our visitor’s values and 

long term behaviours. This is a truly practical example 

of how a simple idea can effectively instil a change of 

attitude for a better tomorrow.  ‹›
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Marco and Newman on donation boxes.

Marco undergoing initial training.
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