June 2020
The Eastern Crane E-bulletin covers news about the Eastern Populations of Sandhill and Whooping
Cranes, as well as general information about cranes and the continuing work for the protection of these
birds and their habitats.
.............................................................................................................................................................

Long-time advocate for endangered Whooping Cranes beats COVID-19
From an early age while growing up on a
ranch in Chihuahua, Mexico, Felipe
Chavez-Ramirez knew he wanted to work
with wildlife. A month in college tracking the
migration of a Peregrine Falcon hooked him
on birds. He got a bachelor’s degree in
biology and a master’s and doctorate in
wildlife ecology from Texas A&M University.
With a particular interest in birds and
conservation, he had an opportunity to work
on a Whooping Crane project that
eventually led to his dissertation on the
species. Considered a leading crane expert,
Chavez-Ramirez has worked as wildlife
biologist and director of conservation
Dr. Felipe Chavez-Ramirez in 2014
programs at the Gulf Coast Bird
Observatory, and with the Platte River Whooping Crane Maintenance Trust, the World Wildlife Fund and
the International Crane Foundation. He traveled as far as Russia to study cranes. He has studied both
Sandhill and Whooping Cranes and taught at the University of Nebraska at Kearney. Currently he is
professor and lecturer in Environment & Sustainability and Master of Environmental Management in the
environmental science program at Western Colorado University.
In mid-March Chavez-Ramirez traveled from Colorado to Nebraska to visit family. Upon arriving there he
thought he might have the flu but began to feel steadily worse, so much so that he was finally taken to the
Mary Lanning Healthcare (MLH) Emergency Department in Hastings, Nebraska. By the time ChavezRamirez was admitted, according to MLH interventional pulmonologist Dr. Matthew Stritt, he was
considered to be critically ill and in need of intubation. He spent the next 16 days on a ventilator – and a
total of 22 days in the hospital, including physical and speech therapy – before being released on April
15, 2020.
Dr. Daniel Brailita, MLH infectious disease specialist, advised the Critical Care Team and helped set up
the COVID-19 unit. Chavez-Ramirez was the first critical coronavirus patient at Mary Lanning Healthcare.
As many COVID-19 patients on ventilators do not survive, his recovery is a testament to the level of skill
and care provided by MLH nurses, support staff and the Critical Care Team – including Dr. Abel Luksan,
MLH chief medical officer, hospitalists, nurses, respiratory therapists and many others who cared for
Chavez-Ramirez while he was in the MLH Intensive Care Unit.
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On the day Chavez-Ramirez was released and taken by wheelchair to his car, he received a standing
ovation from hospital staff lining the way from the hospital doors down the drive to where he was met by
his family.
To read more of Felipe Chavez-Ramirez’s incredible journey through the coronavirus, go here:
https://www.omaha.com/livewellnebraska/erin-grace-coronavirus-nearly-killed-him-but-caregivers-inhastings-gave-him-a-second-chance/article_99a52fd6-e81d-533a-b115-d66183347356.html
Whooping Cranes, on the
right track
(Video produced by Texas Parks
and Wildlife, October 25, 2014)
In this video wildlife biologist
Felipe Chavez-Ramirez, Gulf
Coast Bird Observatory;
Veterinarian Barry Hartup, now
ICF Director of Conservation
Medicine; Wildlife Biologist Dave
Brandt, USGS; Wade Harrell,
Whooping Crane Recovery
Coordinator, USFWS go through
Dr. Chavez-Ramirez holds a Whooping Crane while a transmitter is attached, and the
the process used to capture a
crane is assessed by ICF veterinarian Barry Hartup. Photo by Texas Parks and Wildlife
Whooping Crane to tag. They
captured 37 adult Whooping Cranes at the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge to band and attach
transmitters for the purpose of tracking the cranes’ movement, habitat use, food sources, etc. Data
collected provides insight as to what the birds need to stay healthy on their wintering grounds, during
migration and on their breeding grounds. “I really feel a connection to them, and I would like to do as
much as I can to help the species, and this is a good way to get there.” – Felipe Chavez-Ramirez
Click here for Youtube video. Or here, https://youtu.be/oPjPmdVf36k

Following is Whooping Crane research by Dr. Felipe Chavez-Ramirez and colleagues.
Use of wading birds as indicators of potential Whooping Crane wintering habitat
Sherry, Dawn A. and Chavez-Ramirez, Felipe, "Use of Wading Birds as Indicators of Potential Whooping Crane
Wintering Habitat" (2005). North American Crane Workshop Proceedings. 35.

To read more and for a full-text PDF download, go here: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nacwgproc/35
Patterns of food use of wintering Whooping Cranes on the Texas coast
Westwood, Craig M. and Chavez-Ramirez, Felipe, "Patterns of Food Use of Wintering Whooping Cranes on The
Texas Coast" (2005). North American Crane Workshop Proceedings. 31. http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nacwgproc/31

To read more and for a full-text PDF download, go here: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nacwgproc/31
Patterns of relationships among Whooping Crane fitness, Blue crab abundance, and
freshwater inflows: An exploratory assessment of available data sets
Chavez-Ramirez, F. “Patterns of Relationships Among Whooping Crane Fitness, Blue Crab Abundance, And
Freshwater Inflows: An Exploratory Assessment of Available Data Sets.” In Chavez-Ramirez, F, ed.
2005. Proceedings of the Ninth North American Crane Workshop, Jan 17-20, 2003. Sacramento, California: North
American Crane Working Group. Pp. 254.
To read more, go here: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nacwgproc/5

An individual Whooping Crane's family history
Gil, K., F. Chavez-Ramirez, B.W. Johns, T.V. Stehn, and R. Silva. “An Individual Whooping Crane’s Family
History.” In: Hartup, Barry K., ed., Proceedings of the Eleventh North American Crane Workshop, Sep 23-27, 2008,
Wisconsin Dells, Wisconsin (Baraboo, WI: North American Crane Working Group, 2010), p. 201.

To read more, go here: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nacwgproc/98
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Eastern Migratory Population of WHOOPERS
Editor: Most of the following material concerning the Eastern Migratory Population of Whoopers is
courtesy of the International Crane Foundation. For the last several months its team has addressed
both operating obstacles and issues brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic.

“Crane Keepers” – helping cranes, helping
people
“…Crane custodians are invaluable all along the migration
route of Whooping Cranes. With fewer than 100 Whooping
Cranes in the wild across the eastern U.S., we must care
for every individual until this new population becomes
sustainable. In Indiana and Alabama, with support from our
outreach leader Lizzie Condon and her team, our
Whooping Crane Ambassadors are working with local
communities to help assure that Whooping Cranes are not
accidentally (or intentionally) shot on their stop-over or
wintering grounds. It takes a village.
Volunteers are vital at our headquarters here in Wisconsin
too, helping us take care of our rare and genetically
valuable cranes, restore our prairies, and (someday soon!)
leading tours of our beautiful remodeled site. Our
supporters are vital too! Please consider becoming a Crane
Keeper and help provide for everyday caretaking needs at
Crane City, exhibits, and our isolation rearing center.
Male #63-15 (left) and Female #36-17(right) –
members of the Eastern Migratory Population
of Whooping Cranes

When you become a Crane Keeper, you are donating to
the direct daily care of our irreplaceable cranes, and we
can’t thank you enough.”
– Rich Beilfuss, President and CEO

To read the May 11, 2020 “Notes from the President – Helping cranes, helping people,” go here:
https://www.savingcranes.org/notes-from-the-president-helping-cranes-helping-people/
Please consider becoming a Crane Keeper.
Yes! I want to join the team and activate my Crane Keeper status. To get started, complete the form here:
https://www.savingcranes.org/support-icf/crane-keepers/ Or, call 608-356-9462 ext. 807, or
email membership@savingcranes.org.

