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March 2021 

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

  
Diet of wintering AWBP Whooping Cranes  

Editor: Blue crabs are the preferred food of the Aransas-Wood Buffalo population (AWBP) of Whooping 

Cranes while on their Texas wintering grounds at Aransas National Wildlife Refuge (ANWRC) and nearby 
coastal areas. But beginning in the 1950’s, research found that Whoopers don’t live on crab alone. The 
following – excerpted from the cited research – highlights the Whoopers’ wide range of food. 

 
Elizabeth H. Smith, Felipe Chavez-Ramirez, Luz Lumb  
Chapter 13: Winter Habitat Ecology, Use, and Availability for the Aransas-Wood Buffalo Population of Whooping 
Cranes  
In book: WHOOPING CRANES: BIOLOGY AND CONSERVATION Academic Press, 2019, (pp.269-306). 
ISBN 9780128035559, https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-803555-9.00013-X 

 
The periodic wetting and drying of the marsh and pond substrates by tidal flow, coupled with variations  
in water and soil salinities from wet/drought cycles dictates the number of vertebrate and invertebrate 
species tolerant of such extremes. In the 1990’s, Whooping Cranes were documented foraging on a 
variety of estuarine and upland food of up to a dozen species. It is apparent that Whooping Cranes can 
be opportunistic feeders concentrating their feeding strategies based upon food availability within a winter 
season and among years. 
 

Even in the earliest studies, blue crab (Callinectes sapidus) was identified as the most important food 
item, with acorn second and stout razor clam or stout tagelus (Tagelus plebeius) third in importance. Blue 
crabs have been consistently identified as the primary prey choice for overwintering Whooping Cranes, 

Above left: Blue crab (Callinectes sapidus); Above right: Stout razor clam or Stout tagelus (Tagelus plebeius) 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-803555-9.00013-X
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who have been documented as eating as many as 80 blue crabs  
per day. In a multisite study during 1993-95, the major food items 
identified in Whooping Crane fecal samples included blue crab, fruit 
of the Carolina wolfberry, and plicate horn snail (Cerithidea pliculosa), 
with stout razor clam to lesser extent; a total of 17 food items were 
identified, which increased the overall food item list to 26.  
 
Fisheries and environmental data indicate that blue crab abundance 
in the San Antonio Bay system varies year-to-year and is affected by 
temperature, dissolved oxygen and salinity. The crabs have a 
preference for salinities – about 10-25 psu [ocean salinity is generally 
defined as the salt concentration in sea water and is measured in unit 
of PSU – Practical Salinity Unit], and their abundance was reduced 
below and above this range. When salinities increased across all 
salinity gradients within the bay by 10 psu, the probability of capturing 
crabs along the bay margins was greatly reduced. In studies related 
to Whooping Cranes and blue crabs, crab availability and crab size were positively correlated. Crab 
availability is dependent on their presence in shallow, partially isolated coastal ponds, sloughs, and tidal 
creeks with appropriate water conditions and seasonal timing. In a 1950 study by Joel W. Hedgpeth, blue 
crabs were ranked as the dominant invertebrate of salt flats, noting their ability to migrate into the flats 
with incoming tides from adjacent bays. 
 

Carolina wolfberry is also an important 
component in the wintering Whooping Crane 
diet, providing short-term and often abundant 
fruits produced on the native shrub. This 
species is located at the higher elevations of  
the coastal marsh and is often found with 
other high-marsh species such as saltwort or 
turtleweed (Batis maritima) and glasswort 
(Salicornia spp.). Carolina wolfberry leaf in 
the spring and again in early fall prior to 
flowering and fruiting in late fall to early 
winter. The highest proportion of wolfberry 
fruit in the Whooping Crane diet occurs 
during the fruiting period, contributing 21-52% 
of crane energy intake. 
 

The presence of plicate horn snails in fecal samples and from observation of Whooping Cranes indicates 
that they will consume them, but their nutritional benefits are unknown. Cranes may be consuming empty 
shells as a source of grit or providing some micronutrient need, such as calcium supplement. While 
searches for live snails in the mid-1990’s were unsuccessful, they have been located sporadically in the 
high salt marsh and ponds in recent years. 
 
Dwarf surf clams (Mulinia lateralis) were documented 
as being consumed by wintering Whooping Cranes in 
bay habitats. This mollusk is dominant in benthic 
[benthic zone is the ecological region at the lowest level 
of a body of water including the sediment surface and 
some sub-surface layers] communities in Texas 
estuaries, including the San Antonio Bay system 
inhabiting subtidal mud bottoms and seagrass 
meadows. Adult dwarf surf clams have a fairly wide 
salinity tolerance and are typically most abundant in low 
to variable salinities in the San Antonio Bay system. 
 
Razor clams (Tagelus plebeius) have been 
documented as prey of Whooping Cranes in tidal flats, 
preferring stable sediments composed of >2% silt and Dwarf surf clams (Mulinia lateralis) 

Plicate horn snail (Cerithidea pliculosa) 

Carolina wolfberry (Lycium carolinianum) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joel_Hedgpeth
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clay. These substrates support a burrow structure that allows vertical movement by the clams for feeding 
at the surface and fast retreat for protection from potential predators such as Oystercatchers as well as 
Whooping Cranes. 
 
Although Whooping Cranes wintering in and around ANWRC primarily use saltmarsh habitats, their use 
of adjacent upland had been well documented for decades. Cranes often respond immediately following a 
management burn on nearby uplands by exploring alternate food resources on the open landscape. 
Whooping Cranes may also increase their use of uplands during drought periods. In 1952 Robert Porter 
Allen believed their primary focus was feeding on acorns. However, since then detailed evaluations of 
Whooping Crane fecal samples indicated that acorns comprised only a minor proportion of the diet 
regardless of the amount of acorn production in a given year. Orthopteran insect remains were abundant 
in fecal samples which suggests a higher importance as an upland food item. Other prey items such as 
snakes, lizards, and insects are also opportunistically consumed while foraging in burn areas. Additional 
studies are needed to fully understand the use and dietary importance of uplands by AWBP Whooping 
Cranes during the winter. 
 
An evaluation on five main food items was done in 1996. In general, the foods examined could be 
separated into two categories: 1) high energy-low protein provided by wolfberry and acorns, and 2) low 
energy-high protein provided by blue crab and stout razor clam. Size differences (wolfberry fruit 
compared to blue crab) as well as relative search time (plant versus animal) required for acquiring these 
foods, are highly variable. These food items are not equally available throughout the typical winter season 
and may be less available when environmental conditions are suboptimal. Lower food availability may 
affect the timing of spring migration, lower reproductive success, and even contribute to higher mortality, 
But, these hypotheses have not yet been evaluated. 
 
 
............................................................................................................................................................. 

Aransas-Wood Buffalo WHOOPERS 
 
To feed or not to feed overwintering Whooping Cranes? 

Editor: the following are excerpts are from the Friends of the Wild Whoopers website Q&A page, “Ask 
Tom Stehn.” It is his response to a recent question concerning supplemental winter feeding of the 
Aransas-Wood Buffalo population of Whooping Cranes.  
 

…I personally have always felt that supplemental feeding helped Whooping Cranes. 
Whoopers eat corn when available on migration, which identifies agricultural grains as a 
valuable food source. Shortly after the practice of picking up one Whooping Crane egg from 
2-egg nests ended, the pair that first brought 2 chicks to Aransas was the Big Tree pair on 
Lamar that had the closest access to a game feeder. Coincidence? To me, that 
supplemental feed may have put the pair in peak condition going into the breeding season 
and allowed them to successfully raise two chicks. Mortality is high on the very young chicks 
on the nesting grounds, so normally only 1 chick survives. An adult pair that brings a chick to 
the wintering grounds every other year is doing fine. 
 
