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BIRDBRAIN?

For a long time, birds were considered to be instinct-
driven creatures and were therefore regarded as 
extremely stupid. However, experiments with parrots 
and ravens have proven the opposite. In spite of their 
small brains, some birds can certainly keep up with 
great apes in terms of intelligence. 

Recognizing one’s mirror image
In one experiment, magpies (Pica pica) had coloured 
dots put on their plumage in spots that they normally 
cannot see. However, in front of a mirror the birds 
tried to remove these dots. So they must have 
recognized themselves in the mirror. Besides magpies, 
only a few mammals, such as gorillas, orang-utans, 
dolphins and elephants recognize themselves in the 
mirror. Cleaner fish may also have this ability.

Use of tools
If Caledonian crows (Corvus moneduloides) discover 
a maggot in the bark of a tree, they start looking for 

a small twig or branch. This is then trimmed to the 
right size to peck the maggot out of the bark. Besides 
crows, chimpanzees also use tools.

Memory artist
In autumn, Florida scrub jays (Aphelocoma 
coerulescens) hide about 6000 seeds and in winter, 
they find most of them again. They also know exactly 
what they have hidden, both when and where. In one 
experiment, the birds were given worms and peanuts, 
which they then hid. In the first few days the scrub 
jays preferred to go look for the worms. After a week 
however, they were only interested in the peanuts. By 
then they knew that the worms were already spoiled 
and focused on looking for edible food instead.

Deception of fellow species members
Western scrub jays (Aphelocoma californica) create 
numerous feed-depots out of sight of other scrub 
jays. If they feel they are being watched, they often 
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go to places where they have nothing to hide, just to 
fool the other birds. If jays see other birds hiding food, 
they will plunder the latter’s hiding places. The food 
thus captured is then deposited in other places again. 
Experiments have shown that especially birds that act 
as thieves do everything possible to avoid becoming 
victims of theft themselves. Maybe scrub jays can 
even put themselves in the position of other birds to 
find out what they know.
 
Alex Super Parrot
The scientist Irene Pepperberg taught her grey parrot 
Alex to speak. At the same time, she wanted to find 
out how intelligent grey parrots are. Alex more than 
fulfilled Irene’s wildest expectations because he could:

• distinguish 7 colours,
• recognize 50 objects (paper, wood, key, nut),
• recognize 5 shapes (round, triangular, square etc.),
• say 150 words,
• and count to 8.

When Alex was shown several different objects, he 
could even answer the following difficult questions: 
What material is the round red object made of? Or 
how many blue objects are on the table? This clearly 
shows that grey parrots are as intelligent as some 
mammals (great apes). 