Cranes, Climate Change, and the COVID Crisis
“… In Texas, rising sea levels threaten to drown the coastal marshes where rare and Endangered
Whooping Cranes thrive in winter. Diminished freshwater inflows, as droughts become more frequent,
make these marshes inhospitable to blue crabs and other aquatic life that sustains Whooping Cranes and
other wetland-dependent species. Even our abundant Sandhill Cranes are suffering from wetland loss
and water stress related to drying climates and water conflict in the western US.
To me, there are two profound insights from the current COVID-19 crisis that can help us save our
precious biodiversity, and ourselves. First, if we wait until we can see the full impacts of a crisis, it is too
late to stop it. The longer we wait to take strong action, the more severe and costly the solutions become.
Second, to have our whole society shift behavior to solve a crisis like COVID-19, or climate change, we
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must genuinely support everyone, especially the most vulnerable. The net benefits of shutting down the
global pandemic, or reducing the global impacts of climate change, are clear. But that does not mean that
solutions won’t cause serious personal and economic hardship for some, and we need to be both
visionary and practicable in making sure that no one is left behind as we transition to a more sustainable
development path.…”
– Rich Beilfuss, President and CEO
To read the full April 27, 2020 Message from Our President and CEO…, go here:
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#inbox/FMfcgxwHNCqWSFBXZjfwRzxwNPCsmNPC
“From the Field” webinars provide conservation inspiration
https://www.savingcranes.org/notes-from-the-president-from-the-field-webinars-providing-conservationinspiration/

Studying Whooping Cranes during COVID-19
Story submitted by Hillary Thompson, North America Program Crane Analyst, May 20, 2020
According to Hillary Thompson, North America Program Crane Analyst for the International Crane
Foundation, ICF field biologists were affected by the COVID-19 crisis in much the same way as others. As
they are considered neither front line, or that their work is essential to society they joined others in
working from home, writing reports, learning new skills, analyzing data and preparing research for
publication – all well and good, but not where they want to be – out in the field keeping an eye on the
eastern migratory population of Whooping Cranes.
When recently given the go-ahead to proceed in limited fieldwork, and with the safety protocol in place for
social distancing, sanitizing equipment and wearing face masks, they were out the door.
Thanks to telemetry placed on some of the eastern migratory population – locations of individual cranes
had been monitored by transmissions of GPS coordinates as well as from reports by area landowners.
Once the active nests were located, trail or wildlife cameras were set up to monitor the cranes until they
were no longer incubating before downloading photos.
The 11 cameras deployed so far this spring, captured at least six Whooping Crane pairs that had already
completed incubation and hatched eight chicks! This coming month ICF biologists hope to deploy a few
more cameras on crane nests or in areas the cranes may take their chicks, so more can be learned about
the challenges Whooping Cranes face during nesting season.
To read the entire story, go here:
https://www.savingcranes.org/studying-whooping-cranes-during-covid-19/

Eastern Migratory Population WHCR Update – May 1, 2020
In the last month, Whooping Cranes have started nesting! Due to travel and field work restrictions from
Covid-19, the International Crane Foundation has had limited crane monitoring this month and there may
be additional cranes in Wisconsin or nesting that we have not been able to detect or monitor. A huge
thank-you to the staff of the Fish and Wildlife Service, the Departments of Natural Resources of flyway
states, the International Crane Foundation, and all the volunteers who help us keep track of the cranes
throughout the year. We appreciate your contribution to the recovery of the Whooping Crane Eastern
Migratory Population. This report is produced by the International Crane Foundation for the Whooping
Crane Eastern Partnership. Near real-time locations of Whooping Cranes in this population can be seen
at map.bringbackthecranes.org
Eastern Migratory Population Estimate
The current estimated population size is 83 (40 F, 40 M, 3 U). 14 of these 83 individuals are wild-hatched
and the rest are captive-reared. This does not include this year’s cohort of wild-hatched chicks. To the
best of our knowledge, as of 1 May 2020, at least 58 are in Wisconsin, 2 are in Michigan, and 1 in
Indiana. The remaining birds’ locations have not been confirmed in the last month. Some young birds are
still moving around and are likely back in Wisconsin but have not been detected during April.
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#18-03 and #36-09 with their newly hatched chick at Necedah National Wildlife Refuge in Juneau County, Wisconsin

Reproduction:
As of 1 May we have had at least 17 pairs nest in Wisconsin so far this spring. A few nests are due to
hatch around or shortly after 1 May. Completed, successful nests (hatched) are listed below in the 2020
wild-hatched cohort section.
Active nests: 1 in Sauk County, at least 5 possible in Juneau County, 1 in St. Croix County, 3-5 in Green
Lake County, 1 in Dodge County, 1 in Marathon County
Failed nests: at least 3 in Juneau County, 1 in Marquette County

2020 Wild-hatched Cohort
Chicks listed below in bold are currently alive, as of 1 May 2020.
W1-20 (U) and W2-20 (U) hatched to parents 12-11 and 5-11 in Juneau County on 24 April!
2019 Cohort
• W1-19 (F) was last reported in Ford Co., Illinois during March.
• W14-19 (F) and her parents 12-03 and 12-05 have not yet been detected in Wisconsin, but likely
have returned.
• W19-19 (U) also is likely back in Wisconsin, although that has not yet been confirmed.
• 79-19 (F) moved around Wisconsin quite a bit during April and is now in Dodge Co.
• 80-19 (F) had returned to Wisconsin in March, but then returned to Indiana, and is now in Elkhart
Co., Indiana. We hope she will return to Wisconsin again this spring or summer as she continues
to explore new areas.
2018 Cohort
• W3-18 (F) and W6-18 (M) were seen (not together) in Juneau Co., Wisconsin, during April.
• W1-18 (F), W5-18 (M), and W10-18 (U) were last seen in Sullivan Co., Indiana during March, but
are likely back in Wisconsin. Other Whooping Cranes they were traveling with have been
detected in Juneau Co.
• 73-18 (F) was last seen in March with sibling 74-18 (M) and father 16-11 in Dodge Co. She may
be moving around the state but was not seen during April.
• 74-18 (M) has been moving around Wisconsin very extensively during April and is currently in
Dodge Co.
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•
•

75-18 (M) left McLean Co., Illinois, and is now in Brown Co., Wisconsin.
77-18 (M) left Highlands Co., Florida, and is now in Barry Co., Michigan.

Mortality or Long-term missing
Male 20-15 has not been seen for a year and is now considered long-term missing and is removed
from the estimated population total. He was last seen in May 2019 in Juneau Co., Wisconsin, and
was not detected later in 2019, nor on his normal wintering grounds in Louisiana.
For the monthly Whooping Crane Eastern Migratory Population updates that include population
estimates, reproduction, wild-chick updates, cohort updates and mortalities, go here:
http://www.bringbackthecranes.org/project-updates/
To follow where the reintroduced eastern population is, go here: http://map.bringbackthecranes.org/
To learn more about the individual cranes in the eastern population, go here:
http://www.bringbackthecranes.org/emp-whooping-crane-biographies/
Data courtesy of Whooping Crane Eastern Partnership (WCEP)
UL = Ultralight (Chicks were captive-hatched, then raised by costumed handlers and taught to follow an
ultralight for their first migration to Florida); DAR = Direct Autumn Release (Chicks are captive-hatched
then released in the fall in the company of adult cranes from whom they will learn the migration route);
PR = Parent Reared (Chicks are captive-hatched and raised by captive Whooping Cranes, then released
near a wild crane pair in hopes the pair will “adopt” the juvenile and lead it on migration); W = Wild
hatched to a wild Whooping Crane pair that then teach the migration route to the juvenile.
To report a banded Whooping Crane sighting, go here:
https://www.savingcranes.org/report-whooping-crane/

Changes to breeding programs due to COVID-19
The following is from a May 8, 2020 press release, by Kim Boardman, ICF Curator of Birds
Due to the COVID-19 crisis and our commitment to our staff member’s safety, the International Crane
Foundation’s breeding season will look significantly different this year. While our aviculture team is as
busy as ever providing the same quality daily care to our birds, we’ve taken several additional steps to
ensure staff safety. These include the decision not to bring additional aviculture interns to our
headquarters, including our four Whooping Crane chick-rearing interns, who typically start in April or May.
Our aviculture staff also has split into two teams that do not overlap with each other, to increase social
distancing ability and create redundancy in case one team member falls ill.
The Crane Conservation Department’s work plan has been modified based on the staff changes, and we
have postponed some activities that do not directly impact our flocks’ health or welfare until we can
conduct this work safely and effectively. For example, we canceled on-site training with colleagues from
other zoo institutions, postponed animal transfers, adjusted the cranes’ enrichment schedule and
evaluated breeding plan goals for the flock.
Given safe distancing guidelines and national and local travel restrictions, which affect our ability to
transport eggs and birds between captive breeding centers, our captive breeding season is impacted.
After serious consideration, we determined that artificial insemination (AI) would put staff in very close
proximity with each other and increase potential health risks for COVID-19. We made the decision not to
perform AI this spring for many of our species, including Whooping Cranes. Unfortunately, this reduces
the likelihood of fertile eggs for many pairs and may result in very few if any Whooping Crane chicks
being reared this season at our headquarters.…
To read the entire press release, go here:
https://www.savingcranes.org/changes-to-breeding-programs-due-to-covid-19/
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Aransas-Wood Buffalo WHOOPERS
Whooping Crane Survey Results: Winter 2019–2020
With good habitat conditions during the winter season at Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, the AransasWood Buffalo population of Whooping Cranes appeared to be in healthy condition for their 2,500-mile
migration northward. After leaving Aransas at the end of March traveling in small groups, the Whoopers
were expected to begin arriving at their nesting grounds in Canada during late April - May 2020.
Efforts to trap and mark Whooping Cranes while at Aransas NWR for its telemetry study is ongoing, and
thus far this winter (February 6, 2020) biologists had marked 6 Whooping Cranes with cellular telemetry
devices. With these devices providing locations every 15 minutes, they are able to understand daily
movements (night and day) and habitat use at a level that was not available even a few short years ago.
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimated the abundance of whooping cranes in the Aransas-Wood
Buffalo population for the winter of 2019–2020. Survey results indicated 506 whooping cranes inhabited
the primary survey area (see map below). This estimate included at least 39 and 192 adult pairs. Primary
survey areas (approximately 153,950 acres) and secondary survey areas (approximately 169,300 acres)
were covered in aerial surveys (see map below). Information for Whoopers outside the primary survey
areas was based on data from Texas Whooper Watch, eBird reports, iNaturalist reports, the Whooping
Crane GPS tracking study, and aerial surveys conducted in the secondary survey areas.