Back when I worked with Whooping Cranes at Aransas Refuge, I documented the death of 
23 Whooping Cranes during the 2008-09 winter due to a lack of food. Texas was 
experiencing a drought, and blue crabs, the primary winter food source for Whooping 
Cranes, were scarce. I thought it would be worthwhile to try on an experimental basis to 
supplemental feed to try to reduce mortality primarily when food scarcity was occurring. I met 
huge resistance on this idea from the Regional Office (my bosses) of USFWS… 
 
…But there are potential negative aspects of supplemental feeding of Whooping Cranes. Is 
the supplemental food safe, and does the corn in game feeders have only minimal levels of 
aflatoxin?… Does supplemental feeding of Whooping Cranes concentrate the species with 
the potential to spread disease? Does the feed attract Whooping Cranes to habitat where 
they are more vulnerable to predation or collisions with power lines? We don’t have answers 
for these questions.… 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Porter_Allen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Porter_Allen
https://www.friendsofthewildwhoopers.org/ask-tom-stehn/
https://www.friendsofthewildwhoopers.org/ask-tom-stehn/?fbclid=IwAR1aBjuTrWJCGddUd9q8Rv9rHXhd7JUBqPR-yM3eYIX8k1yVBsbmJPWW_vs
https://www.friendsofthewildwhoopers.org/ask-tom-stehn/?fbclid=IwAR1aBjuTrWJCGddUd9q8Rv9rHXhd7JUBqPR-yM3eYIX8k1yVBsbmJPWW_vs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aflatoxin
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To read the full response by Tom Stehn, retired Whooping Crane biologist at Aransas NWR, go here: 
https://www.friendsofthewildwhoopers.org/ask-tom-
stehn/?fbclid=IwAR1aBjuTrWJCGddUd9q8Rv9rHXhd7JUBqPR-yM3eYIX8k1yVBsbmJPWW_vs 

 
To support the crucial habitat work done by Friends of the Wild Whoopers (FOTWW) on behalf of the 
Aransas-Wood Buffalo population of Whooping Cranes please consider becoming a supporter by going 
here: http://friendsofthewildwhoopers.org/support-fotww/   
 
Your support will go a long way in helping the wild Aransas-Wood Buffalo Whooper population become a 
self-sustaining population.   
 
............................................................................................................................................................ 

Eastern Migratory Population of WHOOPERS 
 

Eastern Migratory Population WHCR Update – March 1, 2021 

Below is the most recent update for the Eastern Migratory Population of Whooping Cranes. In the last 
cold month, most birds have stayed put and some have even decided to go further south. Although, we 
had our first sighting of the season of two whooping cranes in Wisconsin, hopefully more will follow. A 
huge thank-you to the staff of the U.S. 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 https://whoopermap.savingcranes.org/ 
 

Population Estimate 
The current estimated population size is 80 (39 F, 38 M, 3 U). 17 of these 80 individuals are wild-hatched 
and the rest are captive-reared. To the best of our knowledge, as of 1 March, there are 2 Whooping 
Cranes in Wisconsin, 7 in Illinois, 34 in Indiana, 14 in Kentucky, 1 in Tennessee, 14 in Alabama, 2 in 
Georgia, and 1 in Florida. There is also one Whooping Crane from the Louisiana Non-Migratory 
Population in Alabama, near EMP Whooping Cranes. The remaining birds’ locations have not been 
confirmed in the last month.  
 

2020 Wild-hatched Cohort 
• W3-20 (F) and parents 11-15 (M) and 42-09 (F) are still in Hopkins Co., Kentucky associating 

with 2-04 (M) and 25-09 (F) and 80-19 (F). 

• W13-20 (M) and parents 38-17 (F) and 63-15 (M) are still in Randolph Co., Illinois. 

• W14-20 (M) and parents 12-03 (F) and 12-05 (M) are still in Knox Co., Indiana. 

• W18-20 (F) and parents 13-02 (M) and 24-08 (F) are still in Madison Co., Alabama. 
 

2019 Cohort 

• W1-19 (F) is still at Goose Pond FWA in Greene Co., Indiana, and has been associating with 
a group of other Whooping Cranes. 

• W14-19 (F) is still in Greene Co., Indiana, with mate 1-17 (M) and a large group of Whooping 
Cranes at Goose Pond FWA. 

• W19-19 (U) is still in Greene Co., Indiana with a large group of Whooping Cranes. 

• 79-19 (F) is still in Greene Co., Indiana, with 74-18 (M) and the large group. 

• 80-19 (F) is still in Hopkins Co., Kentucky, associating with W3-20 family and pair 2-04 (M) 
and 25-09 (F). 

 

2018 Cohort 

• W3-18 (F), W1-18 (F), 74-18 (M), and W10-18 (U) are still in Greene Co., Indiana, in the 
large group at Goose Pond FWA. 

• W5-18 (M) and W1-06 (F) are still associating in the large group at Goose Pond FWA in 
Greene Co., Indiana. 

https://www.friendsofthewildwhoopers.org/ask-tom-stehn/?fbclid=IwAR1aBjuTrWJCGddUd9q8Rv9rHXhd7JUBqPR-yM3eYIX8k1yVBsbmJPWW_vs
https://www.friendsofthewildwhoopers.org/ask-tom-stehn/?fbclid=IwAR1aBjuTrWJCGddUd9q8Rv9rHXhd7JUBqPR-yM3eYIX8k1yVBsbmJPWW_vs
http://friendsofthewildwhoopers.org/support-fotww/
https://www.savingcranes.org/
http://www.bringbackthecranes.org/
https://whoopermap.savingcranes.org/
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• W6-18 (M) and pair 10-11 (M) and 27-14(F) left Lawrence Co., Illinois to go somewhere a bit 
warmer, Lawrence Co., Alabama. Shortly after, they left and stopped in Henderson Co., 
Kentucky and are now back in Lawrence Co., Illinois.  

• 73-18 (F) and 3-04 (M) are still currently in Wayne Co., Illinois. 

• 77-18 (M) is still in Polk Co., Florida. 
 

Mortality, Long-term missing 
None known at the time of this report. 
 
To follow the reintroduced eastern population, go here: https://whoopermap.savingcranes.org/ 
Within map locations is a list of WHCR, click on links to individual cranes for its biographical information. 
 
For biographies of the reintroduced eastern migratory population of Whooping Crane, go here: 
https://www.savingcranes.org/whooping-crane-biographies/ 
 
Data courtesy of Whooping Crane Eastern Partnership (WCEP) 
 
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/ 

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

General News 
 
Alabama:  
 
A taxidermy juvenile Whooping Crane is now on exhibit in the 
wetland diorama of the Rivers & Streams Exhibit at the Cook 
Museum of Natural History in Decatur, Alabama. The museum 
worked in partnership with the International Crane Foundation in 
Baraboo, Wisconsin to receive the donation of the crane specimen. 
Juvenile birds are cinnamon colored and will retain that plumage until 
about one year of age when the bird begins transitioning to the white 
plumage of an adult.  
 
For an introduction by Kara Long, Collections & Gallery Experience 
Manager of the Cook Museum of Natural History, and to see this 
new addition to their exhibits, go here: 
https://www.facebook.com/CookMuseum/videos/401870254217934/ 

 

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

Canada: 
 
Editor: Recent issues of the Eastern Crane Bulletin have covered the struggle Wood Buffalo National 
Park faces as it addresses issues that threaten its prestigious status as a World Heritage Site. UNESCO's 
latest report in 2019 concluded that the park's "outstanding universal value" was at risk partly due to 
climate change, upstream hydroelectric developments and resource extraction.  

WBNP Update: World Heritage Site status  

The UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) committee gave Parks 
Canada a deadline of December 1, 2020 to submit a progress report on its 2019 action plan for 

Right: Recently acquired taxidermy juvenile Whooping Crane now  

on exhibit at the Cook Museum of Natural History, Decatur Alabama 

https://whoopermap.savingcranes.org/
https://www.savingcranes.org/whooping-crane-biographies/
http://www.bringbackthecranes.org/
https://www.savingcranes.org/report-whooping-crane/
https://www.facebook.com/CookMuseum/videos/401870254217934/


 
 Eastern Crane Bulletin – March 2021 

6 

conservation efforts in Wood Buffalo National Park. Although the federal government missed the original 
deadline of December 1, it presented that report on December 21, 2020. The progress report will be used 
to determine whether or not the park is at risk of losing its designation as a World Heritage Site.  
 
