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Abstract: Reading raptor body language and understanding the ways in which applied behavioral analysis ties into the care and welfare of raptors increases the success of falconry, rehabilitation and other captive relationships. Training with ABA can make a positive difference in a client’s care of their raptors and help practitioners understand how to build better relationships with raptor-keeping clients.
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Introduction
Although falconers, rehabilitators and educators are devoted to the care of their charges at a level which often exceeds that of domestic pet owners, there is a resistance to the movement toward utilizing psychology standards to create a uniform language in training and managing raptors. Falconers especially show a tendency to rely on superstitious training, repeating training that has worked for them in the past without examining the pattern of antecedent, behavior and consequence based on an individual and a particular situation. In particular, the use of body language to translate behavior into simple building blocks is not something that is frequently discussed or even documented in falconry literature and falconry literature is frequently consulted by rehabilitators. The current push toward bringing applied behavioral analysis (ABA) to clients with psittacines could also greatly benefit individuals who work with, live with and manage raptors. Well-trained raptors with astute caregivers are less stressed, less likely to engage in self-damaging behaviors and are therefore less likely to succumb to disease and injury. Veterinarians armed with a basic understanding of raptor body language and applied behavioral analysis are more sensitive to assisting in the care of trained raptors and can help struggling clients successfully train and maintain healthy birds. 
A Need for Better Mentorship
As Michael McDermott states in his book, The Imprint Accipiter, “The most basic description of falconry ethics is ‘to do right by the bird’.1(p35)” It is fair to say that the vast majority of individuals who work with raptors truly do wish to do what is best for the birds that are in their care and go to great lengths to provide excellent care. However, in the falconry apprentice system, novices are likely to find themselves learning from an unwilling or unpracticed teacher, increasing the learning curve. The same may be true of an individual wishing to work rehabilitating raptors. Many individuals who have learned to work successfully with raptors have done so “the hard way” through much trial and error as opposed to mentorship. Falconers do not tend to spend a great deal of time teaching and as unpracticed teachers, often have difficulty describing training techniques and raptor body language. Rehabilitators may be in a similar situation if they work with few volunteers. With this in mind, veterinarians are in an excellent position to assist clients in consulting the appropriate resources and in learning some of the basics. 
Julie Ponder, DVM notes in regards to her work with captive raptors, “…the behavioral problems we see are the result of inadequate training or lack of understanding of birds’ natural biology,”2(p67) confirming that it is generally agreed that competence in training techniques and an understanding of natural behavior are critical pieces of overall raptor health. Ponder also notes that, “the rigors of the selection process for ownership of a captive raptor assures a client has baseline knowledge before acquiring a raptor...2(71)” Although a legal possessor of raptors does demonstrate a “baseline knowledge” it can sometimes be to a novice’s detriment as they make the assumption that tested knowledge of husbandry and care is enough. It is true that in order to receive a falconry license, an individual must demonstrate a basic understanding of raptor identification, common diseases, acceptable husbandry and legislation. Body language and behavior, are critical pieces of a raptor’s well-being, but are not required of licensing, likely because this is a hands-on ongoing learning experience. Handling competence is not a factor in the procurement of falconry or other permits giving an individual permission to be in possession of raptors. I would be to the benefit of raptors for mentors, including veterinarians to make it a goal to assist novices in learning basic ideas that can be utilized in every training situation.
Training the Trainer through Jump Ups
