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MATCHIt was in 2003 when nurse practitioner, 

Alison Evans-Fragale, took a stand against 
New Jersey’s utility company, PSE&G, as 
crews arrived at Veterans Park in Edgewa-
ter to remove a large Quaker parrot nest 
from one of the power poles. The chatty, 
industrious little birds had colonized the 
park more than 30 years earlier, mostly 
to the delight of local residents and the 
many tourists who would visit to see the 
spectacle of wild parrots in the north-
east USA. The utility company had been 
systematically destroying nests and 
harming the birds for years. This time they 
would not be successful. Alison chained 
herself to the power pole and refused to 
budge. It was this incident that, shortly 
thereafter, compelled Alison to found the 
non-profit organization “Save the Wild 
Quakers of New Jersey,” the advocacy 
and action group that would embody 
Alison’s mission and herald the start of 
what would become her nearly 2-decades 
long mission to protect the state’s Quaker 
parrots. 

Quaker parrots, also known as “monk par-
akeets,” are one of 56 non-native parrot 
species to have colonized the US, with the 
vast majority of these naturalized birds 
being found in the warmer, southern 
regions of the country. What gives hardy 
little Quakers an edge is their unique dis-
tinction as the only parrot species to build 
external nests. These multi-chambered, 
multi-family “condominiums” made 

of sticks aid in their success in the less 
temperate regions of the country like the 
northeast. Because of their ability to adapt 
and establish roots just about anywhere, 
Quaker parrots are illegal to keep in 14 
states, with 6 other states requiring permits 
or other control stipulations. New Jersey 
is one of the states that outright prohibits 
Quakers, classifying them as a “dangerous, 
non-native, invasive species.” This classifi-
cation not only excludes the birds from any 
level of legal protection in the state, but 
renders it unlawful to even help an injured 
Quaker.

The definition of an “invasive species” in-
cludes destruction to crops and agriculture 
and displacement of native species. How-
ever, Quakers in the northeast are guilty of 
either of these charges. They are primarily 
urban dwellers, choosing to settle in close 
proximity to cities, waterways and humans. 
In places where Quakers have settled they 
are commonly observed at backyard bird 
feeders, foraging on sidewalks and grazing 
the grass in parks. They are not agricultur-
al pests. Because they are external nest 
builders they do not compete with native 
bird species for nesting holes. In fact, other 
bird species such as sparrows and starlings 
have been observed taking up residence 
in the large stick nests. Lastly, at least in the 
northeast, severe weather and predation 
by raptors and humans appear to keep 
population-increase at a slow trickle. 
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* All donations received on 
or before March 31, 2021 will 
be generously matched up 
to $20.000! 

We cannot do the work we do 
without YOU.

Thank you for your support!

See page 10 for details.

KW: Prion is a sci-fi, fantasy, futuristic 
story, but it springs from what’s hap-
pening today. The story demonstrates 
how human relationships with wildlife 
can be catalysts for viral pandemics that 
threaten human life on the planet. This is 
not really science fiction, though, is it? 

LKJ: That part of the story isn’t science 
fiction. In fact, I attempted to ground  
much of the story in real science, such as 
the fact that the recent Covid-19 pan-
demic has its roots in the wildlife trade. 
Over 60% of human infectious diseases 
come from other animals and over 75% 
new diseases are those that come from 
animals. Also, harming the ecosystem 
and promoting intensive animal farming 
to provide food for people are drivers for 
emerging zoonotic diseases.  Experts say 
it’s just a matter of time before some-
thing much worse than Covid-19 comes 
along.

KW: As a veterinarian, a scientist and a 
conservationist, you have been personal-
ly invested in the struggles of indigenous 
communities to take back control of their 
lands, their resources and their futures. 
As Prion begins to unfold, the keas 
are struggling to do exactly the same 
thing. Can you comment on the kinship 
between indigenous communities of 
parrots and people?

LKJ: I saw the keas, and the other parrots 
in the book, as a symbol of colonized 
peoples all over the world. Each has had 
their culture and well-being restricted by 
those who would, through power and 
domination, take from them what was 
theirs (the indigenous people and the 
parrots) so that it could theirs (those in 
positions of power). This is a very old sto-
ry and the process and harm of coloni-
zation continues. I see it every day in my 
work as a parrot conservationist. I often 
say that if the people aren’t doing well in 

an area, it is likely that the parrots aren’t 
either, and vice versa. Colonized people 
and wildlife suffer from oppression that 
has the same root causes. The characters 
in the book saw the parrots and indige-
nous people’s struggle and suffering as 
their own and elected to risk their lives 
for the birds. This is what I believe we 
need to do today, and in fact, many are.

