Swift Parrot:  seasonal changes in bill colour
There is a lack of consistency in descriptions in the literature of the bill colours of Swift Parrots.  The matter is complicated by the migratory character of the species, and plumage variability not only according to sex and age but among individuals.  This means that determining sex of birds in the field is often difficult.
Generally, individuals acquire more red plumage as they mature.  Males might have more red in the wing, under-tail coverts and breast.  However some adult females have more red than some adult males.  Young birds often have only a very small amount of red on the face.

Birds are usually seen in ACT/southern NSW after breeding when the bills of all birds are pinkish-buff.  However during an influx of southwards-migrating birds in October 2004 (Cook, ACT) it was noticed that many birds had blackish bills (A1 below).  Much larger numbers, one flock of 30 plus, were observed post-breeding in March/April 2005 (Mount Majura, ACT).  The bills of all birds observed were pinkish-buff (A2-A5 below). A count by Debbie Saunders indicated that about two-thirds of the birds seen were juveniles.

................................
In Winter (2007?), the establishment of a breeder, Greg Masters of Mulbring, NSW, was visited in connection with the recovery program.  A number of adult captive birds were seen, all with the typical pinkish-buff bills (B below). Greg Masters said that in his experience black bills belonged to females in breeding condition.
.................................
In September 2010, there was an influx of pre-breeding birds in Tuggeranong, a southern ACT suburb.  Most of those birds had greyish bills, but one or two were pinkish-buff  (C1-C4 below).

..................................
Bills of breeding birds have variations in depth of greyness.  The greyness extends also to the cere (pinkish-buff in non-breeding birds). The colour change appears as a sooty suffusion so that the bill might grade from ‘pale pinkish-grey’ to ‘dark pinkish-grey’.  Very dark bills may be described as charcoal or ‘blackish’, although even in such bills the lower mandible is probably only ‘pinkish-grey’.  A photo illustrating birds with characteristics of presumed males but with pinkish-grey bills is at D below.
..................................
As a result of these observations I asked Greg Masters to report on the bill colours of his captive stock as at 15 September.  He advised that –

-
of 14 adult females, 11 had pinkish-grey or blackish bills and 3 had pinkish-buff bills;

-
 of 16 adult males, 13 had pinkish-grey bills, in general not as dark as the females and 3 had pinkish-buff bills;
- 
of  7 first-year birds, 3 males had some grey while 2 males and 2 females had pinkish-buff bills.

One of the adult females with a pinkish-buff bill had already laid eggs, this bird being at least 3 years and with very little red plumage.

Greg Masters says that his captive birds are of mixed stock, and come into breeding condition, and breed, before wild birds.

My conclusions are:

a) Both male and female Swift Parrots undergo a greying change in colour of bill (and cere) at breeding time;

b) When breeding, the female’s bill is generally darker than the male’s, often blackish, although how this is perceived in the field might depend on the light;

c) As with plumage differences, bill colours will vary in individual birds, and some might undergo little or no change in bill colour;

d) On the evidence of the captive birds at Mulbring, change in bill colour does not depend on the diet of wild birds. 

Several other Australian bird species show variation in bill colours –

a)  as between sexes (eg Yellow-tailed Black-Cockatoo, Eclectus Parrot, fairy-wrens);

b) at breeding and non-breeding periods (eg honeyeaters such as White-plumed and Fuscous, Gouldian Finch – the seasonal variation in the latter being noted in HANZAB, although the seasonal variation in the Swift Parrot is not).    