The original action plan from 2019 included 142 "actions" that the federal government pledged to 
complete. On its website, Parks Canada lists a series of projects it has started in Wood Buffalo National 
Park since the action plan was released in 2019. 
 
Wood Buffalo National Park covers almost 45,000 square kilometers of land in northeast Alberta and the 
southern Northwest Territories (N.W.T.). Eleven Indigenous groups on both sides of the N.W.T.– Alberta 
border, including the Mikisew Cree First Nation, rely on the water and wildlife for their people's well-being 
and are working with Parks Canada on the survival of the park. The park is also important from an 
ecological point of view: it's home to one of the world's largest freshwater deltas, the continent's biggest 
population of wild bison and is the world's only breeding ground for the endangered Whooping Crane. 
 
According to Jonathan Wilkinson, Canada’s federal minister of Environment and Climate Change,  
the Canada federal government has pledged, in addition to the $27.5 million announced in 2018 for the 
project, an additional $59.9 million that will help complete the remaining actions. It is to be spent over 
three years and will “essentially continue the work with Indigenous communities, with the province and 
territory to ensure that we're taking action to conserve and to protect Wood Buffalo National Park." He 
said more than half of the commitments laid out in the 2019 action plan were already completed or 
underway; the new money will help complete the rest. Laurie Wein, Parks Canada project manager for 
Wood Buffalo, called the park "a complex conservation challenge." 
 
Canada's conservation progress will be evaluated by UNESCO's world heritage committee at their next 
meeting in Fuzhou, China in summer 2021. 
 
To read more, and for a downloadable PDF of the 2019 Wood Buffalo National Park World Heritage Site 
Action Plan, go here: https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/nt/woodbuffalo/info/action 
 

A Whooping Crane family unit on its breeding grounds in Wood Buffalo National Park. Both adults appear to be banded. 

Photo by Jane Peterson/ Parks Canada/Wood Buffalo National Park 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/missed-unesco-deadline-wood-buffalo-1.5841504#:~:text=UNESCO%20(United%20Nations%20Educational%2C%20Scientific,as%20a%20World%20Heritage%20Site.
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/missed-unesco-deadline-wood-buffalo-1.5841504#:~:text=UNESCO%20(United%20Nations%20Educational%2C%20Scientific,as%20a%20World%20Heritage%20Site.
https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/nt/woodbuffalo/info/action
https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/nt/woodbuffalo/info
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/256/
https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/nt/woodbuffalo/info/action
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...........................................................................................................................................................................................  

Louisiana: 
 
Colts check out the neighborhood 

Eva Szyszkoski is a wildlife technician for the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries with the 
primary role of overseeing the Louisiana Whooping Cranes. During the spring Eva is out looking for 
chicks that have hatched. She checks on the parents and ensures the young of the year are being taken 
care of. The 2020 breeding season resulted in 3 wild-hatched Whooping Cranes chicks successfully 
fledging. 
 
For a video featuring Eva Szyszkoski and the Whooping Crane family with its two tiny “colts,” go here:  
https://youtu.be/BqOyaHdTal0 

 
 

From recent posts by Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries - Whooping Cranes 
(8 February 2021) Nesting season has begun! Female L3-11 and male L1-13 were found on a nest 
in Allen Parish during a tracking flight on 8 February. Other pairs will likely be following soon! 
 
(2 February 2021) Today we want to recognize and wish everyone a happy World Wetlands Day! 
Here in Louisiana cranes live and breed in both the natural marshes and the rice and crawfish fields 
which are often referred to as “working wetlands.” While Whooping Cranes and wetlands go hand in 
hand, wetlands are also critically important for so many other species – including us! 
 
(29 December 2020) Although later this year than last year, female L4-17 has returned to 
the Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge Complex for the third winter, joining thousands of Sandhill 
Cranes and several Whooping Cranes from the EMP [Eastern Migratory Population]. 

 
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. 
The reintroduction program began in 2011. Currently, there are 76 Whooping Cranes in the population. 
The goal of the Louisiana project is to establish a self-sustaining, non-migratory Whooping Crane 
population, estimated to require approximately 120 individuals and 30 productive pairs.  

https://youtu.be/BqOyaHdTal0
https://www.facebook.com/lawhoopingcranes/
https://www.facebook.com/WheelerNWRComplex/?__xts__%5B0%5D=68.ARBPpUaPfjytExd8FrOgy3iZtMiP-5LOtb7lgufHQSaC5Kg4UV7MQuDqVasSXT35SJsQhEw7_hooIXthQgQbDw6Ij86TzYGVmdjcKTWsNMzLmG5bBKSFNBDaStgp9Cxp2rBGMLDRK_ZkKeB-spn6f6nY9PY2pdKHltcgSkNrc961jefe5Ff_XK2osVGfekA-8r9bsmc7v1k1wQRPl5ibkAm2vbRnSD1IrHHQ2G5Oq46rCFSo271q43AkjkW7HyVnzZX0u3RrPdp_LQS-ewza9crC75QPGvZEI6bq5CtccDMS5dCECSUApw
https://www.facebook.com/lawhoopingcranes/?hc_ref=ARQRDIjljAfTk8qD_4Q-ZYseit5Yn1QbwSmIYdWau5Lw9S10xOufalnR-pJKlR7OwvU&fref=nf&__tn__=kC-R
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Help LDWF by reporting all Whooping Crane sightings and violations 

If you are lucky enough to see a Whooping Crane, please do not approach it, even in a vehicle, to avoid 
habituating the birds to human activity. If you share the sighting on social media, bird listservs, or other 
public sites, please do not share location information more specific than county or parish level. 
https://www.wlf.louisiana.gov/page/report-a-whooping-crane-sighting-or-violation 

 
If you see a Whooping Crane elsewhere in the eastern United States (besides Louisiana), please report 
it here; https://www.savingcranes.org/report-whooping-crane/  
If you see a Whooping Crane in the western United States, please report it here; 
https://whoopingcrane.com/report-a-sighting/ 
Note: Whooping Cranes in the Louisiana population have been known to travel into surrounding states. 
 
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/ 
 

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

Nebraska: 
 
Extreme times mean extreme measures for species conservation  

Sandhill Cranes begin arriving in central Nebraska in late February. A million or more will pass through 
the area during the span of a month with most, if not all, stopping along the Platte River to rest and refuel 
before completing their migration. What many don’t realize or appreciate is the amount of work that goes 
into maintaining the habitat so that cranes continue to stop there as they have for hundreds of years.  
 
The outstanding, although considered controversial by some, conservation work done by The Crane Trust 
on behalf of the Sandhill Cranes is highlighted in the film The Nature Makers. “Director Scott Saunders 
has done a remarkable job of capturing the beauty and majesty of the cranes,” Crane Trust Chief 
Executive Officer Chuck Cooper said.  “He also explains the extraordinary means we go to all year long to 
maintain the habitat that makes the migration possible.”   
 
Habitat fragmentation from urban sprawl and industrial agriculture presents one of the greatest threats to 
the Sandhill Crane migration and the film depicts how the Crane Trust replicates many of the functions 
nature once performed to preserve that habitat. One such technique employed is use of tractors to disc 
the Platte, as well as other heavy equipment to remove trees from the prairie along the river. Cooper said 
it’s necessary to protect habitat for Whooping Cranes, Sandhill Cranes and other migratory birds.  
 
The Nature Makers follows three teams of conservation biologists going to extraordinary lengths in the 
hopes of saving several threatened species and their habitat in the central U.S. Traditionally, 
conservation has been a practice where land is set aside for both human recreation while also preserving 
key habitat needed by wildlife to thrive. But in the 21st Century, conservation has begun to require active, 
unconventional, and even aggressive interventions in natural systems. To save each species, these 
teams employ techniques that at first glance seem anything but environmentally friendly. As one biologist 
says in the film, “This is extreme conservation.” Time will tell.  
 