The population remained stable from winter 2017–2018 to winter 2019–2020. The Canadian Wildlife
Service reported 24 whooping crane chicks fledged at Wood-Buffalo National Park in summer 2018 and
37 in summer 2019. Low fledge rates have resulted in reduced recruitment and no population growth
since winter 2017–2018.
To read and or download a PDF of the the USFWS Whooping Crane Survey Results: Winter 2019–2020,
go here: https://www.fws.gov/uploadedFiles/WHCR%20Update%20Winter%202019-2020b.pdf
For more information on the wintering abundance survey, click here. Or, go here:
https://www.fws.gov/refuge/aransas/science/whooping_crane_surveys.html
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Whooping Cranes at Aransas National Wildlife Refuge. Date unknown. Photo by U.S. Fish and Wildlife Services

A Long and Narrow Flyway: The Last Wild Whooping Crane Population
April 23, 2020 “From the Field” Webinar Series
Presented by Dr. Elizabeth Smith, Director of North America Programs, Senior Whooping Crane Scientist,
International Crane Foundation, Rockport Texas
The Aransas-Wood Buffalo population migrate 2,500 miles each spring and fall between Wood Buffalo
National Park, Canada, and Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, Texas. Their narrow migration corridor is
less than 200 miles wide and encompasses three provinces and six states through the Great Plains of
North America. To develop conservation recovery strategies in the migration corridor, many key
questions should be addressed: how long does migration take, where do the birds stop each night, how
many migrate together, what are the hazards and challenges?
For this informative “From the Field” Webinar presentation, go here: https://youtu.be/mMraL424064
.............................................................................................................................................................

General News
Editor: In the United States, zoos were not among organizations that qualified for loan money from the
Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) passed by Congress, as it exempted non-profits with more than 500
employees – leaving some of the largest and highest-rated zoos in the country without any government
assistance. The Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) estimates its members, collectively, spend
about $250 million dollars annually on conservation efforts around the world. During the pandemic many
of these programs have been put on hold. Revenue relied on by zoos to meet the costs involved with the
everyday care of their animals is non-existent while closed to the public. If possible, please consider
lending your support.
Calgary Zoo
The Calgary Zoo is Canada's only facility that breeds Whooping Cranes for release in the wild. The facility
also conducts incubation research in order to identify ways to increase the number of eggs that hatch and
8
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release more Whooping Cranes into the wild every year. Our Whooping Crane Recovery Program is
funded by ConocoPhillips Canada. The zoo was founded in 1929 and is now home to nearly 1,000
creatures from 119 species.
To read more about the Calgary Zoo conservation programs, go here:
https://www.calgaryzoo.com/why-we-matter/conservation-programs
San Antonio Zoo Emergency Fund
The San Antonio Zoo has been instrumental in work with Whooping Cranes since the late 1950’s. In 2019
the new “Back from the Brink” habitat for Whooping Cranes was completed and opened to the public.
https://sazoo.org/emergency-fund/
Audubon Nature Institute’s Species Survival Center
When the Whooping Crane breeding program at the USGS Patuxent Wildlife Research Center
ended last year in part due to sweeping federal budget cuts, the resident Whooping Cranes were
transferred to research institutions and zoos in Virginia, Florida, Texas, Oklahoma, Nebraska, Louisiana
and Canada. Audubon puts $250,000 a year into a conservation program in an effort to breed and raise
endangered Whooping Cranes and Mississippi Sandhill Cranes.
To donate to the Audubon Nature Institute’s Species Survival Center and for more information visit their
website, go here: https://www.audubonrecoveryfund.com
Questions about the Audubon Recover Fund can be directed to the Development Department
at Give@AudubonInstitute.org.
Dallas Zoo
Please consider making a donation to the Dallas Zoo’s Emergency Operations Fund to help support the
zoo over the coming weeks and months.
https://www.dallaszoo.com
.............................................................................................................................................................

Colorado:
Crane crossing signs appreciated
The Colorado Cranes Conservation Coalition (CCCC) is grateful to the Routt County Public Works, and
especially to Ray DuBois and Mike Mordi, for working with the organization to obtain and install the crane
crossing signs on Routt County Road 42. Sandhill Cranes are known to use the pond on C.R. 42 and
have successfully fledged chicks in the area for a number of years. The cranes regularly cross C.R. 42 to
the fields in order to feed during the day. Concerns expressed by the CCCC that the increase in
construction traffic from the new Steamboat Springs School District’s PK-8 school would pose additional
danger to the cranes resulted in the Routt County Public Works acting immediately to install the signs. At
summer’s end, during the peak of their stopover in the Yampa Valley, the CCCC hosts its annual Sandhill
Crane festival. The purpose of the Yampa Valley Crane Festival is to educate the public about these
ancient birds and to celebrate their presence in Northwest Colorado.
.............................................................................................................................................................

Louisiana:
The Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries (LDWF) is working with a number of partners to
restore the Whooping Crane in Louisiana. This remarkable bird, while historically found in Louisiana,
disappeared from the state’s landscape in 1950 due to mechanized agriculture and unregulated hunting.
This month marks the 9th year of the Whooping Crane reintroduction program. Currently, there are 76
Whooping Cranes in the population. The goal of the Louisiana project is to establish a self-sustaining
Whooping Crane population, estimated to require approximately 120 individuals and 30 productive pairs.
The International Crane Foundation is a major producer of Whooping Crane juveniles that are raised for
release into the Louisiana population. Unfortunately, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, they have had to
make some changes to their normal operating procedure to help ensure the safety of their staff. These
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changes will most likely result in lower numbers of fertile eggs and chicks for release this fall. We are
hopeful that next year things will be back to (or at least almost) normal!
First wild-hatched chick of 2020!
LDWF was excited to share the news that LW1-20 hatched the week of March 26 to first time parents,
L6-16 and L16-17 in Calcasieu Parish! This pair nested for the first-time last year when L16-17 was only
2 years old but their eggs did not
hatch and were likely not fertile
given her young age but this year
as a 3 year and 4-year-old they
were successful! Of course, they
have a long way to go but
biologists are thrilled to have
Louisiana’s first wild hatched chick
of 2020 on the ground!
LW1-20 with mom (L16-17) and dad
(L6-16) in Calcasieu Parish, Louisiana,
March 2020. First time parents! Photo
by Louisiana Department of Wildlife
and Fisheries

Whooper L4-17 continues her roving ways
After making a very brief appearance in northern
Louisiana in early March, L4-17 moved north into
Arkansas and then west into Oklahoma where it was
thought she would stay for the summer. But she
continued to surprise Louisiana biologists
when she moved north into Missouri! She spent
about 3 weeks in the state before returning to
Oklahoma (see map at right). Will this be the end
of her wandering for the summer? Stay tuned!
Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries Whooping Cranes
Twins!
Female L10-15 and male L19-16’s second egg
hatched on Thursday 21 May and the family is
already moving around the area. This pair
successfully reared a chick (which was swapped into
their nest) to adulthood in 2018 and biologists are
excited that this year they have two of their own
(see photos below).

Above left: Newly hatched LW2-20 with mom (L11-11) in Jefferson Davis Parish, Louisiana, April 2, 2020. Above right: Night
cam photo of mom (L11-11) with LW2-20, just 22 days later on 26 April 2020. The colt has grown! Photos by the Louisiana
Department of Wildlife and Fisheries
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Above left: Female L10-15 leads the way as her two chicks follow behind. Male L19-16 (not pictured) was in the rear.
Above right: Once up on the levee, the adults started looking for food items while the chicks rested and dried off after swimming.
Acadia Parish, Louisiana, May 2020. Photo by the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries

A
Report Whooping Crane Violations to 800-442-2511
LDWF knows that the sportsmen and farmers here in Louisiana only want the best for our wildlife and the
habitat they utilize. As conservationists of our state resources, you have high regard for our Sportsman's
Paradise, not only for your pleasure, but so your children and grandchildren can share in its enjoyment.
Unfortunately, a small group of individuals threaten that reputation by poaching. Please help by reporting
all illegal activity to our law enforcement office at 800-442-2511.
Support the Whooping Crane Project
LDWF is working cooperatively with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the U.S. Geological Survey, the
International Crane Foundation and the Louisiana Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit to restore
the Whooping Crane in Louisiana. Project funding is derived from LDWF species restoration dedicated
funds, federal grants and private/corporate donations. LDWF’s budget for the initial year of the project
was $400,000. The project costs escalate in year two and beyond as the project expands. LDWF
estimates that it will be necessary to raise $3 to 4 million private dollars to help fund a portion of this
15-year project.
Help support Whooping Crane restoration in Louisiana by doing one of the following:
• Donate to the Louisiana Wildlife and Fisheries Foundation and designating your gift as “in support of
The Whooping Crane Project;”
• Purchase an Endangered Species License plate featuring a Whooping Crane;
• Purchase a print of the R.C. Davis painting "Taking Flight."
To access the above, go here:
https://www.wlf.louisiana.gov/index.cfm?action=pagebuilder&pageID=support-whooping-craneconservation

