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Summary

Myiopsitta monachus (monk parakeet or quaker parrot) is a green/grey parakeet 
native to temperate and subtropical parts of South America. Its popularity as 
a pet has resulted in numerous escapes/releases and naturalised populations 
exist in many countries, including North America and Europe.

To date, M. monachus has not naturalised in Queensland. However, it is kept in 
considerable numbers as a pet and escape/release is inevitable.

Based on the evidence presented in this study, it seems reasonable to predict 
that M. monachus will eventually naturalise in Queensland. Areas at risk 
appear to include most of eastern Queensland. Potential negative impacts 
could include damage to commercial crops of fruit and grain, since the species 
has a history as a significant agricultural pest in parts of South America. In 
addition, the species could become a significant urban nuisance in Brisbane 
and elsewhere. In Florida, United States, removal of the species’ nests from 
electricity infrastructure has cost an estimated $1.3–4.7 million over a five-year 
period. These nests cause around 1000 power outages per annum in Florida 
alone.

The fact that this species causes multi-million dollar losses in South America 
and the United States justifies a precautionary approach to its management 
in Queensland. Surveillance, early detection and eradication of any wild 
populations appears wise.
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Introduction
Identity and taxonomy
Species identity: Myiopsitta monachus 

Common names: Monk parakeet, quaker parrot, grey-headed parakeet

Five subspecies are listed by the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) (undated):

• monachus

• calita

• coloma

• cotorra

• luchsi (cliff parakeet).

Other references generally accept four subspecies: the nominate subspecies monachus and 
calita, cotorra and luchsi.

The nominate subspecies monachus is the largest subspecies. Subspecies calita has bluer 
wings and a dark grey head. Subspecies cotorra has brighter green on its upper parts and less 
yellowish colour on its abdomen than subspecies calita. However, all three subspecies are 
generally similar in size and colour, leading some authors to question their status as separate 
taxonomic entities (Russello et al. 2008). Some authors (such as del Hoyo et al. 1997) 
consider subspecies luchsi to be sufficiently distinct, in terms of its morphology, behaviour 
and distribution, to elevate it to a separate species, M. luchsi.
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Description and biology
M. monachus is a green-grey parakeet, about 30 cm long, with a wingspan of around 48 cm. 
Males have an average weight of around 100 g and females are often 10–20% smaller than 
males (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Monk parakeet (photograph courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

A number of colour variations have been developed by the pet trade, including a blue form 
and a rare, yellow form. Feral populations revert to the dominant green genotype.

Wild specimens live in small flocks of 10–15 birds and occasionally up to 100 or more  
(Long 1981). The species is generally sedentary but will move considerable distances in 
search of food.

Diet
M. monachus has a broad, variable, herbivorous diet, including a range of buds, seeds and 
fruit (such as berries). They are opportunistic and adaptable, accepting grain from bird-
feeders as well as taking commercial grain such as corn, wheat, barley and millet. They 
sometimes will eat insects.
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Reproduction
Unlike other parrots that nest in tree hollows, M. monachus builds a stick nest, usually in 
a tree or a man-made structure (e.g. electricity pylons). It often nests in colonies, building 
a single, large nest that has separate entrances for each pair of birds. Breeding birds ,lay 
5–12 eggs, which hatch in approximately 24 days. Subspecies lutchi (cliff parakeet) nests in 
crevices in cliffs. Wild birds generally nest once per year (Bucher 1992) but up to 6 clutches 
per year are possible (Long 1981).

Figure 2: Communal stick nests of monk parakeets (photograph courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

Preferred habitat and climate
M. monachus can tolerate a range of climates, but prefers warm temperate and subtropical 
climates. In its native range it prefers open forest, open woodland, savannah, acacia 
scrubland, palm groves, farmland, orchards and watercourses and is particularly common 
near human habitation (Long 1981). Naturalised populations survive in areas with cold 
winters; including New York, Japan and Great Britain.
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Origin and global distribution
The four recognised subspecies of M. monachus are native to subtropical and temperate 
parts of Central Argentina to Uruguay, Bolivia and southern Brazil, as described by Russello 
et al. (2008). The nominate subspecies (M. m. monachus) is native to the extreme southeast 
of Brazil (Rio Grande do Sul), Uruguay and north-eastern Argentina (provinces of Entre Rios, 
Santa Fe, Córdoba, south to northern Rio Negro) (Russello et al. 2008). Wild populations in 
the United States appear to have been derived primarily from the monachus subspecies, 
with some genetic material from subspecies calita and cotorra present at low frequencies in 
Florida (Russello et al. 2008).

The species’ popularity as a pet has resulted in numerous escapes and/or releases and 
naturalised populations exist in many countries, including the United States (in at least 
15 states, including Florida), Europe (Spain, Gibraltar, Great Britain), Israel, Brazil, Bermuda, 
the Bahamas, Puerto Rico and Japan.