To watch “The Nature Makers” trailer, go here: https://vimeo.com/382141229 OR, go here: 
https://vimeo.com/290402860 
 

https://www.wlf.louisiana.gov/page/report-a-whooping-crane-sighting-or-violation
https://www.savingcranes.org/report-whooping-crane/
https://www.savingcranes.org/report-whooping-crane/
http://whoopingcrane.com/report-a-sighting/
https://whoopingcrane.com/report-a-sighting/
https://www.facebook.com/lawhoopingcranes/
https://thenaturemakers.com/
https://thenaturemakers.com/
https://vimeo.com/382141229
https://vimeo.com/290402860
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UV-A lights installed to minimize overnight power line collisions  

The Iain Nicolson Audubon Center at Rowe Sanctuary, southwest of Gibbon, has partnered with EDM 
International Inc. (a power utility and environmental services company) and scientists from the Crane 
Trust on the installation and monitoring of EDM’s Avian Collison Avoidance Systems (ACAS) on two large 
power lines that cross the main channel of the Platte River on the sanctuary – one west of the Iain 
Nicolson Audubon Center and one to the east. These near-ultraviolet light devices could help prevent 

hundreds of Sandhill Cranes and 
endangered Whooping Cranes from 
striking the lines as they fly to and from 
overnight river roosts.   
 
ACAS technology involves two light 
boxes on a power pole crossarm, 
powered by solar panels lower on the 
pole. The boxes emit UV-A light down 
the power lines, making them more 
visible to the cranes. 
 

Technology developer James Dwyer of EDM 

International Inc. in Fort Collins, Colorado, 

holds one of the UV lights to be installed for two 

power lines crossing the Platte at Rowe 

Sanctuary. Photo by Lori Potter, Kearney Hub 

Roosting Sandhill Cranes against a backdrop of rime-ice covered trees. Photo courtesy of The Crane Trust 

https://edmlink.com/
https://edmlink.com/
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Bill Taddicken, Director of Rowe Sanctuary said previous measures have proved to be about 50% 
effective. That includes “fireflies,” the 3-inch-by-5-inch white cards with neon orange and yellow squares 
in the center that are clipped to power lines around Rowe Sanctuary. 
 
Two years ago, there was a prototype test of the UV light system at Rowe that showed an effective rate of 
90% or higher, Taddicken said, so the new system on the two power lines will be monitored this migration 
season to see if that earlier outcome can be confirmed. (See June 2019 issue of the Eastern Crane 
Bulletin, “UV light may help stop fatal night powerline collisions,” p.12 and p. 22) 
 
Study participants will include Rowe Sanctuary and Crane Trust staff members, as well as volunteers.  
Participants equipped with night vision optics will go out about an hour before sundown until 1 a.m. to 
watch the power lines. According to Taddicken participants will watch for any collisions and how far away 
cranes were from the power lines when they flare to prepare to land. “They’ll be documenting all different 
aspects of behavior around the power line.”  He added that the plan is to write a paper with the results. 
 
Taddicken said the cost is $15,000-$17,000 per 
device, with the funds coming from a partnership 
of Rowe Sanctuary donors, the Dawson Public 
Power District, and the Nebraska Game and 
Parks Commission. 
 
 

A UV-A light box attached to a power line pole crossbeam at 

Audubon’s Rowe Sanctuary southwest of Gibbon. It’s part of 

a bird collision avoidance system. Light emitted down a 

power line crossing the Platte River’s main channel will 

make it more visible to Sandhill Cranes and other birds. 

Photo by Lori Potter, Kearney Hub 

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

Texas: 
 
Whooping Crane survey canceled due to pandemic 

A longstanding survey of the Aransas-Wood Buffalo National Park population of Whooping Cranes 
wintering in Texas has been canceled because of COVID-19 health concerns, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service announced 2 February 2021. “Due to the close exposure this survey requires and the fact that 
our pilots and observers often travel in for this effort from different parts of the country, we decided to 
forgo the aerial survey this winter with COVID-19 cases currently spiking,” said Wade Harrell, USFWS 
Whooping Crane recovery coordinator, in a news release. “Fortunately, missing one survey year out of 
many will not significantly affect our ability to monitor long-term population trends while maintaining the 
health and safety of our staff.” 
 
The North American population migrates each fall from their breeding grounds in Wood Buffalo National 
Park in Canada to winter in Texas at the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge and the surrounding areas. 
Federal biologists have conducted aerial surveys of Whooping Cranes on and around their wintering 
grounds at Aransas National Wildlife Refuge since the 1950s. The surveys provide insight into the long-
term population trends of the endangered species that was once on the brink of extinction. All of the 
Whooping Cranes alive today, including wild and captive, are descendants of the last remaining 15 
cranes that were wintering at the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge in 1941. 
 
For the last three years, aerial winter surveys show that the wild Aransas-Wood Buffalo population of 
Whooping Cranes is stable at just over 500 birds. The surveys have also shown that Whooping Cranes 
are expanding their wintering range outside of the primary survey area at Aransas National Wildlife 
Refuge. Harrell says the cranes’ territory expansion is a natural response to the population’s need for 
additional habitat. Depending on the availability of food resources, each pair of Whooping Cranes needs 
300 acres of habitat to spend the winter and raise their young. 

https://kyc4sandhillcranes.files.wordpress.com/2019/06/eastern-crane-bulletin_june-2019.pdf
https://kyc4sandhillcranes.files.wordpress.com/2019/06/eastern-crane-bulletin_june-2019.pdf
https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/nt/woodbuffalo
https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/nt/woodbuffalo
https://www.fws.gov/refuge/aransas
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“Most of the expansion occurs in areas of high-quality habitat that are adjacent to areas that Whoopers 
already use.” Holiday Beach, for instance, is adjacent to the Tatton Unit of the Aransas Refuge, he said. 
But in some cases, biologists have seen the birds expand to new habitats that are farther away from 
existing, occupied sites.  During the past few years, for example, a few Whooper groups have taken 
refuge in rice agriculture areas in Wharton and Colorado counties (west and southwest of Houston). 
 
Biologists plan to resume the aerial survey in January 2022 and are continuing to mark Whooping  
Cranes with telemetry tracking devices as part of an ongoing joint research project between the U.S.  
and Canada. 

Whooping Cranes on the Texas Coast – An Important Key to Their Recovery  

This “From the Field Series” webinar – produced by the International Crane Foundation (ICF) – features 
the International Crane Foundation Director of North America Programs, Liz Smith, and Land and Water 
Conservation Director, Terry Turney. Aired on 11 December 2020. 
To watch this highly informative webinar, go here: https://youtu.be/SgxK4uOBhuA 

 
The International Crane Foundation has been conducting education and outreach activities in 
coastal Texas for almost 20 years. These activities increase public awareness and promote 
advocacy for the endangered Whooping Crane and the coastal habitats they need to survive. 
ICF is committed to continuing this role until the Whooping Crane species is fully recovered.  
 
In 2011, ICF established a Texas Program office and hired a full-time employee, Dr. Liz Smith, 
to develop habitat conservation and restoration initiatives and achieve its program goals. In 
2017, the program garnered multi-year funding to increase the program staff, increasing its 
ability to bring science-based information into conservation planning for Whooping Crane 
recovery. In September, Mr. Terry Turney joined the Texas team as Director of Land and  
Water Conservation.  

An adult Whooping Crane and its colt stand alert to a passing barge while foraging on Blackjack Peninsula at the Aransas 

National Wildlife Refuge. Blackjack Peninsula is one of five areas federally designated as critical habitat for the endangered 

Whooping Cranes. Photo by the Victoria Advocate 

https://youtu.be/SgxK4uOBhuA
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As the next phase of the ICF Texas Program Strategic Plan, the program will encompass a 
project area from Corpus Christi Bay System to Sabine Lake Bay System, which includes 18 
counties (12,707 sq. mi.). Five counties encompass the current winter home for the Aransas-
Wood Buffalo Population of Whooping Cranes in and around the Aransas National Wildlife 
Refuge. This year ICF begins work in the additional 13 counties as future expansion of the 
winter range as the population increases.  
 