We are fortunate to be living in a time when many individuals working in animal behavior are using the same language when addressing behavior modification. In fact all of the basic concepts of ABA that are used to address issues of screaming, biting or other undesirable behavior in parrots can be used to modify behavioral problems unique to captive raptors. The first component to this should be learning body language. Tables 1 and 2 offer some basic descriptors to help novices understand when a raptor is demonstrating signs of comfort or stress. Mentors who are present can make a tremendous difference in a novice’s success by talking through body language as it occurs in day-to-day handling and training situations. Rather than just telling a novice it is time to end the training session, talk through the body language. Note that the bird is looking away, rousing, and pulling up a foot and that these are all signs of comfort, but also demonstrate the hawk has lost interest in the training session. However, a mentor who is unable to be present during training sessions can also encourage a novice to learn body language and create a two-way conversation between raptor and handler through frequent focused training sessions. 
Steve Layman, a respected falconer who has been mindfully using operant conditioning as a means of training falconry birds for over 30 years, was the first to write of using vertical jumps to condition hawks and falcons.3 Giving the raptor a soft perch on which to start and land, such as a cardboard box covered with Astroturf, the trainer uses small approximations to train the bird to jump to the fist on cue, rewarding it with a tidbit of food and then return to its perch on cue again rewarding it. Ultimately, the trainer encourages the bird to jump vertically from the perch to a gloved hand raised above the trainer’s head numerous times and on a variable schedule of reinforcement. The bird remains on a line or leash long enough for the bird to maneuver through these sessions, but not long enough to make it easy for the bird to tangle itself up. This exercise is a means of physical conditioning, but it is also a fantastic means of learning to read body language if an individual is unpracticed or new to working with the particular species or even an individual bird.
Layman recommends striving to reach a goal of having the bird capable of doing 100 jump ups without hesitation in 30 minutes time. The benefits to the hawk are exercise and mental stimulation. For the trainer, this can be the groundwork for understanding operant conditioning basics, body language and seeing how applied behavioral analysis can be utilized to modify behaviors. An individual who has achieved this level of basic training understands the body language the bird exhibits when it is tired, distracted, frustrated, hesitant and fearful as well as when it is healthy and motivated. Dedicated beginning training such as this gives the trainer confidence and the opportunity to make sure interactions with the bird are a positive experience. There is an opportunity for the bird to learn what to expect from the trainer and for the trainer to learn to react and adjust depending on the bird’s body language.  
How Basic Understanding of Body Language and ABA Can Make a Difference
An individual who has learned to read raptor body language will be much more sensitive about maintaining a positive relationship with their bird. Manning a bird by keeping it on the glove until it gives up and calms down, or stroking a bird until it gives up and stops flinching are not the most effective means of training. Many of the training techniques falconers have used historically are flooding. Although flooding can create faster results and works, it is not training the bird to do anything other than acquiesce. Worse, it makes it much more difficult for the training to remain a two-way conversation between the handler and the raptor. By watching body language, a raptor handler can allow the bird to express how it wishes to be handled. A bird that knows you will back off when it raises its hackles or opens it mouth is much more likely to warn you before it engages in aggressive or other undesirable behavior. Traditional manning can teach a bird that body language is ignored and useless as a means of communication. 
A trainer who is astute at reading raptor body language is well equipped to learn to apply the basics of positive reinforcement and ABA. A bird can be trained to interact with the falconer and to accept tactile interaction through positive reinforcement. More complex behaviors such as flying high and “waiting on” can also be trained.4 Other behaviors that need to be shaped or eliminated can be addressed with positive reinforcement in conjunction ABA. Every behavior has an antecedent and a consequence. Through identifying what precedes and follows the behavior in question, a trainer can modify it. Understanding that a behavior that is reinforced will repeat itself, a trainer is armed with the means to modify, encourage or extinguish behavior. The applications for better husbandry and problem solving through ABA are immense and can start with some very simple issues. 