Figure 3: Global range of M. monachus (GBIF undated).
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History as a pest overseas
Various references state that M. monachus is a ‘major’ agricultural pest in Argentina, Brazil 
and Uruguay, where it feeds on various grain and citrus crops. In Argentina, M. monachus has 
been blamed for 2%–15% of crop losses—mostly corn and sunflower—with the occasional 
report of a 45% crop loss in the 1970s (Davis 1976; Stafford 2003; Neidermyer and Hickey 1977; 
Johnson and Logue 2009). Forshaw (1973) reported that large flocks ‘descend on ripening 
cereal crops’ in South America—especially crops of maize and sorghum—and frequently 
caused ‘widespread damage’. They will also raid citrus orchards, as noted by Long (1981).

Long (1981) also notes that ‘in one province alone in South America, between 1958 and 1960, 
bounties were paid on 427 206 pairs of feet of monk parakeets.’ Interestingly, the species does 
not appear to have caused any significant damage to crops in the United States, where feral 
populations have existed for over 30 years. According to Stafford (2003) ‘no actual figures of 
monetary loss have been reported’ in the United States. The reasons for the species’ failure to 
cause significant damage in the United States are unclear. Some people have suggested that 
populations of monk parakeets are still relatively small and are generally highly-dependent 
on people who feed the birds during winter. It is possible that environmental conditions over 
much of the United States are sub-optimal for the species, which appears to prefer subtropical 
savannahs. Conditions may be more suitable in Florida, where Johnson and Logue (2009) 
commented that ‘research suggests that these invasive birds may cause significant damage 
to some specialty tropical fruits’. They also stated that ‘the (current) lack of major agricultural 
impacts (in Florida) may be due to their preference for urbanized areas, and range expansion 
into agricultural areas could have devastating consequences’. 

In North America, the species’ large, communal stick nests built on electricity substations 
and pylons have caused blackouts when the nests become soaked with rain. In 2001, an 
estimated 1027 power outages were attributed to monk parrots in Florida alone, at a cost 
of $585 000 (Avery et al. 2002). In addition, the cost of nest removal in Florida has been 
estimated at $1.3–4.7 million over a five-year period from 2003–2007 (Avery et al. 2008; 
Russello et al. 2008). Removal of nests is difficult and dangerous (Johnson and Logue 2009).

In Britain, the wild population of M. monachus was estimated at around 150 individuals 
and control efforts were initiated in 2011 as a precautionary measure to protect agriculture, 
electricity infrastructure and the environment (Bowcott 2011).

The diet of M. monachus includes certain fruit (see Figure 4). However, the significance of 
such damage is poorly described in the literature.
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Figure 4: A monk parakeet feeding on guava fruit in Argentina (photography courtesy of L Yap, 
Wikimedia Commons)

M. monachus was imported into the United States in considerable numbers in the 1960s for 
the pet trade. By 1995, naturalised populations had established in 15 states. There are an 
estimated 100 000 wild specimens in Florida alone.

M. monachus has been targeted for control in parts of the United States and in some states 
possession and sale have been restricted (e.g. California, Georgia, Kansas, Kentucky, Hawaii, 
New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Tennessee and Wyoming). However, people who sell monk parakeets 
and/or enjoy seeing (and keeping) them in their gardens have been quick to defend the species 
in the United States, sometimes leading government agencies to abandon control efforts.

M. monachus adapts readily to residential areas and in some urban parks in Spain it has 
become as numerous as pigeons (see Figure 5). While many people enjoy seeing these 
colourful parrots, others consider them a noisy nuisance.
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Figure 5: M. monachus in an urban park in Spain (photograph courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

In some rural areas of South America, M. monachus has become abundant in association with 
the expansion of eucalyptus plantations (used to produce pulp for paper). These plantations 
offer an opportunity to build protected nests with little competition from other bird species.

Use
M. monachus is a popular pet, overseas and in Australia.
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Pest potential in Queensland
Current distribution and impact in Queensland
Currently, M. monachus has not naturalised in Queensland. However, it is kept in 
considerable numbers as a pet and escape and/or release is inevitable.

Potential distribution and impact in Queensland
The native range of the nominate subspecies (M. m. monachus) extends over the extreme 
southeast of Brazil to Uruguay and north-eastern Argentina, an area that lies between the 
latitudes of 30°S and 39°S. Latitudinally, this corresponds to an area that lies between 
Grafton in New South Wales, south to the middle of Bass Strait, suggesting the main 
subspecies is best suited to climate in New South Wales and Victoria. However, the native 
range of subspecies cotorra extends north into much warmer areas up to latitude of 
approximately 15°S, which corresponds to Cooktown in Far North Queensland. Hence, the 
species as a whole may be climatically suited to most of eastern Australia.

To assess the species’ potential range further, climate-matching software, called Climatch 
(BRS 2009), was applied to predict areas of Queensland where climate is similar to that 
experienced across the native and naturalised range of M. monachus. Most of eastern 
Queensland appears climatically suitable (see Figure 6).