The International Crane Foundation plays a unique and important role in leading conservation 
efforts for endangered Whooping Cranes on private lands owned and managed by heritage 
ranching and farming families. ICF is introducing landowners to diverse opportunities provided 
by a variety of partner programs to offset the cost of maintaining these working landscapes, 
including conservation easement purchases, wetland/grassland restoration, improved water 
availability, ecotourism and carbon exchange programs.  
 
To mitigate for future anticipated sea-level rise, ICF aims to conserve 125,000 acres of coastal 
marsh and 375,000 acres of coastal prairie, now and in the future. These protections will ensure 
the recovery of the Whooping Crane, as well as help, maintain the traditional livelihoods of an 
agricultural community. 

 
For more information, and to register for upcoming International Crane Foundation, “From the Field” 
webinar series; go here:  https://www.savingcranes.org/from-field-webinar-series/ 

 

San Antonio Zoo resident Whoopers dance to spring 

Check out Whooping Cranes, Madison and Patty, as they perform their amazing courtship dance in their 
exhibition area. Spring is in the air! 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CLiGcbdJJRs/ 
 
 
............................................................................................................................................................. 

Habitat Matters! 

Alabama: 
 
Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge is a “hot spot” for birders 

Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge was recently highlighted in Birdwatching Magazine by Brian “Fox” Ellis 
as a birding “hot spot.” The 35,000-acre refuge runs for 20 miles along both sides of the Tennessee River 
through northern Alabama and is great for waterfowl and Whooping Cranes in winter and migratory birds 

Whooping Crane #1-11 (male) of the reintroduced Eastern Migratory Population of Whooping Cranes, forages with 

Sandhill Cranes at Wheeler NWR. Photo courtesy of Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge 

https://www.savingcranes.org/from-field-webinar-series/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CLiGcbdJJRs/
https://www.birdwatchingdaily.com/hotspots/307-wheeler-national-wildlife-refuge-decatur-alabama/
https://www.birdwatchingdaily.com/author/brian-fox-ellis/
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in spring and fall. The refuge was established as wintering grounds for migratory waterfowl in 1938. In 
2004, Whooping Cranes from the reintroduced Eastern Migratory Population began stopping there to 
over-winter, making the refuge the best place in the eastern United States to see these rare and beautiful 
birds (from within 200 feet in a heated viewing blind!). The cranes are usually present from December into 
March. The popular “Festival of the Cranes” takes place each January at the refuge. 

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

California: 
 
Climate change buffers for migratory water birds 

Between the 1780’s and the 1980’s agricultural and urban development claimed 91 percent of California’s 
historic wetlands. The 2010 California Natural Resources Agency’s report “State of the State’s Wetlands" 
shows how collaborative efforts by state agencies, public and private partnerships, and the federal 
government to protect, restore, and monitor California’s diverse wetland and riparian areas led to 
substantial increases in protected wetland acreage, primarily in San Francisco Bay, along California’s 
south coast, in the Central Valley, and in the Sierra.  
 
With most historic wetlands now on private agricultural land, conservation groups are partnering with 
farmers to develop wildlife-friendly practices. Growing rice helps reduce carbon emissions and protect the 
soil.  In the Sacramento Valley, which produces 95 percent of California’s rice, farmers started flooding 
their fields to decompose postharvest stubble in the 1990s, after the state restricted traditional straw 
burndowns to protect air quality. Inundating fallow fields mimics the way rivers breached their banks 150 
years ago, before there were thousands of miles of levees and Sierra Nevada snowmelt was funneled 
through a vast network of aqueducts and canals to farmers and more than 27 million Californians. Greater 
Sandhill Cranes (listed as threatened in California), and Lesser Sandhills (a species of special concern) 
soon took to the flooded fields as if they were wetlands, speeding stubble decomposition in the process.   
 
However, when California experienced a historic drought and two of the hottest years on record between 
2011 and 2015 there was a severe water shortage resulting in no winter water for refuges – securing 
water for rice decomposition was a struggle, if not impossible. 
 

The warming climate has produced 
the major challenge of having 
enough flooded landscape at the 
right time of year to prove 
beneficial for the migrating cranes 
and other water birds. According to 
Greg Golet, a Nature Conservancy 
senior ecologist, drier winters can 
lead to water shortfalls in the early 
fall and late spring, when it is 
crucial for shorebirds that need to 
rest and replenish energy reserves 
exhausted on long-distance flights 
between Alaska and Patagonia.  
 
 

Compounding the effects of drier winters is that of cropland conversion. There is increasing habitat loss 
due to farmers switching to permanent crops such as wine grapes, olives and almonds – the most rapidly 
expanding crops in the Delta. While field crops allowed some flexibility from year to year dependent on 
weather variability, in the case of permanent crops if there is a drought, trees get water before the birds 
do. This expansion of crops incompatible with cranes in the Delta is a major concern for Gary Ivey, a 
researcher with the International Crane Foundation. “A lot of the favorite crane spots are lost already,” he 
said. “That’s an alarming trend.” 
 

Staten Island at dawn. Photo by Rich Turner 

https://resources.ca.gov/CNRALegacyFiles/docs/SOSW_report_with_cover_memo_10182010.pdf
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That’s why conservation scientists like Matt Reiter, an ecologist with the conservation science nonprofit 
Point Blue, keep running different scenarios of land use changes, sea level rise, subsidence and levee 
failure to predict what the birds will need. They’re trying to find “no regrets” solutions that keep farmers in 
business without harming birds. “We need to figure out where we can start developing new roost sites on 
the periphery of the Delta that may be less likely to be impacted by these large climate drivers.”  
 
To read more at Inside Climate News, “California Farmers Work to Create a Climate Change Buffer for 
Migratory Water Birds,” go here: 
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/04122020/california-staten-island-sandhill-cranes-water-birds-
agriculture 

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

Nebraska: 
 
Addition of 84 acres along Platte River expands conservation lands 

The Rowe Sanctuary in Gibbon is expanding its Platte River property by more than 80 acres through a 
purchase of adjoining farmland. The purchase was made possible by the Caruthers Family Foundation 
based in Colorado. "They've been friends of Rowe for a long time. And their concern for land is one of the 
things that they're concerned for, especially land for cranes," Director Bill Taddicken said. 
 
The process of converting the land from row crop production back into native grassland is scheduled to 
begin in approximately a year. Rowe Sanctuary will spend much of next year raising funds to buy a 
diverse native seed mix for the plot – one acre can cost upwards of $300 to plant. After a good snowfall 
next winter, the blend will be distributed across the 84 acres. Planting while there's snow on the ground 
makes it easier for seeds to lodge into the earth: as the ice melts, mud forms, securing the grasses while 
they take root. The entire conversion process will take about four to six years. 
 
Whooping Cranes are omnivorous feeders that forage on many items including mollusks, crustaceans, 
minnows, reptiles, amphibians, invertebrates, small mammals, small birds, berries, live oak, 
agricultural grains, and plant tubers located in wetlands, grasslands, and agricultural fields. 
 

“World Wetlands Day” highlights Crane Trust preservation efforts 

The Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, also known as the Ramsar Convention or 
the Convention on Wetlands, is an intergovernmental treaty that provides the framework for national 
action and international cooperation for the conservation and wise use of wetlands and their resources. It 
was adopted in Ramsar 50 years ago, on 2 February 1971. The date is now celebrated globally as World 
Wetlands Day. Work done by the Crane Trust towards preservation of its wet meadow ecosystem is 
recognized on this day. 
 
While today visitors can see Sandhills foraging in area cornfields in the vicinity of the Rowe Sanctuary, 
historically the species found most of its food in wet meadows along the Platte River – much of the 
cranes’ natural diet consists of proteins provided by crustaceans, worms and snakes. Since 1978, the 
Crane Trust has worked to preserve meadows, prairie and habitat crucial for the well-being of Whooping 
Cranes, Sandhill Cranes and additional species. The trust owns or manages approximately 10,000 acres 
including Mormon and Shoemaker Islands which total about 5,000 acres and constitute the largest 
contiguous expanse of wet meadow and lowland tallgrass prairie in the central Platte River Valley.  
Invasive weeds and overgrowth are cleared by the Trust through controlled burns, conservation grazing 
and other methods. 