Help LDWF by reporting all Whooping Crane sightings
Anyone encountering a Whooping Crane is advised to observe the bird from a distance and to please
report your sighting to the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries by using the following link:
http://www.wlf.louisiana.gov/webform/whooping-crane-reporting-form
Anyone witnessing suspicious activity involving Whooping Cranes is advised to call the LDWF’s
Enforcement Division at 1-800-442-2511 or use the tip411 program, which may offer a cash reward
for information leading to arrests or convictions. To use the tip411 program, citizens can text
LADWF and their tip to 847411 or download the "LADWF Tips" iPhone app from the Apple iTunes
store free of charge. Citizen Observer, the tip411 provider, uses technology that removes all
identifying information before LDWF receives the text so that LDWF cannot identify the sender.
For LDWF updates on the Louisiana non-migratory population of Whooping Cranes, go here:
https://www.facebook.com/lawhoopingcranes/
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Nebraska:
Floods then a pandemic: Crane Trust seeking financial support after second
straight year of March closings
During “normal” years, cranes begin arriving in late February to areas along the Platte River from their
wintering grounds in Texas and New Mexico. They use this stopover to roost and fatten themselves up for
several weeks before flying north to their breeding grounds in Canada, Alaska and Siberia.
In 2019 the Crane Trust was closed for the first week of March because of the severe cold and snow the
area was experiencing – the weather likely contributing as well to the late arrival of the cranes. Following
that there was massive flooding throughout the area after a sudden burst of warm weather melted the
snow and brought heavy rain. Sandhill Cranes finally started to flock to the area with numbers
approaching 700,000 cranes late in March. While the Crane Trust did open its facilities for crane viewing
at that time, the number of visitors was down because of the flooding.
This year it took a pandemic, the COVID-19 coronavirus, to close down the Crane Trust Nature and
Visitor Center putting a stop to the anticipated thousands of visitors from around the world – the Crane
Trust typically hosts visitors from more than 55 countries every year for migration season – from coming
to the Grand Island area for one of nature’s most spectacular migrations on the planet.
As the Crane Trust relies on funds generated by the crane tourism during March for its operating budget,
back to back years of extreme weather and the coronavirus have negatively impacted that. According to
Chuck Cooper, Crane Trust CEO, “The generosity of our friends has allowed us to protect over 25,000
acres along the Big Bend reach of the Platte River during our 40-plus years of existence. This is difficult
and tiring work, but it is also fulfilling to see miles of natural prairie re-established with all the hundreds of
species that belong there.” A special donation to their efforts can be given by going
to https://cranetrust.org/how-to-help/.
For a lovely video of a spring sunset at Rowe Sanctuary with Sandhill Cranes coming into roost, go here:
https://youtu.be/TDQAv4sRK2Y
The Iain Nicolson Audubon Center at Rowe Sanctuary in Nebraska focuses on conservation of the Platte
River ecosystem and the birds that rely on it, like Sandhill Cranes. Learn more about their
work: https://rowe.audubon.org/

Whooping Cranes with Sandhills over Rowe Sanctuary in Nebraska. Photo by John Smeltzer
Figure 1Whooping Cranes with Sandhills over Rowe. Photo by John Smeltzer
12
Eastern Crane Bulletin – June 2020

........................................................................................................................................................……………………

North Dakota:
The Whooping Cranes that migrate through North Dakota each spring are part of what is known as the
Aransas-Wood Buffalo population of about 500 birds that are on their way from their wintering grounds at
Aransas National Wildlife Refuge in Texas to their nesting grounds at Wood Buffalo National Park in
northeast Alberta and southern Northwest Territories in Canada. This is the last wild, migratory population
of the species.
Aransas NWR sits along the Gulf of Mexico near Corpus Christi, Texas. From there it’s about 1,400 miles
to central North Dakota, where these rare, large white birds are sometimes seen as they rest up for the
rest of their journey. Wood Buffalo National Park in Canada sits along the border of Alberta and the
Northwest Territories, so the birds have another thousand miles to go once they leave North Dakota.
Anyone sighting Whoopers should not disturb them, but record the date, time, location and the birds'
activity. Observers should also look closely for and report colored bands that may occur on one or both
legs. Whooping Cranes have been marked with colored leg bands to help determine their identity.
Whooping Crane sightings should be reported to U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service offices at the following
North Dakota locations:
•
•
•
•
•

Lostwood National Wildlife Refuge, (701) 848-2466
Long Lake, (701) 387-4397
Audubon National Wildlife Refuge, (701) 442-5474
North Dakota Game and Fish Department in Bismarck, (701) 328-6300
And to local game wardens across the state.

Reports help biologists locate important Whooping Crane habitat areas, monitor marked birds, determine
survival and population numbers, and identify times and migration routes.
— North Dakota Game and Fish Department
.........................................................................................................................................................……………………

South Dakota:
Public Utilities Commission approves more windmills
In April 2020 the South Dakota Public Utilities Commission approved a construction permit for the
Crowned Ridge Wind II Project. The project is a 301-megawatt wind energy facility planned for in
Codington, Deuel and Grant counties in eastern South Dakota. Crowned Ridge Wind II plans to construct
up to 132 wind turbines on 60,996 acres east of Watertown, west of I-29.
Almost 50 of the proposed conditions were issues such as shadow flicker, ice throw, land restoration, the
hiring of a public liaison officer, and decommissioning. Additional considered conditions related to aircraft
detection lighting systems, cooperation with agricultural spray applicators, monitoring sound pressure
levels, avian and bat mortality monitoring, as well as monitoring for Whooping Cranes.
.........................................................................................................................................................…………

Texas:
San Antonio Zoo Whooping Crane habitat
In late November 2019, the San Antonio Zoo opened its new “Back from the Brink” habitat, to continue its
longstanding effort in helping preserve the endangered Whooping Crane – one that actually began in
13
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1956 with the rehabilitation of a Whooping Crane named Rosie who came to the zoo suffering a wing
injury. Once she recovered U.S. Fish and Wildlife gave approval for the zoo to begin a breeding program.
The “Whooping Crane Recovery Program” was so successful that in 2016 the San Antonio Zoo was
awarded the prestigious North American Conservation Award from the Association of Zoos and
Aquariums.
The recently opened ”Back From the Brink” habitat was designed with areas of shallow, grassy wetlands
fed by pure well water – with the intention for it to be a haven for the cranes and encourage
breeding. Well, the cranes must approve of all the hard work on their behalf, for on April 12, 2020 officials
announced that the new Whooping Crane pair had laid an egg! It was hoped that a second egg would
follow and that the egg(s) would be viable.
To read more of the history of San Antonio Zoo’s work with endangered Whooping Cranes, go here:
Whooping Cranes at The San Antonio Zoo
Lauver, Jacqueline A., "WHOOPING CRANES AT THE SAN ANTONIO ZOO" (1992). North American Crane
Workshop Proceedings. 310.

http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/nacwgproc/310
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1310&context=nacwgproc
With its doors closed due to the coronavirus pandemic, the Zoo currently relies on donations to continue
to care for its animals. Anyone interested in donating can do so via its website.

Dr. Elizabeth Smith (far right) and Anna Turkett (second from right) of the International Crane Foundation, at the 2019
ribbon-cutting dedication ceremony for “Back from the Brink” exhibition. Above right is one of the pair of Whooping
Cranes that now call the San Antonio Zoo home. Photos from the San Antonio Zoo Facebook page.

.........................................................................................................................................................……………………

Wisconsin:
International Crane Foundation's grand reopening delayed because of
COVID-19
The International Crane Foundation's headquarters in Baraboo has already been closed for more than a
year for a $10 million renovation of its visitor center and crane exhibits, but the public is going to have to
wait a little longer to get to see it in person.
Because of the threat of the spread from COVID-19, the foundation's CEO Richard Beilfuss said the
original grand opening date of June 27 will no longer be possible — though he said there's a chance the
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reopening could be pushed to the fall. The foundation's headquarters is typically open to the public April
15 through October 31 but has been closed because of construction.
In Wisconsin, Beilfuss said it's only been recently that some fieldwork has resumed, which is a result of
the state loosening up some restrictions. Some of that work includes monitoring Whooping and Sandhill
Cranes that have come back to Wisconsin to breed for the spring.
While waiting for the grand re-opening of the foundation's headquarters, there are plenty of ways to stay
updated with information about cranes. The foundation has created outreach materials such as the From
the Field webinar series, a blog activity for children called "Quarantine with Cranes" and a Q&A series on
Facebook Live.
Read more here:
https://www.wpr.org/international-crane-foundations-grand-reopening-delayed-because-covid-19
To listen to an excellent May 18, 2020 Wisconsin Public Radio interview with Richard Beilfuss, President
and CEO, International Crane Foundation, go here: https://www.wpr.org/listen/1640816
.............................................................................................................................................................

