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Conservation: Flying battle
The Spix’s Macaw is the most valuable parrot in the world. A German breeder with a
dubious reputation wants to bring it back in the wild. Can he be trusted?

By Jan Stremmel

Two things are especially important to him. No names. And no people. Whoever gives names
to animals, says Martin Guth, sees them as pets. “These birds” pointing to the cage near him,
“are called neither John nor Peter, nor do they come on to my hand. And here ”” he makes a
movement of his arm over the perfectly mowed lawn near the cage, “there’s no bench nor
visitors. And that is what they need. That’s known as nature”.

In the aviary as big as a double garage a flock of pale blue birds fly around and screech —
without name, but numbered. Cyanopsitta spixii, called Spix’s Macaw, are the rarest of rare
parrots. Connoisseurs speak of the “Rembrandts and Picassos” of the bird world. Entwined
in myth. Long extinct in the wild. And priceless. Protector of this treasure behind security
gates and steel fencing, guarded by cameras and shielded by thick hedges is a large brawny
man with a bald head and East Berlin accent — Martin Guth.

In an inconspicuous house with a pointed gable and huge grounds an hour from Berlin Guth
runs something that could dramatically be called a type of “Jurassic Park™. Instead of
dinosaurs the organisation founded by him, the Association for the Conservation of
Threatened Parrots (ACTP), keeps and breeds extinct in the wild and seriously endangered
parrots. The blue Spix’s Macaw is so to speak its Tyrannosaurus Rex. That it exists here has
created excitement in the world of parrot lovers for years. Enthusiasm but also anger.

It’s about corruption, greed and organised crime. And a famous rapper

The story of the Spix’s Macaw was told, slightly modified, in two children’s films “Rio” and
“Rio 2”. The real story would be good subject matter for a thriller. The protagonist is a bird
discovered exactly 200 years ago in Brazil by the Bavarian scholar Johann Baptist von Spix.
Then exterminated by greedy European bird collectors. And now nursed in the state of
Brandenburg — by a man said to have many years of association with criminal gangs. It’s all
about organised crime and colonialism, megalomania and corruption. And yes, the rapper
Buschido is also involved.
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The dispute is essentially about a question: Should endangered animal species be bred far
from their home in the wild? And also: how important is it where the money comes from for
it?

The question has split the conservationists. One side believes that Martin Guth is frivolous

and sabotages conservation to make money with rare birds. Some do not want to be named

here as they fear Guth and his contacts. The other side admits that the man from Berlin is a

questionable guy. But one must also admit he achieves things nobody else does. The birds,

which perch in the aviary — 25 females and 25 males — will be re-introduced to the wild this
autumn. Returning an extinct parrot species to the wild has never happened before.

Guth sits down in the meeting room, the living room of the gabled house with a bird calendar
on the wall. His partner, a Munich real estate agent called Jirgen Dienst, sits down near him.
He wears a suit and chooses his words. As soon as Guth is too slow, he interrupts him. ““ No,
come on Jiirgen, leave me”. He answers some questions by yelling up the stairs to his
employee. “Katrin, bring the import documentation for 2010!.

To understand the importance of this association one needs to know that no effort has ever
been made for any bird like this for the Spix. The British conservationist Tony Juniper wrote
a book about it and it reads like a eco-thriller. He describes how the parrots became a fetish
for collectors. They are one of the few parrots with blue feathers. And among those by far the
rarest. Spix’s macaws occur on the banks of a single river in northern Brazil. After their
discovery in 1819 it took 84 years until a single specimen was again sighted. A sheikh
allegedly offered up to $300,000 for a pair in the 1990s. The Spix has been a phantom from
the beginning.

When Guth outlines his passion for birds, he does not need many words. “ I came out of the
East. Parrots were beautifully colourful”. While his friends went to the discos “I stood by the
bird cage”. He broke off an apprenticeship as an animal keeper and fled in 1988 via Hungary
to the West. He looked after the parrots at a zoo dealer’s in Hamburg. “really interesting”.