 
Whether it is called a marsh, swamp, vlei, bog, seep, fen or pan, mangroves, mires, swamps, deltas, or 
billabongs, a wetland is a unique ecosystem – an area of land saturated with water, either permanently or 
seasonally. It is usually home to many species of plants and animals.   
 
Wetlands trap sediments and remove pollutants that help to purify water; working like giant sponges by 
storing water and then slowly releasing it, which helps during dry seasons with little rainfall. During floods, 

https://insideclimatenews.org/news/04122020/california-staten-island-sandhill-cranes-water-birds-agriculture
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/04122020/california-staten-island-sandhill-cranes-water-birds-agriculture
https://rowe.audubon.org/
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wetlands can store the excess water, slowing it down so that it distributes more evenly over a floodplain – 
the roots of trees and other vegetation also help slow the speed of flood waters. Wetlands allow water to 
soak into the ground, and to replenish the natural ground-water supply. They help to control erosion by 
trapping sediments. The calm, shallow waters of wetlands are used as a nursery to provide shelter for fish 
larvae and fish fry (juveniles).  There is a high level of biodiversity in wetland habitats as the areas 
provide food and shelter for many animals.  
 
Wetlands continue to disappear at an alarming rate and are considered one of the most threatened 
ecosystems in the world. Across the U.S. and Canada, the vast majority of wetlands – about 85 percent –
have been destroyed in the name of agricultural expansion. Other major factors include road building, 
residential development, and the building of large facilities like shopping malls, factories, airports and, 
ironically, reservoirs.  According to data from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service the U.S. loses 
approximately 50,000 wetland acres per year. 
 

Ohio: 
 

Support Sandhill Cranes and other wetland species 

Thanks to the monitoring and conservation work by the Ohio Department of Natural Resources (ODNR) 
Division of Wildlife and partnering organizations, cranes can be sighted at Ohio’s wetlands and are once 
again breeding in the state.  
 
In 1987, the first pair of Sandhill Cranes were documented breeding in Ohio after they were extirpated 
from the Buckeye State due to loss of habitat and unregulated hunting. In 2020, biologists estimated 58 
breeding pairs and confirmed 25, producing upwards of 28 offspring. The slowly expanding breeding 
population indicates the success of ongoing conservation work, but Sandhills are still listed as a 
threatened species in Ohio.  
 
During migration and the winter months Sandhills often feed during the day in agricultural fields, returning 
to wetlands to roost at night. They breed in large, wet meadows or shallow marshes during the summer.  
Killbuck Marsh (Wayne County), Funk Bottoms (Wayne County), Killdeer Plains (Wyandot County), 
Magee Marsh (Ottawa County), and Mosquito Creek (Trumbull County) wildlife areas are great locations 
to observe these cranes. 
 
Sandhill Cranes are dependent on high-quality wetland habitat throughout the year, so conserving this 
space is key to ensuring their continued success in the state. The H2Ohio program is one way that crucial 
wetland habitats are being created, restored, and protected. Wetlands are important for filtering water, 
absorbing pollutants, managing flooding, and supporting wildlife. 
 
To learn one way to be part of securing the future of cranes and wetlands in Ohio, go here: 
https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-
ODNR/news/Support-Sandhill-Cranes-and-Other-Species-with-Income-Tax-Donation 
 
 

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

ENVIRONMENTAL impact issues:  

Nebraska: 
 
Nebraska's wildlife already feeling the heat from climate change 

Bird migration patterns are changing, invasive species are pushing out native plants and crucial habitat 
required to support wildlife and a healthy biodiversity is quickly disappearing.  When an ecosystem 
changes, the losses tend to cascade. Nebraska, which currently boasts tallgrass prairies, Ponderosa 
pines, Mountain Lions, Salt Creek tiger beetles, and Sandhill Cranes, may be unalterably changed in just 
a couple of generations by the stresses associated with climate change, according to wildlife biologists. 

https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/land-water/lake-erie-watershed/h2ohio
https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-ODNR/news/Support-Sandhill-Cranes-and-Other-Species-with-Income-Tax-Donation
https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-ODNR/news/Support-Sandhill-Cranes-and-Other-Species-with-Income-Tax-Donation
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“Climate changes at a rate that animals cannot evolve to or adapt to, because it’s happening so fast,” said 
Dennis Ferraro, a University of Nebraska-Lincoln conservation biologist and herpetologist. “They are 
resilient, but it’s only so much resilience they can have.” 
 
A University Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) study released in June 2019 said that ecosystems in the Great 
Plains have moved hundreds of miles north in the past half-century, a consequence of climate change, 
land development and other human-related factors.  Whooping Cranes migrate about 20 days earlier 
since the early 1940s, said Joel Jorgensen with Game and Parks. Jorgensen said the cranes are tough 
birds that may be able to adapt, but other bird species are likely to disappear from the state. 
 
The Fourth National Climate Assessment – the National Climate Assessment (NCA) assesses the 
science of climate change and variability and its impacts across the United States, now and throughout 
this century. Written in collaboration by 13 federal agencies, the report predicts that warming 
temperatures and longer, more frequent droughts will reduce wetland density in the Prairie Pothole 
Region, which includes north-central Nebraska, by as much as 25% by 2050.  Nine of Nebraska’s 12 
federally endangered and threatened species use wetland areas, as do 19 of Nebraska’s 27 state-listed 
endangered and threatened species. Some familiar species include the River Otter, Bald Eagle and 
Massasauga Rattlesnake. 
 
According to the USFWS 2016 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation,  
Nebraska’s economy benefited from expenditures from Wildlife viewing ($722 million); hunting ($800 
million); and fishing ($300 million). The climate domino effect will adversely impact all these areas. 
To read the USFWS 2016 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation, go 
here: https://www.fws.gov/wsfrprograms/subpages/nationalsurvey/nat_survey2016.pdf 
 
To learn more of the Fourth National Climate Assessment, NCA4, Vol. II, (Volume II: Impacts, Risks, and 
Adaptation in the United States), go to the following links: 
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov or here: 
https://www.noaa.gov/news/new-federal-climate-assessment-for-us-released 

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

Texas: 
 
Texas Water Code violation halts construction on Steel Dynamics  
wastewater facility  

The Aransas Project an environmental watchdog group founded in 2011 by Jim Blackburn (after filing a 
lawsuit against the state over the deaths of 23 endangered Whooping Cranes), filed a written complaint 
with Texas environmental regulators to stop construction of the Steel Dynamics wastewater treatment 
facility.  After an investigation, the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality (TCEQ) halted 
construction of the $1.9 billion steel plant in Sinton when Steel Dynamics was cited in violation of the 
Texas Water Code for beginning construction on its wastewater treatment facility without the required 
permit to do that work.  
 
Blackburn considers the cranes under threat again by this plant and the steel mill’s wastewater treatment 
facility’s discharge of heavy metals such as copper and lead into nearby Chiltipin Creek, a beautiful 
estuary whose habitat supports shrimp and blue crabs – a dietary staple for the wintering Whooping 
Cranes. That body of water then leads to Copano Bay. "These metals are dangerous, and copper is 
highly toxic to marine life," Blackburn said. 
 
Barry Schneider, senior vice president of the flat roll steel group for Steel Dynamics said the company is 
going to follow federal and state regulations and would never put anything into the environment that 
would harm animals like the blue crab and the Whooping Crane. "Our process is designed to clean it up, 
to make sure there’s nothing in that water that doesn’t belong there that wasn’t there to begin with," 
Schneider said. "And then making sure that as that is submitted back to either waste treatment plant in 
Sinton or to the ditch that it is monitored [what is this “ditch?] and it’s exactly what we say it’s going to be 
and we support that." 

https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/
https://www.fws.gov/wsfrprograms/subpages/nationalsurvey/nat_survey2016.pdf
https://www.fws.gov/wsfrprograms/subpages/nationalsurvey/nat_survey2016.pdf
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/
https://www.noaa.gov/news/new-federal-climate-assessment-for-us-released
https://www.jimblackburninfo.com/the-aransas-project.html
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............................................................................................................................................................. 