KW: The scientists in the story worry that 
releasing information publicly about this 
avian prion disease will result in a violent 
backlash against parrots everywhere. 
This reflects the reality of the human im-
pulse to destroy what they fear without 
acknowledging it is their own activity 
that has unleashed the threat. 

LKJ: We do lash out at what scares us, 
don’t we?  And in this time of climate 
change, loss of biodiversity, fracturing 
community cohesion, increased pressure 
from internationally funded businesses 
that seek to extract remaining resources, 
and polarized and autocratic politics, 
the anxiety level keeps ratcheting up. 
Humans evolved to see the outsider as 
“other” and “different” and somehow 
wrong and worthy of our contempt and 
violence. So there is always risk when 
a group feels threatened that they will 
take it out on another group, even if it 
isn’t the targeted group’s fault. So, with 
heightened anxiety and fear, there is a 
chance that situations around the world 
might get a lot worse. This is why we 
have to work hard on clamping down 
on this biologic propensity to “other” 
people and species, and see their health 
and well-being as intricately related to 
our own, as is their beauty.

KW: “None are free until all are free” 
is One Earth Conservation’s mantra 
and it is also incorporated into the 
book. What is the meaning and the 
hope surrounding these words?

LKJ: 
These words are 
adapted from Emma Lazarus who wrote, 
“Until we are all free, we are none of us 
free,” and of which Dr. Martin Luther 
King spoke, “Until we are all free, we 
are none of us free.” I take my direct 
inspiration from Tomas Manzanares, a 
Miskitu indigenous leader in La Moskitia 
Honduras who told me his story of how 
he nearly died from an assassination 
attempt. Criminals who were stealing 
his ancestor’s land, felling the forest, and 
trafficking in parrots, wanted to kill him 
because he had reported their names 
to the authorities. He was pointing to 
his scars of where bullets had been 
removed and where some still remained 
when I asked him, “Why are you will-
ing to risk your life for the parrots?” He 
replied, “Doctora, everything is at risk, 
so I am willing to risk everything. If the 
macaws don’t make it, neither will my 
people.” I think Tomas saw that his peo-
ple cannot be whole without the parrots, 
and if the parrots are gone, an essential 
part of him will disappear as well. And 
what I see is that the systems of oppres-
sion strike each demographic differently, 
but we all are suffering from the same 
root causes. So, to free ourselves and 
others, we have to fracture the basis of 
our domination-based society. We can’t 
work on it piecemeal with only some 
benefiting from the harm caused to 
others. The burden of the system weighs 
heavy on us all, even those who on the 
surface seem to benefit, because they 
are living lives less fully intimate with 
the beauty and power of life on earth, 
including themselves. I feel this rather 
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personally – no being should live a life less fully lived according to 
the desires of another.

KW: In Prion, you introduce the concept of “Unconditional Solidari-
ty” (US) as a worldwide movement. Is this the biggest fantasy of all, 
or can we hope to achieve this?

LKJ: Isn’t it both? An impossible utopian dream and an aspiration 
to work towards?  I believe we can get so much closer than we are 
now, and that’s what is important to me: that lives are lived more 
fully now and there is less suffering and pain, now. We can save lives 
now by holding up the vision of US and working concretely towards 
it with our promises and fulfillment of action.

KW: Always in your work and in your writing, you emphasize the 
inevitable duality of life. Beauty and tragedy, blood and beauty, the 
good and bad in the human soul, the hope that rises out of destruc-
tion. In Prion this is a constant thread - all the way up to the shock-
ing end!  Did you originally intend this to be thematic in the book?

LKJ: I did not intend much in the book – the characters and the 
power, beauty, and tragedy in life wrote the book. I just listened to 
what the people and the parrots were saying, and wrote it down. 
And yet, what they say in the book is what they have been saying to 
me my entire life. Perhaps I have internalized the messages so much 
that there is no way that I could write anything else but what I did.  
I’m almost embarrassed by how much I see the hope and possibil-
ity of what we humans have yet to achieve - and could, and how 
that played out in Prion. Yet, humans are achieving it in fact. I work 
with teams of people who are risking so much and accomplishing 
so much, and they exhibit US, while also being fully human with 

dysfunction, “othering,” and ego defenses that harm themselves 
and others around them. My conservation efforts are mired in the 
paradox of the binary – we humans are so mightily beautiful, and 
yet we might kill off ourselves and much life on this planet, and in 
the process, we could also save ourselves. But what will that saving 
look like?  I guess you will just have to read the book to find out.

("Prion" Interview cont'd from  page 6)
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