CARING FOR YOUR CANARY DURING THE MOLT
BY NANCY LITTLEFIELD
The annual molt can be a stressful time for your canary. Within a five to six week period they replace every feather on their body. Usually their song will become short chirps, then as the molt deepens, nothing at all. 
First, you must get in the habit of observing your birds daily. I like to sit a short distance away and observe them with my peripheral vision. If you hover over your bird from above, you will not be able to observe its normal behavior, as it feels threatened. Get to know what your canary normally does. Next, gently pick up your bird. Lightly blow on the feathers of the abdomen. This allows you to see the skin underneath. Dry, flaky skin indicates that the bird is not getting the complete nutrition that it needs. Usually this happens if you are feeding only seeds with occasional soft foods. Next, while you have the bird in your hand, feel along its breast bone. You should be able to “feel the keel”, with each side nicely rounded. If the keel protrudes sharply out, your bird is malnourished, and you need to immediately correct your feeling habits. Knowing how your bird acts and feels when it is healthy can help to spot any signs of distress or illness. A good way to check for respiratory distress is to quietly slip into the room your bird is in after lights out. Listen for any wheezing sounds, and watch for tail pumping in time with their breathing.
The molt usually begins in late June or July and is determined by daylight hours reaching over 15 hours. The bird will usually drop wing feathers, then the sides and belly, and finally the head and neck feathers. The new feathers literally push the old feathers out of the shaft. They molt in such a way that the bird is never bare, or flightless. There are about 2000 feathers that need to be replaced, so you can imagine the tremendous stress that is placed on the bird’s systems. After the molt has clearly begun, reduce the amount of artificial light that your bird is receiving to 6-8 hours a day. After the molt the birds can return to normal daylight hours. Basically, long daylight hours of 15-16 hours can stimulate molting or prolong it. It is best to reduce lighting to 6-8 hours daily to quicken it. Optimal temperature is 85 degrees, and as fall approaches the cooler temperatures will encourage the birds to finish up the molt quickly. Try to avoid loud noises and stressful situations such as moving the cage location, or handling them unless it is necessary. Providing a daily morning bath will improve your bird’s feather quality. I like to add a couple of drops of plain Listerine to the bath water, as it is said to deter mites.
The feather of a bird is about 90 percent protein! Your bird’s feather quality is a direct result of the breeder’s program and your feeding program. A few suggestions to supplement your feeding program include:
Proteins:
Add animal protein such as a hard boiled egg. Boil the egg for about 12 minutes. Let cool, and mash up the egg. Feed about ¼ teaspoon 3-4 times weekly. Feed in a low wide dish so the contents will dry out rather than spoil. Remove from the cage after 2 hours. If you have a flight of several birds, and they begin to pick and pluck at each other after you begin to feed egg, they can get aggressive with each other if they are receiving too much animal protein. Cut back if this happens.
I prefer to use Quinoa with my birds. Quinoa is a complete protein, and doesn’t seem to encourage aggressiveness. Rinse 1 part Quinoa, drain then add 2 parts water. Bring to a boil and cover. Quinoa cooks in about 15 minutes and will double in volume. I add a touch of color enhancer while still hot. Cool, and feed about 1 tablespoon per bird per day. Quinoa is now available at Ronies Luv Of Birds.
Vitamins, Minerals, and Amino Acids:
An adequate supply of minerals will shorten the molt, and it is up to us to provide our birds with the proper building blocks to enable them feather out quickly. I can tell you only what works for me. I prefer to use prime vitamins as it is formulated specifically for birds. Other products may not be avian specific, and during the molt, a one size fits all approach is not recommended. Look for methionine and biotin in the formulation, as well as an avian specific probiotic for the gut. I also use Quikos Bio-molt, and Featheriffic by Avitech. Both products are formulated for the molt with extra B vitamins. I add all three ingredients in equal parts to a salt shaker, and heavily sprinkle the bird’s soft food daily. A cuttle bone should be available as well. 
Daily Rations:
Along with your canary’s daily seed ration, pellets should be available to your pet. Oily seeds such as nyger, hemp, and flax will provide the extra oil that is necessary, as well as canola seed its oil and additional protein content. Ronie has a song mix available at the store that is very convenient. Sunflower chips contain sulfer and amino acids that help to shorten the molt. Birdie bread can entice a finicky eater, and the mix at the store comes complete with the supplements above. If you want to make your own, the recipe is posted on this website. I have yet to meet a canary that didn’t love it.

Bee Pollen in its natural form is well accepted by the birds and is a good source of protein and amino acids. Peas, corn, spinach, and sprouts should be provided. Brewers yeast and raw wheat germ are good natural sources of B6 which is needed for protein metabolism. Dandelion greens are eagerly accepted but you must be certain they have never been sprayed with insecticide or herbicides. The old timers tell me that cucumbers have enzymes in them that are helpful in promoting a healthy molt, and I have always fed them frequently.
Air Pollution:
With the stress produced by molting, a bird can gradually become susceptible to respiratory disease. One reason is that as the bird molts, it produces a fine white powder that stays suspended in the air. When your bird breathes this powder into their respiratory tract, it becomes inflamed, and you soon have the perfect breeding ground for infection. Keep your bird in a well ventilated room and out of drafts. One little guy will not cause a problem, but the more birds you keep, you will need to be aware of the dust. I recommend an electrostatic rather than an ionic air cleaner if you are thinking of getting one. If you do find yourself with a puffed up or wheezing bird, do not delay in taking immediate action. One day can mean the difference between health or disaster. Heat is the first line of defense. I like to put a “hot rock” in the cage with ailing bird. The bird can sit right on the rock, or move away from it as its needs dictate. They are easy to clean as well. Hot rocks can be found in the reptile section of the pet store. After heat, an antibiotic treatment is the second line of defense. I recommend Save-It. Besides an antibiotic, Save-It contains vitamins and minerals for the ailing bird. I mix ¼ teaspoon in two ounces of water and use it as the only source of drinking water for five days, rest five days, and repeat five days. Mix a fresh solution daily. I have saved quite a few birds using heat and Save=It. We have Save-It available at the store as well. It’s always a good idea to keep some on hand. Once opened, tightly fold the top over and secure it, keep any unused amounts in your refrigerator. Be sure to follow any antibiotic treatment with a probiotic and vitamins.
I hope that I have given you new insights into the care and feeding of these wonderful little songsters. We bring them into our homes, and put them in cages where they are unable to forage for what they need. We keep them under artificial light and conditions, and expect them to thrive. We owe them an enriched environment, and a healthy life in return for that wonderful song! Tweet Tweet for now. Nancy Littlefield 