Science News: 

Editor: The following are abstracts from the 15th North American Crane Workshop (North American 

Crane Working Group); 8-11 January 2020, Lubbock Texas. 
http://www.nacwg.org/workshop15_program.pdf 
 
 

Color-band Identification System of the Reintroduced Eastern Migratory 
Whooping Crane Population  

RICHARD P. URBANEK,1,2 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,3 Necedah National Wildlife Refuge, N11385 
Headquarters Road, Necedah, WI 54646, USA  
 

Abstract: A reintroduction of whooping cranes (Grus americana) migrating between Wisconsin and the 
southeastern U.S. was initiated in 2001. A color-band system to uniquely identify individuals was 
necessary for monitoring and evaluation of that population. The system provided 336 individual 
unduplicated color combinations consisting of 3 base and 1 additional colors on plastic bands. The band 
combination on 1 leg carried a VHF transmitter and provided additional information on hatch year. Bands 
on the other leg were either small bands that were part of a permanent code or they were temporary and 
supported a remotely monitored (satellite or cellular) transmitter. Through 2017 the system has fully 
accommodated the identification and tracking requirements needed for the reintroduction and could 
continue to be used for a consistent method of identification in the future.  
 
PROCEEDINGS OF THE NORTH AMERICAN CRANE WORKSHOP 14:101-109  
For a full-text PDF of the article, go here: 
http://www.nacwg.org/publications/cranes_sandhill_whooping_2018-10.pdf 

 

 

 

Figure 1. (Above left) Components of color band identification system used on reintroduced whooping cranes in the 

Eastern Migratory Population. The transmitter manufacturer mounted the transmitter unit on the base plate. The 

bands were cemented closed and the transmitter (mounted on the base plate) was cemented onto long bands during 
banding in the field. Color bands and base plates were fabricated by the author, Richard P. Urbanek.  

 

Figure 2. (Above right) Whooping crane identified by color-coded long bands used for transmitter attachment in the 
reintroduced Eastern Migratory Population. The left leg has red over white (R/W) long bands with attached VHF 

transmitter. The right leg has white over green (W/G) long bands with attached remote transmitter, in this case a  

PTT (platform transmitting terminal). Photo by Sara Zimorski.  

 

 

http://www.nacwg.org/workshop15_program.pdf
http://www.nacwg.org/publications/cranes_sandhill_whooping_2018-10.pdf
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Impacts to Integument from Leg Band-mounted Telemetry Devices in 
Whooping Cranes  

Barry K. Hartup1,2, Julia S. Lankton3, Grayson A. Doss2  
1International Crane Foundation, Baraboo, WI, USA. 2University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI, USA. 3USGS National 
Wildlife Health Center, Madison, WI, USA  

 
Abstract: We used standardized postmortems of suitable carcasses to assess pathological effects of leg 
band-mounted telemetry tags on whooping cranes (Grus americana). Our dataset included gross and 
histopathological assessment of leg skin from 20 Eastern Migratory Population cranes from 2014 to 2017. 
All cranes carried a leg band-mounted radio tag; 7 carried an additional PTT or GSM tag on the opposite 
limb. Gross lesions, typically flattened or depigmented areas with or without cutaneous ulceration or 
scabs, varied in surface dimension from 2 mm to >1 cm in diameter, and were described in 14 of 20 
(70%) cranes. Of cases with histopathological assessments, 13 of 14 (93%) cranes were described with 
hyperkeratosis, epidermal hyperplasia, epidermal ulceration with intralesional bacteria, and dermatitis. 
We scored the severity of both gross and histopathological lesions in each leg in order to yield a 
maximum severity score from each crane. The distribution of severity scores ranged from none/normal (n 
= 3, 15%), mild (n = 4, 20%), moderate (n = 9, 45%), to severe (n = 4, 20%). The maximum severity score 
for the cranes was associated with a radio tag in 15 of 20 cases (75%), a PTT or GSM tag in 2 of 7 cases 
(28%), and a color band set in 3 of 13 cases (23%). The risk ratio of a maximum severity score 
associated with a radio tag versus bands alone was 3.25 (Fisher exact 1-tail P < 0.01) and versus a 
PTT/GSM tag was 2.62 (P < 0.05). The health and welfare risk from leg-band mounted telemetry devices 
may be greater than previously believed.  
 

Effects and Effectiveness of Telemetry and Marking of Cranes for Research, 
Monitoring, and Public Relations  

Anne E. Lacy  
International Crane Foundation, Baraboo, WI, USA  

 
In December 2018 a preliminary information gathering session was held at the European Crane Working 
Group meeting; the issue at hand was the physical harm that can result from some marking of cranes. 
The ethics of crane marking was passionately discussed; at the one end of the continuum was that the 
value of the information obtained from far outweighed the few cranes that were injured or died as a result. 
At the opposite end was the feeling that even one dead crane was too many. Overarching was a caution 
about becoming too paralyzed by these issues to ask questions required for conservation action. 
Decades of research on birds have yielded several recent meta-studies that looked at the long-term 
effects of marking with various devices. Though the number of studies using various technology 
increased at a rate of 4.4%/year since 1962, up to 55% of those published studies involving marked birds 
contain no information on effects of those marks. The trust we have in rapidly advancing technology may 
belie the risks of morbidity or mortality that we fail to observe, especially in a migratory species. While 
crane studies are involved in these reviews, none have looked in depth at this family of birds. We have 
the unique opportunity to study these birds in great depth; thus, we propose a system where there is a 
shared responsibility regarding outcomes. This is a call to be better at documenting and reporting to the 
crane community the foibles of our research.  
 

Designing More Crane-friendly Transmitters: The Importance of Working 
with Manufacturers and Lessons Learned  

David A. Brandt  
U.S. Geological Survey, Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center, Jamestown, ND, USA  

 
Previous telemetry work on cranes has centered around technologies utilizing transmitters with external 
whip antennas measuring approximately 20 cm (VHF and PTT) due to the frequency range they operate 
within. External antennas have been documented icing up in wet and freezing conditions, cause 
behavioral issues, and are known to break prematurely for cranes and many other species. 
Improvements and miniaturization in GSM (Global System for Mobile communications) technologies have 
made transmitters utilizing this system applicable for use on crane-sized birds. Most GSM transmitters on 
the market today utilize patch antennas incorporated internally rather than an external whip style. 
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Intuitively, eliminating this potential for issues from a transmitter’s design should be an improvement, but 
depending on the mounting method used, it can be an avenue for new and unforeseen issues. Working 
with manufacturers of these new technologies to develop suitable designs is critical for successful 
implementation of new or existing studies. I examine this changing of technologies and transmitter design 
in detail for telemetry studies on Wood Buffalo/Aransas whooping cranes (Grus americana) in 2009-2019 
and detail the process involved with developing and testing new designs for deployment in the field on 
wild birds.  
 

Mississippi Sandhill Crane Conservation Update 2017-2019  

Scott G. Hereford, Angela J. Dedrickson  
Mississippi Sandhill Crane NWR, Gautier, MS, USA  

 
The Mississippi sandhill crane (Grus canadensis pulla) is an endangered non-migratory subspecies found 
on and near the Mississippi Sandhill Crane National Wildlife Refuge in southeastern Mississippi. From 
2017 to 2019, conservation efforts for the recovery of this population included management activities 
such as protection and law enforcement, restocking, predator management, farming, prescribed burning, 
mechanical vegetation removal, hydrological restoration, pest plant management, and education. To 
maintain open savanna, Refuge staff burned 5,822 ha (14,386 acres), with 42% during the growing 
season. To restore open savanna, over 635 ha (1,569 acres) of woody vegetation were removed using 
mechanical methods. To bolster the population, we released 21 captive-reared juveniles as part of 5 
cohorts. To protect cranes, nests and young, a contractor conducted predator trapping totaling 10,392 
trap-nights, removing 70 large predators and 180 raccoons (Procyon lotor). To monitor the crane 
response and assess progress towards recovery, we collected over 7,100 observation records, including 
171 radio-fixes, and 100,000s of camera trap images from over 25 locations. We recovered 9 carcasses, 
juveniles and older. Of 8 with known or suspected causes of death, 3 were due to predation, 2 to disease, 
1 to trauma and 2 to other causes. During the 3-year period, there were 155 nests resulting in 26 
fledglings. The December 2019 population was approximately 140 cranes, up 8% from December 2016.  
 