Figure 6: Areas of Australia where climate appears suitable for M. monachus. Red and dark  
orange indicate areas where climate is highly suitable, light orange and yellow indicate areas  
where climate is marginally suitable, green and blue indicate areas where climate is considered 
unsuitable for this species.
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M. monachus has several attributes that confer pest potential in Queensland, such as:

•  it has a history as a significant pest of grain crops in Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay, with 
crop losses of 2–45% being recorded

•  in Florida, removal of the species’ nests from electricity infrastructure has cost an 
estimated $1.3–4.7 million over a five-year period; with nests causing around 1000 power 
outages per annum in Florida alone

•  it has naturalised in numerous other countries, including the United States and in Europe

•  it is climatically well-suited to substantial areas of Queensland

•  it is well-adapted to open woodland/savannah and adapts very well to urban areas.

It seems reasonable to predict that M. monachus could become widespread and abundant 
in suitable habitat types in Queensland. Habitats most at risk are predicted to include open 
woodland, grain cropping areas, grazing land and urban areas. Potential impacts could 
include damage to commercial fruit orchards, grain crops and electricity infrastructure. The 
species might compete with certain species of native parrots for food in urban areas.

Based on this, M. monachus appears to be a high-risk species. The fact that this species 
causes multi-million dollar losses in South America and the United States justifies a 
precautionary approach to its management in Queensland. Surveillance, early detection and 
eradication of any wild populations appears wise.



14

Invasive animal r isk assessment:  Monk/quaker parakeet Myiopsitta monachus

References
Avery, ML, Greiner, EC, Lindsay, JR, Newman, JR and Pruett-Jones, S 2002, ‘Monk parakeet 
management at electricity utility facilities in south Florida’, in R. M Timm and RH Schmidt 
(eds), Proceedings 20th Vertebrate Pest Conference, University of California, Davis, United 
States, pp. 140–145.

Bowcott, O 2011, ‘Monk parakeets in UK to be culled over dangers to electricity and native 
species’ in The Guardian Newspaper, United Kingdom, viewed 24 April 2011, <http://www.
guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/apr/24/monk-parakeets-culled-dangers-species>.

Bureau of Rural Sciences (BRS) 2009, Climatch, Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Forestry, Australian Government, Canberra, <http://adl.brs.gov.au:8080/Climatch/>.

Bucher, EH 1992, ‘Neotropical parrots as agricultural pests’, in SR Beissinger and NFR 
Snyder (eds), New World Parrots in Crisis: solutions from conservation biology, Smithsonian 
Institution Press, Washington, D.C., United States, pp. 201–219.

Davis, LR 1974, ‘The monk parakeet: a potential threat to agriculture’, Proceedings of the 6th 
Vertebrate Pest Conference, University of Nebraska, Lincoln, United States.

Del Hoyo, J, Elliott, A and Sargatal, J (eds) 1997, Handbook of the birds of the world (Volume 
4),sandgrouse to cuckoos, Lynx Edicions, Barcelona, Spain.

Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) undated, viewed 28 September 2011, <http://
data.gbif.org/search/Myiopsitta%20monachus>.

Johnson, SA and Logue, S 2009, Florida’s introduced birds: monk parakeet (Myiopsitta 
monachus), on-line fact sheet, University of Florida, viewed 30 September 2011, <http://edis.
ifas.ufl.edu/uw302>.

Long, JL 1981, Introduced birds of the world: the worldwide history, distribution and influence 
of birds introduced to new environments, AH and AW Reed, Sydney, NSW, Australia, p. 254.

Niedermeyer, WJ and Hickey, JJ 1977, ‘The monk parakeet in the United States, 1970–1975’, 
American Birds, vol. 31, pp. 273–278.

Russello, MA, Avery, ML and Wright, TF 2008, ‘Genetic evidence links invasive monk parakeet 
populations in the United States to the international pet trade’, BMC Evolutionary Biology, 
vol. 8, p. 217, Biomed Central Ltd, viewed 30 September 2011, <http://www.biomedcentral.
com/1471-2148/8/217>.

Stafford, T 2003, Pest risk assessment for the monk parakeet in Oregon, Oregon Department of 
Agriculture, Salem, Oregon, United States, viewed 30 September 2011, <http://www.oregon.
gov/OISC/docs/pdf/monkpara.pdf?ga=t>.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/apr/24/monk-parakeets-culled-dangers-species
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/apr/24/monk-parakeets-culled-dangers-species
http://adl.brs.gov.au:8080/Climatch/
http://data.gbif.org/search/Myiopsitta monachus
http://data.gbif.org/search/Myiopsitta monachus
http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/uw302
http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/uw302
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2148/8/217
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2148/8/217
http://www.oregon.gov/OISC/docs/pdf/monkpara.pdf?ga=t
http://www.oregon.gov/OISC/docs/pdf/monkpara.pdf?ga=t