Habitat Matters!
Canada:
In the Northwest Territories, Whooping Cranes find social distance
In a recent study published in the journal Heliyon, (see Science News: Trends in the occurrence of large
Whooping Crane groups during migration in the Great Plains, USA) researchers found that habitat loss
and within-species attraction have led Whooping Cranes to gather in unusually large groups during
migration. The study showed that Whooping Cranes were found to roost most frequently in the Southern
Great Plains, where wetlands habitat is now sparse – having disappeared due to sedimentation or
draining for farming – but some high-quality conserved wetlands do still stand. Perhaps because of this
limited access to quality habitat along their migration route, Whooping Cranes appear to have modified
their behavior by gathering in proportionally larger assemblages. While larger groups of the endangered
cranes indicate a positive sign in the species recovery – in the past cranes have migrated as individuals,
or in pairs and small family groups – denser numbers of cranes increase the risk that a disease outbreak
or extreme weather event could negatively impact a substantial portion of this still fragile population.
According to Rhona Kindopp, Parks Canada’s manager of resource conservation in Fort Smith, once the
cranes are back at their Wood Buffalo National Park breeding grounds, they each have nesting territories
ranging from 1-3 square miles in size, a factor that greatly reduces the risk of disease or a natural
disaster harming their numbers. While the cranes may still face threats of natural forest fires, drought or
rain and cold during nesting season, the wider dispersal of Whoopers across the landscape of Wood
Buffalo NP definitely helps. As biologists tag more of the Wood Buffalo population with cellular telemetry
units – the location tracking data will begin to show what the cranes’ migration looks like in remote areas
of the park.
Typically, Parks Canada works with the Canadian Wildlife Service to monitor the cranes in their nesting
grounds each May. Officials of these groups are planning how to safely do that while abiding by Covid-19
restrictions. “We don’t want to have that gap in that data set,” said Kindopp. “It’s a long data set, it’s an
international collaboration between Canada and the U.S. on protecting the species and promoting its
conservation.” In 2019, 97 nests were recorded in May. Thirty-seven fledglings were counted later in
the summer.
For the Winter 2019-2020 population survey results from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, go here:
https://www.fws.gov/uploadedFiles/WHCR%20Update%20Winter%202019-2020b.pdf

15

Eastern Crane Bulletin – June 2020

August 2018 aerial survey of Whooping Cranes in Wood Buffalo National Park. Photo by Parks Canada

...........................................................................................................................................................................................

Southwest – Sonoran Joint Venture:
Supporting Cranes in the Arid Southwest
Western Greater Sandhill Cranes (Antigone canadensis tabida) breed in Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming,
and migrate and overwinter in areas like the San Luis Valley of Colorado or the Middle Rio Grande Valley
of New Mexico. After these areas in the Intermountain West Joint Venture, the Sonoran Joint Venture
states of Arizona, California, Sonora, and Chihuahua are the second-most important geography for
Western Greater Sandhill Cranes.
In the west, Sandhill Cranes are managed as three distinct populations – the Rocky Mountain Population,
Lower Colorado River Valley Population and the Central Valley Population – currently numbers of each
population are stable to increasing. Over the past five years, researchers have fitted 122 Sandhill Cranes
in New Mexico, Arizona, California, Oregon, Idaho, Montana, and Colorado with GPS transmitters as part
of an effort to track daily and annual movements. This data has provided interesting insights into where
these different populations overwinter, aiding biologists in their efforts to conserve them. Research has
not only helped confirm that the Sonoran Joint Venture is a wintering stronghold for Western Greater
Sandhill Cranes, but it was also discovered that a group of Lesser Sandhill Cranes from the Midcontinent
Population use the area to overwinter.
While the Sonoran Joint Venture continues its conservation work to restore and protect existing area
wetlands, it also work with ranchers, farmers, and other private landowners to manage land in a way that
supports cranes, other birds, and wildlife making use of agricultural fields and stock tanks as secondary
habitat – something particularly critical during drought years. Collaboration between groups remains a key
to success in long-term conservation.
To read more by Dan Collins, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Division of Migratory Birds, Albuquerque,
New Mexico, about the Sonoran Joint Venture and its work as well as for a distribution map of the three
populations of the Western Greater Sandhill Crane, go here: https://sonoranjv.org/cranes-in-the-aridsouthwest/ For a Spanish version of the article, go here: Viaje del playero rojizo del Pacífico a los
humedales costeros de México
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...........................................................................................................................................................................................

Texas:
Powderhorn WMA attracts Whoopers
During winter 2019-2020, as many as 6 adult Whooping Cranes were observed at the Powderhorn WMA.
Purchase of this pristine 15,000-acre prairie coastal property was finalized in 2018 through a collaborative
effort of The Conservation Fund, The Nature Conservancy, the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation and
the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department – a significant part of the funding came from settlement money
from the Deepwater Horizon oil spill. (see Eastern Crane Bulletin, December 2018, p16)
Biologists with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service were able to
place a GPS transmitter on one of the cranes. Once released,
the Whooper moved to Matagorda Island for a few weeks before
returning to Powderhorn where it remained until mid-March
when it began its trip to the breeding grounds in Canada. The
crane traveled north approximately 270-miles in one day.
Through feedback from the transmitter, U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service biologists will be able to gather data on the Whooper’s
daily movement, habitat use, migration route, and nesting
location this upcoming season. It is hoped the tagged crane will
return and spend the winter at the Powderhorn WMA.
To learn more about the Powderhorn Wildlife Management Area,
go here: https://youtu.be/oB1pT9kR1BI

Above map shows 270-mile route taken by the
GPS-tagged Whooping Crane after it left
Powderhorn WMA on March 20, 2020. At
right, two of the Whoopers observed using the
new WMA.
Photos courtesy of USFWS

.....................................................................................................................................................

ENVIRONMENTAL impact issues:
Canada:
Opinion: Suspending environmental checks threatens migratory birds
Editor: The following Op-ed is by Gillian Chow-Fraser, Boreal Program manager at Canadian Parks and
Wilderness Society (CPAWS) Northern Alberta Chapter, focusing on conservation action to recover and
maintain the health of Alberta’s boreal forest. It appeared in the Edmonton Journal, 16 April 2020.
Suspension of monitoring is alarming as it may directly impact the safety of the only existing wild flock of
Whooping Cranes in the world.
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“Earlier this month, the Alberta Energy Regulator (AER) announced suspension of more than a
dozen crucial environmental monitoring activities in the oilsands. The rationale is posed as a
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This should be a concern to Albertans as it is yet unclear
how long the select oilsands mining and in situ projects will be left without an operational tailings
monitoring system, which is necessary to prevent undue harm to wildlife…
The AER’s decision ignores the heightened risk of bird landings during the migration season, a
time when monitoring is critical. Millions of migratory birds are currently carrying out long-distance
journeys, with a major migratory flyway directly above the oilsands region. “This is one of the only
places in North America where migratory birds converge from wintering grounds all over the
continent,” says Dr. Colleen Cassady St. Clair, a conservation biologist at the University of
Alberta.
For birds, there can be lethal consequences of contact with treated waters, especially bitumen.
Such contact by species-at-risk with low numbers could threaten entire populations, as well as
individuals. This is exactly the case for endangered whooping cranes, whose only wild migratory
population has rebounded to about 500 birds due to very aggressive recovery actions
implemented over decades. As the Whooping Cranes fly above the oilsands to reach their
breeding grounds in Wood Buffalo National Park, they risk landing in toxic tailings areas that
could severely threaten their recovery, and undo much of the hard work that has increased their
numbers.
For the oil and gas industry, suspension of monitoring poses different threats. Environmental
monitoring of tailings has a tumultuous history in the oilsands, with substantial changes a decade
ago driven by public scrutiny. In 2008, a mass landing and subsequent oiling of 1,600 ducks
triggered the launch of a multi-million-dollar monitoring program to better monitor bird landings
and mortalities.
In the first three years of the robust monitoring program, it was revealed that tens of thousands of
bird landings occur on the industrial ponds annually, of which hundreds appeared to die as a
result. “By 2014, the oilsands industry was poised to be a world leader with standardized,
rigorous, and transparent monitoring of bird landings and mortality,” says Dr. St. Clair, who led
the Research on Avian Protection Project that informed the monitoring program. However, many
of the most important aspects of the monitoring program have since been completely dismantled
or weakened. Now, with the additional removal of the monitoring altogether, Dr. St Clair worries
that both birds and the industry are left in the same vulnerable state as in 2008.”
The Research on Avian Protection Project (RAPP) was a multidisciplinary project that involved dozens
of individuals in academia, industry, and government all working toward a common goal of increasing
bird protection in the oil sands region of Alberta, and part of a sentence applied to Syncrude Canada for
failing to deter migratory birds (Migratory Birds Convention Act) from landing on April 28, 2008 on a
tailings pond containing hazardous substances (Alberta Environmental Protection and Enhancement Act).
To read more of Dr. St. Clair’s research, go here:
Final report of the Research on Avian Protection Project (RAPP) 2010-2014
Or here:
http://grad.biology.ualberta.ca/rapp/wp-content/uploads/sites/13/2014/05/RAPP-Final-Report-7-May2014.pdf
...........................................................................................................................................................................................

