
How to keep pet doves healthy 
and happy 

Caring for your 
doves



Are doves right for me? 
Doves are gentle, elegant and attractive 
birds that make excellent pets because they 
are hardy and relatively easy to care for.

Pet doves like human contact and are 
peaceful, quiet birds to keep outside in the 
garden or an aviary or indoors in a cage. 

If you have space at home, a dovecote 
or aviary gives doves more space and 
freedom, plus it creates a lovely feature 
for your garden. Doves like a peaceful 
environment, so if your household is 
noisy, or if you own a cat, dove-keeping 
is not for you. 

Doves are very clean birds and if looked 
after properly, can live for up to 12 years. 

Choosing a new pet dove 
When selecting your doves, check these 
signs that they are healthy:

• Bright and alert eyes

• Plump body

• Good feather coverage

• Clean vent

• Active, free movement

• Healthy legs and feet

The first few days 
It can take several weeks for doves to settle 
into their new home and during this time, 
they shouldn’t be disturbed. 

For dovecotes, put food and water inside 
and fix mesh over the entrances for the first 
few weeks. This will encourage them to see 
the dovecote as their home.

Although doves are hardy it is important 
that there is an area where they can shelter 
away from draughts during the winter.

Creating a happy home 
If keeping your birds outside in a dovecote, 
make sure it has separate nesting 
compartments for each pair of doves. 

Doves kept indoors need a cage that is a 
minimum size of 70cm high x 50cm x 50cm 
with a roosting perch high up and clear 
space to allow for foraging on the floor. 

When choosing where their cage should 
go, a place where there is a constant 
temperature, away from direct sunlight, 
draughts or smoky atmospheres is best. 
Cover their cage in the evening with 
a cloth to make them feel safe and to 
protect from draughts. 

Doves kept in an aviary need a minimum 
space of 2m x 2m x 2.5m. The floor should 
be clear to allow your birds walking space 
and a range of perches or branches at 
various heights. Aviary doves also benefit 
from having a wooden shelter placed at 
perch level to give them protection during 
severe weather.
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Caring for your doves

A healthy diet and treats 
Doves like to forage, so wherever they 
are kept, it is important to give them the 
opportunity to do what comes naturally 
to them. 

It is a good idea to place your dove’s food 
and water where refilling will cause them 
minimum disturbance. 

Ideally, your dove’s main meal should be in 
the evening, with a small amount of food 
given in the morning. Doves need plenty of 
fresh water and it should be changed daily - 
twice a day in hot weather.

If living in a dovecote, your birds can 
be attracted back by banging the food 
container to tell them it is feeding time. 

A healthy, varied diet would be:

• Millet and canary seed with kibbled corn 
and wheat forms the basis of your dove’s 
diet. Wild bird mix or parakeet mix are 
also suitable. Grit must also be available 
to help proper digestion of the seed.

• Soaked dog biscuits can be offered but 
they must be given fresh, so only prepare 
a small amount at a time. 

• A piece of cuttlefish bone will provide vital 
calcium and keep his beak well-trimmed. 

• An iodine block will also supply necessary 
minerals.

Treat them every now and then with apples 
or mealworms. 

Getting to know you 
Doves are not easy to tame but with 
patience they can be taught to sit on your 
finger. They like a lot of attention and will 
coo when they want you to notice them. 

Once settled in, they will make a lower-
pitched coo which means they are 
contented. If doves panic, it is usually 
because they have been taken by surprise, 
so always approach them slowly. 

Doves are creatures of habit and are 
happiest with a regular routine for handling, 
feeding and exercising.

Exercise your doves need 
If your doves are not kept in a spacious 
aviary, then they will need to be let out for 
exercise every day.

They will spend most of their time foraging 
at ground level, so leave them out for at 
least half an hour. 

Doves and other pets 
Doves can be territorial, so it may be difficult 
to introduce new birds into an existing group. 

Doves prefer to pick their own mate and, 
once they do, they stay with them. If one of 
a pair dies, let the surviving dove choose its 
own new mate, this way you can be certain 
they will be compatible. 

In the wild doves often flock, so keeping 
several birds together is fine as long as 
there is enough space.



Dove gender 
There is no easy way to determine the sex 
of doves. Only when the males become 
sexually mature is it apparent from their coo 
and courtship behaviour during breeding 
season that they are male.

Please ask a member of our team whether 
they can confirm the sex of your doves 
before buying.  

Potential health issues 
with doves
Aspergillosis
This happens when a fungus grows on 
slurry foods and is eaten. This disease 
affects the eyes as well as causing internal 
problems. You can avoid aspergillosis by 
keeping all food, especially slurry, fresh 
and unsoiled.

Diarrhoea or constipation
This is often caused by your doves eating 
unsuitable food. Constipation is not such 
an obvious problem but can be treated by 
feeding tepid olive oil and adjusting the diet. 

Diarrhoea may be caused by stress and can 
be helped by treating with a few drops of 
glycerine in their water. However, if diarrhoea 
persists, seek veterinary advice as this could 
be a symptom of other diseases.

Mites
Birds with feather mites will appear restless, 
more so at night when the mites are most 
active. They can also suffer from anemia 
due to the blood loss.

Treat the bird, cage and any nest boxes with 
a suitable mite spray but if the problem 
persists, seek veterinary advice.

Egg binding
Occasionally eggs can become stuck in the 
egg tract and you may see the hen straining 
as she tries to lay the egg, your dove should 
be taken to a vet straight away.

Scaly Leg
This complaint is usually caught from 
other birds. You will notice the legs become 
excessively scaly. If these symptoms are 
spotted, treat with a mite spray. Avoid 
further outbreaks with good hygiene.

Your new pet checklist 
 Aviary, cage or dovecote

 Perches or branches

 Food

 Grit

 Cuttlefish

 Vitamins

 Shelter

 Food and water containers

 Disinfectant for cage cleaning
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If you have any questions about caring for 
your pet, our fully trained team are happy to 
help if they can, or advise on where to find 
more specialist information. 

Whilst there is a wealth of information 
available online, only a professional will 
be able to correctly answer your query. 
If in doubt, call your local vet for an 
appointment. 

It is against the law to release, or allow to 
escape, non-native animals or birds. If you 
have trouble caring for any animals contact 
our team for advice.

@Notcuttsuk

Share your experiences of your new pet with us on social media.

Help and  
further advice 