Working with a first year gyr/peregrine hybrid and applying ABA, I was able to address and modify the unwanted behavior of my bird bating at me when I came into the yard to feed her. Bating is a natural behavior, but intense ongoing bating is not natural, it is trained. This is much like the accidental shaping of screaming behavior from a parrot through the rewarding of natural vocalizations. Bating birds of prey can wear down or break feathers, damage their tarsi or even break legs. Intense bating is an undesirable behavior. 

I examined my falcon’s bating behavior and considered my appearance with my hands behind my back as being the antecedent, the behavior being bating and the consequence being my stepping closer. In order to change the behavior, I could change the antecedent or the consequence; I decided to change the consequence. The ultimate consequence was receiving the food, but just approaching was a rewarding consequence. My falcon had learned that by bating she would be rewarded by my stepping closer with the food. I needed to stop rewarding the bating and choose another behavior to reward, then methodically teach her that this new behavior was a more effective means of getting me to bring food closer. My choice was to reward her only for sitting upright on the perch, leaning forward or bating would not be acceptable.
The moment I appeared with food, the falcon bated and I stopped, waiting for her to cease bating, jump back on her perch and sit upright. When she did this, I took another step. She bated again. I again waited for her to regain her perch and posture. It took 15 minutes to ultimately reach the perch and drop the food to her, but by the end of the session she was staying on the perch for five steps before she bated. I continued in this manner. After 3 days of consistently ignoring her bating and rewarding her perched upright posture, the gyr/peregrine falcon had learned to sit upright on her perch from the moment I walked into the yard and to remain there until I stood right in front of her and tossed the food to her feet on the perch. I did not make wing flapping part of my criteria, so she would row her wings on the perch, but remain in an upright pose. I could continue to shape the behavior and eliminate this wing rowing simply by waiting for her to pull her wings against her body before I step forward if I wished in the future. This is an extremely simple example of a trained behavior that can make a tremendous difference to a raptor’s mental and physical well-being if the handler understands ABA. 
Conclusion

The possibilities of using ABA for husbandry and health are tremendous, especially when combining this with a practiced eye toward body language. It is possible through training to avoid aggression and stress, shape undesirable behaviors into desirable ones and all of this is helpful to the basics of falconry, rehabilitation and educational situations. Dr. Julie Ponder stated that, “The recent movement toward applied behavioral analysis has truly brought a level of scientific understanding to addressing behavior change.2” This scientific focus also leads to easier mentorship with a repeatable structure of behavioral assessment and modification in conjunction with a common language. By removing the mysticism of mentorship, veterinarians and other mentors can help raptor handlers have positive relationships with their charges and ensure that raptors have more enriching lives, better care and remain healthy. 
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Table 1. A brief overview of body language in a comfortable raptor

	Body Language
	Description

	Stretching
	Extending one wing and simultaneously stretching foot

	Preening
	Running feathers through beak, look especially for bird engaging preening gland at base of tail. 

	Bathing
	Standing in bath pan, dunking body in water

	Turning head upside down
	Turning head 180 degrees to look at something

	Investigating
	Examining surroundings with active interest

	Puffed beard
	Feathers below the beak puffed out

	Relaxed Eyes
	Eyes oval, but not almond shaped 

	Rousing
	Raising all feathers and shaking them back into alignment

	Feaking
	Rubbing beak on perch, glove or other as if to clean it

	Foot Up
	Standing on one foot with other raised and tucked in feathers


Table 2. A brief overview of body language in a stressed raptor

	Body Language
	Description

	Slicked feathers
	Feathers are tight against the raptor’s body

	Looking for escape route
	Bird looks around you for a place to escape

	Bating
	Bird jumps off perch to length of leash in an effort to escape, excessive bating toward the falconer can also be a sign of stress in the form of excessive hunger

	Rowing wings
	Raptor sits on the perch and flaps wings

	Wide eyes
	Eyes are perfectly round 

	Gaping mouth
	Mouth is wide open for an extended time

	Gular Flutter (owls)
	Feathers at throat flutter in and out

	Sudden change in normal behavior
	Bird does not present expected normal behavior, such as reacting to the presentation of food 

	Wing tips below tail 
	In resting state wings fall below tail, a sign of conserving metabolic energy 

	Blank stare 
	Bird looks into distance and does not focus on environmental stimuli

	Extraordinary tameness
	Bird does not respond to unusual environments or environmental changes in which it would normally show signs of stress, instead appearing calm  

	Flicking food 
	Instead of eating, raptor touches food with beak and flicks food away

	Fluffed feathers, no response
	Bird has no interest in interacting

	Overall appearance
	Change in care of plumage (also look for a fading in color of new growth of talons). 

	Lowered head
	Head down below shoulders

	Rapid respiratory rate
	Breathing rate is more rapid than normal 