Texas:
Corpus Christi Channel dredging poses threat to Aransas-Wood Buffalo
Whooping Crane population
On April 13, 2020 the International Crane Foundation (ICF) released a statement in opposition to the
proposed changes to the Corpus Christi Ship Channel while recognizing proposed alternatives to
minimize environmental damage.
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“Three major activities are being pursued in and around Harbor Island and Port Aransas, Texas, that
raise the specter of harm in violation of Section 9 of the Endangered Species Act. These activities also
jeopardize the continued viability of the Aransas Wood Buffalo wild Whooping Crane population in
violation of Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act. They pose a direct risk to the cranes. We oppose
these activities as proposed and ask your assistance in ensuring they are abandoned or restructured to
eliminate the potential of harm to these wonderful, endangered birds.”
1. The Port of Corpus Christi is proposing to deepen the Corpus Christi Ship Channel from about 50
feet to about 80 feet. This will allow supertankers to come in through the jetties at Port Aransas to
Harbor Island. There is no doubt that the risk of an oil spill will be greatly increased by bringing
supertankers into Harbor Island.
2. Two major terminal development projects have been proposed on Harbor Island that would serve
these supertankers and load them with oil to be exported to overseas markets. There is no doubt
that the risk of an oil spill will be greatly increased by bringing supertankers into Harbor Island.
3. A desalination plant proposed for Harbor Island would discharge its brine – “reject water”– from
the desalination process directly into the ship channel – into the Pass Between Mustang and St.
Joseph’s Islands. There is no question of the risk of this concentrated brine discharge to larval
Blue crabs – by killing these larval crabs, this discharge poses a direct threat to the survival of the
Whooping Cranes using the habitat adjacent to Aransas Bay as well as Copano, St. Charles and
Mesquite Bays.

The proposed Harbor Island developments are shown above, including the dredging project to deepen
the Corpus Christi Ship Channel (blue), the two tanker terminal projects (four berths total) shown in
pink and purple and the route of the desalination discharge pipe in yellow. The ferry crossing into
Port Aransas is shown as the black dotted line.
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ICF recognizes that excellent alternatives are available that would avoid jeopardy and harm and still
create economic benefits – the least damaging alternative to the destruction and risk associated with
dredging a deeper channel and building terminals onshore.
1. the brine discharge can be routed out several miles into the Gulf, away from the fish pass.
2. an alternative exists to the deep channel in the form of an offshore monobuoy terminal.
The International Crane Foundation expresses its opposition to the deepening of the Corpus Christi Ship
Channel, is opposed to the two terminal projects, and is opposed to the discharge of brine into the Corpus
Christi Ship Channel. There is no need to risk jeopardy to the cranes in violation of Section 7 of the
Endangered Species Act or the possibility of a take in violation of Section 9 of the Endangered Species
Act when there are known alternatives.
To read the April 13, 2020 press release from the International Crane Foundation, go here:
https://www.savingcranes.org/potential-jeopardy-harm-aransas-wood-buffalo-whooping-crane-population/

Whooping Crane pair adjacent to the Corpus Christi Ship Channel. Photo by John Morris

Proposed high-speed rail threatens endangered species, habitats and coastal
flood plains
In 2015 talk of a proposed a 240-mile high-speed rail route connecting Dallas to Houston reared its head.
The route proposed by Texas Central Partners, the Dallas-based company behind the project,
cuts diagonally across the very Texas coastal floodplain that has suffered nine major floods in the past
decade. Most recently, Hurricane Harvey dealt $125 billion in damage there and triggered $15 billion in
direct federal flood relief. According to the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, if built, 145 endangered
or threatened species of mammals, birds, amphibians, reptiles and plant life would be adversely affected
along the proposed route – including the endangered Aransas-Wood Buffalo population of Whooping
Cranes whose migratory path intersects it.
Approximately 1,000 square miles of Texas land could be impacted and fall under federal regulatory
jurisdiction during the construction and operation of the rail system. Texas Central Partners has already
encountered delays because many landowners along the route oppose the project and have denied
access to their land – about 70 percent of the land impacted by the project. Without access surveys to
show how the elevated rail structures might impact effective flood control plans can’t take place. The
developer’s private consultants and U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (FWS) field office personnel have also
been unable to survey or to assess most of the land to identify or protect endangered or threatened
species and their habitats.
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A Biological Assessment including consultation with the FWS must be completed before the project can
begin the permitting process. FWS is tasked with approving plans to protect federal endangered or
threatened species and insuring there will be suitable habitat under the Endangered Species Act (ESA),
as well as the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act.

Climate change threatens Houston’s economic future
Jim Blackburn is an environmental lawyer and planner, as well as Professor in the Practice of
Environmental Law in the Civil and Environmental Engineering Department at Rice University where he
teaches environmental law and sustainable design. He is co-director of the Severe Storm Prevention,
Education and Evacuation from Disaster (SSPEED) Center at Rice and a faculty scholar at the Baker
Institute, and Director of the undergraduate minor in energy and water sustainability.
Blackburn’s message to Houston – based on the current rate of climate change – is that not only is the
city threatened but in turn its economic future. This is not a new message. As a native of the Rio Grande
Valley, Blackburn has been outspoken in warning that the Army Corps’ coastal barrier is insufficient. The
region’s flood maps are wrong, making new infrastructure, designed to last decades, obsolete the day it’s
finished. Renewable energy is getting cheaper, and climate activists are getting louder. Without creative
thinking, the fossil fuel industry will collapse, and Houston will turn into a warmer, wetter rust belt.
Blackburn is not alone in his message but backed by hydrologists, weather modelers, engineers, and
ecologists, both at Rice University and elsewhere, who produce a steady stream of terrifying research.
The main takeaway is that the state’s politicians and businesses are still operating on data from the past
century, an era before the weather went berserk.
For decades as a lawyer, Blackburn’s adversaries were the world’s largest companies or whatever else
threatened to foul the air, water or land. Over the years, his lawsuits have helped close landfills, re-routed
pipelines, and got refineries to cut emissions and compensate communities they polluted. He has
negotiated settlements that saved thousands of acres from development and protected endangered
Whooping Cranes. In 2007, he got one of the world’s largest refineries, in Port Arthur, Texas, to cut its
emissions while contributing millions of dollars to a development fund for the low-income neighborhood in
its shadow.
Blackburn’s secret, says Houston’s former Mayor Annise Parker, is that he is translating his
uncompromising environmentalism into a language that Houston’s establishment understands – money.
“If you can make a business argument,” she says, “the business community will hear you out.”
To read “The Energy Elite Have Started Listening to Their Enemy No. 1 in Houston,” by Ben Steverman,
Bloomberg News, 3 March 2020, go here:
https://business.financialpost.com/pmn/business-pmn/the-energy-elite-have-started-listening-to-theirenemy-no-1-in-houston
.............................................................................................................................................................

Science News:
Is the virus that causes COVID-19 a threat to cranes?
(March 19, 2020 press release, by Dr. Barry Hartup, Director of Conservation Medicine for the
International Crane Foundation)
“The SARS CoV-2 virus – Sudden Acute Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus 2 – the cause of COVID-19
in people, is a member of a widespread and large group of viruses that may cause disease in animals
and humans. There are no described coronavirus-associated diseases among the 15 species of cranes,
and we do not believe the current pandemic is a threat to cranes at
this time.
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Coronaviruses are generally species specific. The viruses that infect humans would not be expected
to infect birds or vice versa. But recent research suggests there is more variation
in coronaviruses, and experiments with mammalian coronaviruses have shown that they are not
limited to causing disease in a single host. Indeed, the SARS CoV-1 virus that caused
a 2003 pandemic in people was capable of infecting several different mammal species.
Avian coronaviruses differ genetically from mammalian coronaviruses. They have been described
from chickens, turkeys, geese, ducks, pigeons, pheasants, ostriches, Japanese quail, guinea fowl
and psittacines, among others. Infectious bronchitis virus and turkey coronavirus are well known to
cause disease in domestic chickens and turkeys, respectively, much of which is mild in severity.
During the current COVID-19 pandemic, the International Crane Foundation will take
great care to maintain the health of our animal care staff and the cranes through best practices that
stress personal and environmental hygiene, close monitoring and adherence to our Captive Crane
Biosecurity Plan. Click here to read the message on our response to COVID-19 from our President
and CEO Rich Beilfuss.”