Martin Guth does not talk about his life in the nineties. From the zoo dealer in Hamburg he
apparently moved into the half-world of Berlin. He ran, according to newspaper reports, a
night club and collected debts. In 1996 he was sentenced to five years in jail. “I was a
youngster”, says Guth and his actions had nothing to do with his parrot association. In fact,
he was 26 at the time. His certificate of good conduct is meanwhile clean again. He was
regarded as re-socialised and his past deeds should not play any further role. But since this
episode became known it has been used as ammunition by his opponents.
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Biologists sighted the last Spix’s macaw in the wild in the year 2000. Then it was presumed
caught and sold. Brazil in the meantime created a committee to at least increase the remaining
60 birds in captivity. In the negotiations seriously rich bird collectors sat down with owners
of private zoos and representatives of the government. However the owners refused to return
or exchange the birds for breeding purposes. At some point Brazil gave up. Envy and
colonial thinking run deep.

Shortly afterwards Martin Guth, back to freedom, saw his first Spix’s macaw. It was while on
holiday in Tenerife at “Loro Parque” the zoo with the largest parrot collection in the world.
He was searching then for new life content. And found it in the myth entwined blue bird,
which half the world was arguing over. He set up ACTP, joining force with his partner from
Munich. And he bought three Spix’s macaws from a businessman in Switzerland. He says for
15,000 euros. “Keeping the birds” had become too much for the Swiss keeper.

What he does not mention is that the man in Switzerland had business contacts with Bushido
and the Abou-Chaker clan, a mafia gang from Berlin against which the state prosecutor has
taken repeated action for blackmailing, drug trading and robberies. A photo shows Guth
together with Arafat Abou-Chaker on the street. Is the purchase of birds from a business
partner of the clan really coincidental? Guth says he did not know Abou-Chaker or Bushido
at the time.

When asked what had excited him about the Spix’s macaws, he says ’the challenge*.
Regarding the disputed collector he said to himself, “T’1l see if I can do better”. Today Guth
keeps 166 Spix’s in his facility. So much for the challenge.

He walks along now with sunglasses between his cared for aviaries and rattles on with his
parrot knowledge. How does he explain his breeding success? “I think just like a bird” he
says and points at a palm cockatoo. “If he sits there and does not go back into his cage, I can
say exactly why. For example, because the perch has been changed.” The birds do well here.
He enjoys the role of a talented outsider.

Others doubt that. One of his severest critics is the American biologist Paul Reillo, head of
the Rare Species Conservatory Foundation (RSCF). He remembers “ a few unpleasant
meetings” with Guth. He was dominating and intimidating with “no understanding at all of
conservation standards”. His association has “no financial transparency or scientific
references”.

It is self explanatory why seriously endangered birds should not be sent to a “convicted
criminal in Germany”.
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But the criticism does not cease. At the end of last year the Guardian published an alleged
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Some allegations of the opponents who allow no opportunity to pass to point out Guth’s lack
of scientific education and long ago served prison sentence may perhaps speak more for
something that seems to be common in the scene as well — envy and arrogance.
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Started by people like Paul Reillo. Because they worried about
their donations because of his success. “We have shot their cash cows, that’s what’s
happened.*

The dispute has long been a mud fight. Is Guth really only interested in conservation? Or
does he use it, as his critics say, as a pretext to build up a private bird collection?
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Is the case as the conservationists insinuate: once criminal, always criminal? Is lack of
transparency synonymous with dubious machinations? Or is it as Roland Wirth says: “There

are also funders and givers in conservation. For some it is only important, what the right
people are doing for the right reasons”. The others, and he counts himself in this, agree with
Helmut Kohl: what matters is what comes out the back.

And what comes out the back? In S&o Paulo Ugo Vercillo, the responsible man with the

Brazilian environmental agency, answers the phone. He starts to enthuse immediately. Guth’s
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In November the first 50 birds will arrive, more than any Brazilian has ever seen. There will
be a celebration and the environmental minister will attend. The past of the bald-headed
German, who enabled this moment, will then not interest anyone any more.

END



