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A Feathered Innovator
In a first for its species, a captive cockatoo creates a tool
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Since the early 1960s membership in the club of tool users has expanded from humans to chimpanzees and beyond. To date, it includes elephants, dolphins, octopuses, crows, ravens, rooks, jays, dingoes and dogs (sort of). Among birds, tool use has been well documented in corvids (crows, rooks, jays, ravens), but evidence is scant in other bird families.
Now a parrot named Figaro may pave the way for admission into the tool-use club for his species, Goffin's cockatoo, also known as the Tanimbar corella or Goffin's corella (Cacatua goffini). Figaro is part of a captive colony of cockatoos in the department of cognitive biology at the University of Vienna. One day the male parrot dropped a pebble through an opening in the wire mesh surrounding the aviary in which he was housed, where it fell onto a wood beam. Figaro tried in vain to retrieve the pebble with his claw. Frustrated, he flew away, retrieved a small piece of bamboo and, holding it in his beak, attempted to use it to nudge the pebble back into his enclosure. He was unsuccessful. Luckily, a student observer noticed the exciting behavior and reported it to the researchers. No Goffin's cockatoo in the wild had ever been recorded using a tool, so the behavior was remarkable.
Yet was it a fluke? To find out, the researchers embarked on a series of experiments. In 10 different trials over the course of three days, they placed small cashews on the wood beam outside the aviary, just as the pebble was in the initial observation. In the first test, Figaro started by trying a stick that had been lying on the floor of the enclosure, but it was too short. He then broke a splinter off of a wood beam and, holding it in his beak, successfully retrieved the nut. In all, it took him 25 minutes to get his snack. Not only was he able to use a preexisting tool, he also spontaneously manufactured one. In the second through 10th trials, his performance was significantly faster. Ten times in a row, Figaro successfully found or fabricated tools to retrieve a cashew.
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What makes this particularly exciting is that Figaro is a parrot, not a corvid. Corvids routinely use their beaks to modify twigs and sticks for nest building, so the cognitive leap to tool manufacture makes anatomical and ecological sense. Parrots, however, nest in naturally occurring cavities found in trees. Figaro's example shows that tool use can spontaneously develop in an individual whose intelligence had not been explicitly shaped by evolution for tool use.
As vocal-learning birds, parrots have long been studied for insights into language, but it seems as if the ability to use tools for solving problems also exists within their cognitive tool kit—at least under certain conditions. Identifying just what those conditions are now falls to the researchers, who are planning to see how different experiences throughout a cockatoo's development could contribute to tool-related abilities, as well as the extent to which tool use could spread to other cockatoos through social learning.
Adapted from The Thoughtful Animal atblogs.ScientificAmerican.com/thoughtful-animal
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