Trends in the Occurrence of Large Whooping Crane Groups During Migration
in the Great Plains, USA
Andrew J. Caven a,*, Matt Rabbe b, Jenna Malzahn a, Anne E. Lacy c
Platte River Whooping Crane Maintenance Trust, 6611 W Whooping Crane Dr., Wood River, NE, 68883, USA
Nebraska Ecological Services Field Office, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 9325 South Alda Rd., Wood River, NE, 68883, USA
c International Crane Foundation, E-11376 Shady Lane Road, Baraboo, WI, 53913, USA
a
b

Abstract
Recent detections of large gatherings of Whooping Cranes suggest that flock sizes may be increasing at
some stopover locations during both the spring and fall migrations. We used the public sightings
database managed by the US Fish and Wildlife Service from 1942 to 2018 to analyze data for long-term
trends in group size. We then examined the spatial distribution of large groups to explore potential
explanations for these occurrences. The proportion of Whooping Crane groups comprised of 2, 3, and 4–
6 individuals showed no trend over time. However, observations of individuals showed a declining trend
and groups of 7–9 and >10 showed an increasing trend. The frequency of groups observed exceeding 5
and 10 individuals were better predicted by survey year than by Whooping Crane population size
suggesting that an increasing population is not the sole driver of large group occurrences. Our results
indicate that large groups occur disproportionately within the 50% migration corridor, at staging areas
within the first or last 20–30% of the migration path, and near conservation-managed wetlands,
particularly within the southern Great Plains. Our results suggest that in addition to population growth,
conspecific attraction, location within the migration corridor, and habitat loss may be contributing to large
group occurrences. Further research is needed to determine the degree to which these factors influence
large Whooping Crane group formation. The gathering of large numbers of Whooping Cranes in a single
location presents potential tradeoffs for the species. While increasing group sizes may improve threat
detection and avoidance, it comes at a cost of increased disease and mass mortality risk.
To read the entire article, and for a downloadable PDF, go here:
https://www.cell.com/heliyon/fulltext/S2405-8440(20)30394-7, DOI: 10.1016/j.heliyon.2020.e03549
.............................................................................................................................................................

In Memoriam:
Whooping Cranes lose a friend in Operation Migration volunteer pilot
“Deke” Clark
Captain DeWitt “Deke” Allen Clark was one of the first Operation Migration volunteer pilots to make the
annual 1,250-mile trek from Wisconsin to the juvenile cranes’ new winter home at the Chassahowitzka
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National Wildlife Refuge in Florida. As a volunteer with Operation Migration, Clark helped establish a
migratory route from 2001 to 2011 for the reintroduced Eastern Migratory Population of Whooping Cranes
– the first in over 100 years.
“He learned to fly the trike and became a master at it,” his obituary read. “Deke was one of the first
humans to fly in formation with Whooping Cranes, and when he joined Operation Migration to help save
them from extinction, he contributed more to the team than just volunteer assistance. He brought calm
when there was stress, devotion when the team was on the edge, laughter when celebrating and
friendship to last a lifetime.”
A retired United Airlines pilot after 33 years, and a military pilot before that, Deke Clark had a lifetime of
service flying planes. Clark was a pilot in the very first ultralight-led migration in 2001. He had also piloted
in the experiment to lead Sandhill Cranes south before it was tried with endangered Whooping Cranes.
Clark and Operation Migration founder, Joe Duff, flew the first migration, but he was forced into early
retirement from flying cranes after suffering a stroke. In honor of Clark's expertise and dedication in
getting the Whooping Crane reintroduction underway, the Operation Migration team named the new
route they began using in 2001 "Deke's Way." It was a fitting tribute to a great pilot and a great friend to
Operation Migration. Captain DeWitt “Deke” Allen Clark died on April 20, 2020 at age 82.
To read about one of Deke's exciting days in the 2001 migration, go here: Deke to the Rescue.

Inset photo: DeWitt “Deke” Allen Clark. An Operation Migration ultralight leads a cohort of juvenile Whooping
Cranes on their first migration south from Wisconsin to Florida. Photos courtesy of Operation Migration

.............................................................................................................................................................

Inset

KUDOS
Editor: Like everybody across the world, the International Crane Foundation’s (ICF) staff had to adjust
to the new reality brought about by the pandemic. No longer could the staff visit classrooms, attend
community events, and introduce their mascot Hope to enthusiastic groups of young and old fans.
However, in an attempt to continue ICF’s message of crane conservation the Foundation came up with
diverse, creative, fun while still educational, weekly activities for families and kids to do at home. And,
although the targeted audience is K-12, everyone can learn more about cranes no matter your age.
Great stuff!
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In addition to the weekly activities, ICF offers the “From the Field” Webinar series. To take part in the live
webinar one needs to register, but all presentations are available on YouTube after the fact. The series
presents a diverse range of subject matter from Sandhills, Whoopers, cranes in Africa and China to avian
medicine and art. Each presentation is by an expert in the area of the particular webinar topic. So much to
learn about cranes – and what better source of information than the International Crane Foundation?
Check it out – your time will be well spent!
Thanks to the staff and educators at the International Crane Foundation for work well done.
Week 1 Activity: Over the next few months, the International Crane Foundation’s Education and
Outreach Team is going to recommend activities for you and your loved ones to do from the safety of
your home. Some of these activities are picked from our existing online resources, and others are from
other organizations that have great, crane-themed activities for kids.
https://www.savingcranes.org/quarantine-with-cranes-activity-week-1/
Week 2 Activity: Spring has arrived here in Wisconsin, which means that it’s egg-laying season for
cranes. Most wild female cranes lay two eggs during this time. After about 30 days of incubation, where
the female and male take turns sitting on the eggs to keep them warm, cute and fuzzy chicks will hatch.
This week’s activities are all about these cute and fuzzy crane chicks!
Activity Description: We compiled four online resources that will help introduce your kids to crane chicks
and how we raise chicks at the International Crane Foundation. The Meg in the Egg coloring book is a
short story describing one crane’s first few days after hatching. The YouTube Video “ICF’s Breeding
and Reintroduction Program, Part 3” explains our innovative processes for raising chicks to release into
the wild.
https://www.savingcranes.org/quarantine-with-cranes-week-2-activity-crane-chicks/
Week 3 Activity: This week’s activities focus on cranes and culture.
Activity Description: Culture is the collective customs and arts of people belonging to a group that has
shared values and experiences. Cranes hold cultural significance to people around the globe! Many
ceremonies, artwork, dances and festivals are based on the majestic cranes of the world. The following
activities will introduce your children to the strong cultural relationships between people and cranes.
https://www.savingcranes.org/quarantine-with-cranes-week-3-activity/
Week 4 Activity: This week’s activities focus on one of the world’s fifteen crane species, the Redcrowned Crane.
Activity Description: The Red-crowned Crane is a large, rare crane species that live in Eastern Asia. Redcrowned Cranes have been important in Chinese, Russian, Japanese and Korean cultures
for thousands of years. These cranes are said to represent longevity, fidelity, peace and luck. Despite
their cultural significance, Red-crowned Crane populations are declining due to habitat loss caused by
human activity. In this week’s activity, you will learn about these beautiful, endangered cranes, the
impacts they have had on humans for centuries and the impacts humans have had on them.
https://www.savingcranes.org/quarantine-with-cranes-week-4-activity/
Week 5 Activity: This week’s activities focus on phenology.
Activity Description: The International Crane Foundation has compiled online resources and activities the
whole family can enjoy and participate in. The YouTube video entitled “Postcard from the International
Crane Foundation” exhibits some of the seasonal changes occurring on the International Crane
Foundation’s headquarters in Baraboo, Wisconsin. We created this video as the first in a series featuring
the diversity of flora and fauna that occurs here and throughout Wisconsin. In this footage, you will see
early spring wildflowers called spring ephemerals, hear a variety of different bird species, and admire the
subtle beauty of a Wisconsin spring. In addition to the video, we have created a guide for starting your
very own nature journal to help keep track of the seasonal changes in your neighborhood!
https://www.savingcranes.org/quarantine-with-cranes-week-5-activity/
Week 6 Activity:
Activity description: We have gathered several community-science projects for your family to join! These
projects include Zooniverse’s Snapshot Wisconsin, eBird, the Great Lake Bioblitz and Journey North.
Scroll down to the workplan to learn more about each program.
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https://www.savingcranes.org/quarantine-with-cranes-week-6-activity/
Week 7 Activity: This week’s activities focus on maps.
Maps are flattened projections of our planet, scaled down to a viewable size. Maps help us locate where
we are on the Earth and places we want to go. Maps also can provide us with information
about things like population density or species distribution. We use maps to track cranes and observe the
habitats they are using, which helps us protect those habitats. In this week’s activity, you will be looking at
maps that tell stories and creating a map of your house, backyard or neighborhood.
https://www.savingcranes.org/quarantine-with-cranes-week-7-activity/
Week 8 Activity: This week’s activities will focus on migrating Whooping Cranes in the Central Flyway in
celebration of the Association of Zoos and Aquariums’ Whooping Crane Species Awareness Day on May
18, 2020.
April 29, 2020 was Whooping Crane Awareness Day. Members of the Association of Zoos and
Aquariums across the country are celebrating this endangered species. Whooping Cranes are part of
the SAFE Program – Saving Animals from Extinction. In celebration of this day, we will be highlighting the
last remaining population of Whooping Cranes who migrate from Texas to Canada each year. Come
along with us to learn about the cranes, their migration and what you can do to help these rare birds.
Activity Description: ICF compiled many online resources that will introduce your students to the
endangered Whooping Crane, why they migrate, what they need from their natural environment and what
you can do to help cranes. Resources will guide your students through special topics related to Whooping
Cranes. https://www.savingcranes.org/quarantine-with-cranes-week-8-activity/
Week 9 Activity: Quarantine with Cranes
Wisconsin-based artist Kim Russell has created an educational video, a quiz and a Sandhill Crane popup card. She also has provided suggestions for videos other artists created to give bird drawing tips.
She generously agreed to create some resources for you to learn about an artist’s perspective on cranes.
You can visit her website at russellworks.com
https://www.savingcranes.org/quarantine-with-cranes-week-9-activity-2/

“From the Field” Webinar Series
To learn more about sponsoring one of the International Crane Foundation’s webinars, please
contact Kate Fitzwilliams at 608-617-6002.
A Long and Narrow Flyway: The Last Wild Whooping Crane Population
Presented by Dr. Elizabeth Smith, Director of North America Programs, Sr. Whooping Crane Scientist,
International Crane Foundation, Rockport Texas
April 23, 2020 “From the Field” Webinar Series
https://youtu.be/mMraL424064
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The Aransas-Wood Buffalo population migrate 2,500 miles each spring and fall between Wood Buffalo
National Park, Canada, and Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, Texas. Their narrow migration corridor is
less than 200 miles wide and encompasses three provinces and six states through the Great Plains of
North America. To develop conservation recovery strategies in the migration corridor, many key questions
should be addressed: how long does migration take, where do the birds stop each night, how many fly
together, what are the hazards and challenges?
A Line in the Sky: Making the Skies Safer for South Africa’s Cranes
Presented by Tanya Smith, South African Regional Manager African Crane Conservation Programme
https://youtu.be/XM5VUOf265Y
One of the main threats to cranes are collisions with overhead power lines. In this program we will
highlight the role of power lines in the decline or growth of crane populations in South Africa, as well as
looking at the future viability of South Africa’s national bird, the Blue Crane in the face of increasing
renewable energy and associated power line infrastructure.
How Can Wetland Management in the U.S. Help Cranes in China?
Presented by Guo Zhiwhei, China Program Officer
https://youtu.be/dBRuZOxYlGk
Wetlands in Northeast China provide vital breeding and staging sites for cranes in an otherwise arid
landscape with many human pressures, leading to degradation and site disconnection along flyways. To
learn from the U.S. experience in similar situations, Guo spent one month in 2019 at the Klamath Basin
National Wildlife Refuge Complex studying wetland ecology and management skills. How can we
naturally manage altered wetlands to provide refuge for migratory birds?
Wetland management experts Sammy King from Louisiana State University and John Vradenburg of the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service join International Crane Foundation China Program Director Yu Qian to
add insights into this issue.
Successes and Challenges of Reintroducing Whooping Cranes
Presented by Hillary Thompson, North American Program Crane Analyst
https://youtu.be/3MBQ2tRG_ww
The first cohort of captive-reared cranes released into this population was raised in 2001 by costumed
caretakers and taught to follow an ultralight aircraft from Wisconsin to their wintering home in Gulf Coastal
Florida. Since that inaugural flight south in 2001, we have released around 300 Whooping Cranes into
the eastern U.S., have changed our rearing and release methods, and have had wild-hatched chicks
fledge! The reintroduction effort is ongoing, and we are learning new things about Whooping Cranes and
reintroduction techniques along the way.
The Trumpet in the Orchestra of Evolution: The Story of the Sandhill Crane in North America
Presented by Anne Lacy, International Crane Foundation's Crane Research Coordinator
https://youtu.be/yommoxj3jYU
Sandhill Cranes are the most numerous of the world’s fifteen crane species. They inhabit many varied
places in North America – and Asia! – in both migratory and non-migratory populations.
Save the date for these upcoming From the Field webinars. Learn more about the series here.
June 4 | The Health of Cranes: Avian Medicine in Conservation
Dr. Barry Hartup, Director of Conservation Medicine
Thursday, June 4, at 11 a.m. CDT
Register at http://bit.ly/2McQokc #veterinarymedicine
June 11 | Cranes, Kafue Lechwe, Communities and Conservation of the Kafue Flats
Rich Beilfuss, President and CEO, Mwape Sichilongo, Southern African Floodplains Regional Manager,
and Griffin Shanungu, Zambia Country Coordinator
June 18 | Cranes and Artists – A Creative Dance
Lizzie Condon, Whooping Crane Outreach Coordinator, and the Leigh Yawkey Woodson Art Museum,
Wausau, Wisconsin
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June 25 | African Crane Trade
Kerryn Morrison, Vice President International – Africa

.............................................................................................................................................................

Upcoming Events:
Editor: The COVID-19 pandemic has turned the world on its head, leading to the cancellation or
postponement of many scheduled events. Therefore, the event information listed below may not be
correct. Before making plans, confirm details with event organizers.
21st Annual Sandhill Crane Festival
Tanana Valley Alaska
Dates: August 21 - August 23, 2020
Location: Creamer’s Field Migratory Waterfowl Refuge, Tanana Valley,
1300 College Road, Fairbanks, Alaska 99701
Celebrate fall migration and Sandhill Cranes at Creamer’s Field! There are events throughout the
weekend, including two guided walks to our bird banding station.
Most events are free of charge. For the complete schedule of events go here:
https://friendsofcreamersfield.org
Yampa Valley Crane Festival (9th annual)
Dates: Thursday, September 3 – Sunday, September 6, 2020
Location: Steamboat Springs and Hayden, Colorado
Greater Sandhill Cranes are an iconic species of the Yampa Valley and Northwest Colorado.
In 2012, the Colorado Crane Conservation Coalition, Inc. sponsored the inaugural Yampa Valley Crane
Festival. Colorado Crane Conservation Coalition is dedicated to the conservation and protection of
Greater Sandhill Cranes in Colorado. The festival seeks to educate the public about cranes and to
emphasize conservation of the special habitat that supports the cranes and the many other species of
birds and wildlife in Northwest Colorado.
This year due to the pandemic, organizers have decided not to hold the festival in its usual form. Instead
many of the festival events will be through a virtual platform and a series of educational videos about
Greater Sandhill Cranes will be offered on the website.
The speakers scheduled for the 2020 festival – Dr. Richard Beilfuss, President and CEO of the
International Crane Foundation, Steve Burrows, award-winning Canadian mystery writer, journalist, and
past recipient of a “Nature Writer of the Year” award from BBC Wildlife, and Arvind Panjabi, avian
conservation scientist for Bird Conservancy of the Rockies – will present at our 2021 festival scheduled
for September 2-5, 2021.
Check back for more information about the virtual festival and educational videos at coloradocranes.org
Princeton Whooping Crane Festival
Dates: September 11-13, 2020
Location: Princeton, Wisconsin
An exciting fun-packed weekend full of festivities along with exploring nature at its finest are all part of the
Whooping Crane Festival. The festival celebrates and supports the ongoing efforts to save the
endangered Whooping crane from extinction.
https://princetonwi.com/whooping-crane-festival/
Greater Yellowstone Crane Festival
Dates: September 14 – September 19, 2020
Location: Driggs, Idaho/Teton Valley
The Festival supports the efforts of the Greater Yellowstone Sandhill Crane Initiative which works to
protect crucial habitat and resources for the largest staging population of Sandhill Cranes in the Greater
Yellowstone and the myriad of iconic species that call the region home.
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The 3rd Annual Crane Festival is coming up and while organizers hope to celebrate in person, that will
depend on CDC and Idaho Rebounds guidelines. Either way, organizers want to celebrate the beauty of
Sandhill Cranes.
For more information go to: www.tetonlandtrust.org
Grand opening of new International Crane Foundation visitor center
ICF visitor center in Baraboo – re-opening has been cancelled due to the COVID-19 virus. Something
may be planned for the end of 2020.
Updates will be posted on the ICF website: https://www.savingcranes.org
International Crane Foundation Member Appreciation Day
Date: October 17, 2020 9:00 a.m. – 5:00 p.m.
Location: International Crane Foundation
E11376 Shady Lane Rd
Baraboo WI 53913
Your membership makes a difference for cranes worldwide, and we want to thank you for your support.
Please join us for this fun-filled day with behind-the-scenes tours, special programs and lectures –
dedicated to you! Updates will be posted on the ICF website: https://www.savingcranes.org
.............................................................................................................................................................

The Eastern Crane Bulletin is issued quarterly (March, June, September and December).
To receive this E-bulletin contact:
Mary W. Yandell, Editor
Kentucky Coalition for Sandhill Cranes
kyc4sandhillcranes.com
kycoalition4sandhillcranes@gmail.com
mtwyandell@gmail.com
Or
Cynthia Routledge
Southeastern Avian Research
Specializing in Winter Hummingbird banding
www.southeasternavianresearch.org
The Tennessee Ornithological Society
www.tnbirds.org
routledges@bellsouth.net
For archived issues of the Eastern Crane Bulletin click here:
http://kyc4sandhillcranes.com/eastern-crane-bulletin/
We never lend or sell our E-bulletin recipient list.
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