Identifying Sustainable Habitat for Wintering Whooping Cranes  

Kristine L. Metzger1, Sarah E. Lehnen2, Steven E. Sesnie1, Matthew J. Butler1, Aaron T. Pearse3, Kelly McDowell1, 
Grant M. Harris1 
1U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Albuquerque, NM, USA. 2U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Albuquerque, NM, USA. 
3U.S. Geological Survey, Jamestown, ND, USA  

 
Abstract: The only wild population of endangered whooping cranes (Grus americana) requires a 
sustained network of conservation lands for wintering along the Texas Gulf Coast. We identify the 
locations providing the highest quality and most sustainable wintering habitat for cranes (through 2100) 
by predicting habitats under 3 projections of sea level rise (0.6, 1.0, and 2.0 m by 2100), while 
incorporating a scenario of urban development. We combine predictions of habitat with whooping crane 
density estimates, using a hierarchical distance sampling framework, to calculate the potential carrying 
capacity of whooping cranes within this 17,725-km2 area. We found whooping cranes using locations with 
salt marsh at twice the rate of places lacking marsh. Areas >15 km from development or <3 km from 
estuarine water had increased crane use. We predicted 3% of this area converting to development by 
2100. We estimated the study area supporting 1,544 (95% CI: 1,366-1,772) whooping cranes currently, 
1,100 (95% CI: 993-1,228) with 0.6-m sea level rise and 849 (95% CI: 788-919) with 2-m sea level rise by 
2100, when including development projections. With 1-m and 2-m sea level rise scenarios, development 
reduced carrying capacity outside of protected areas, whereas sea level rise posed greater threats within 
protected areas. By anticipating climate-induced habitat loss with species population expansion, we 
provide the requisite spatial information for conservation planners to build a sustainable conservation 
estate for downlisting whooping cranes.  

 

An Update on the Louisiana Non-migratory Whooping Crane Reintroduction  

Eva K. Szyszkoski1, Sara E. Zimorski1, Phillip L. Vasseur2, Joseph R. Marty2  
1Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries, Gueydan, LA, USA. 2Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries, 
Grand Chenier, LA, USA  
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Abstract: Since the first release of captive-reared whooping cranes (Grus americana) in 2011, 147 
cranes have been members of the non-migratory population in southwestern Louisiana. This total 
includes 138 captive-reared cranes, 7 wild-fledged cranes, and 2 adult females translocated from the 
remnant Florida reintroduction effort. Through September 2019, a maximum of 69 (46.9%) currently 
survive, with 11 juveniles slated to be released by the end of the year. Gunshot remains a prominent 
cause of known mortality, and power line collisions have increased in recent years. Released whooping 
cranes continue to exhibit excellent nesting efforts, with a 57.5% re-nesting rate, and some pairs nesting 
up to 3 (n = 3) and 4 (n = 3) times in 1 season. Additionally, multiple young cranes (2 males, 1 female) 
have reached sexual maturity at 2 years old, the youngest ever documented for males in any whooping 
crane population, including captivity. Hatchability of eggs remains poor, however, with 30 documented 
embryo deaths of 43 known fertile eggs. In order to collect more information on possible causes of 
embryo mortality, we increased the use of data-logging eggs and began sending egg samples for 
toxicology testing. When chicks are reared by parents in the wild, survivability to independence has been 
43.8% (7/16). Unfortunately, extreme weather has played a major role in nesting failures and likely 
contributed to the failure of 5 nests and the death of 2 young chicks in 2019 alone.  
 

Population Update for the Eastern Migratory Population of Whooping Cranes 
2017-2019  

Hillary L. Thompson  
International Crane Foundation, Baraboo, WI, USA  

 
The reintroduced Eastern Migratory Population of whooping cranes (Grus americana) was established in 
2001 in the eastern United States. During 2001-2019, 293 captive-reared cranes have been released into 
the population. In the last 3 years (2017-2019), we have released 1 costume-reared adult, 17 parent-
reared juvenile, and 7 costume-reared juvenile whooping cranes in Wisconsin. As of fall 2019 the 
estimated population size is about 85 whooping cranes, and we plan to release 2 additional parent-reared 
juveniles before the end of the year. There have been 17-25 breeding pairs of whooping cranes in the 
past 3 years that have hatched a total of 47 chicks in the wild, 10 of which are still alive. Management 
actions taken at Necedah National Wildlife Refuge, including collecting eggs prior to black fly (Simulium 
spp.) emergence and water level management, have improved breeding success of whooping cranes. 
We have confirmed 26 mortalities during the past 3 years. Of the 18 with known causes of death, 7 were 
due to predation (39%), 5 were due to powerline collisions (28%), 2 were due to bacterial infections 
(11%), and 2 were due to illegal poaching (11%). Ongoing studies of nesting behavior, habitat use of 
territorial birds, and causes of mortality will contribute to our understanding of the challenges faced by 
whooping cranes in the Eastern Migratory Population.  
 
............................................................................................................................................................. 

The Art of Cranes: 

Cranes make stunning quilts dance 

While subject matter for Joanne Baeth’s quilts draw 
heavily on the Klamath Basin, some of her work takes 
inspiration from eastern Oregon and the coastal 
surroundings. And along with traveling and hiking 
throughout Oregon, she and family routinely spend 
two months camping near Winchester Bay.  
 
 “A Time to Dance,” (see at right) is a  
47”x 47” bright quilt depicting three dancing Sandhills 
outside a circle of flames with mountains as a 
backdrop. It was inspired by watching flocks of 
migrating Sandhill Cranes feeding on the grain fields 
behind her home during the ongoing pandemic. 
According to Baeth it symbolizes “hope for the future 
when we have conquered this disease.” 
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One of her quilts, “Majestic Flight,” depicting Great Blue Herons, was purchased by the American Quilt 
Society and is on permanent display at the National Quilt Museum in Paducah, Kentucky. “That’s quite  
an honor,” she said.  

  

2021 CCCC/Yampa Valley Crane Festival Photo Contest 

The contest sponsored by the Colorado Crane Conservation Coalition is open to all photographers. 
Photos should be of Greater Sandhill Cranes and can be submitted in 4 categories: 

• Categories 1 and 2: Greater Sandhill Cranes and/or Sandhill Crane habitat in the Yampa Valley 
(Routt and Moffat Counties). 

• Category 3: Greater Sandhill Cranes found outside the Yampa Valley; specifically, the states 
included in the Rocky Mountain Population of Greater Sandhill Cranes – Colorado, Wyoming, Utah, 
Montana, Idaho, Arizona and New Mexico. 

• Category 4: Altered Reality Images of Greater Sandhill Cranes found within and outside the Yampa 
Valley; specifically, the states included in the Rocky Mountain Population of Greater Sandhill Cranes 
– Colorado, Wyoming, Utah, Montana, Idaho, Arizona and New Mexico.  

 
All photos submitted in any category must be taken between September 1, 2020 and August 15, 2021. To 
submit photos, please email photocontest@coloradocranes.org Submissions must be received no later 
than August 15, 2021. 
 
............................................................................................................................................................. 

Upcoming Events: 

Editor: As the COVID-19 pandemic continues, there are cancellations or postponement of many 
scheduled events. Some festivals have chosen to modify formats and have a “virtual” platform in 
response to the odd times we are in. On a positive note, while not the same as taking part in person, 
more people will be able to participate in the festival(s) even from afar – so check them out and have fun!  

A beautiful quilt by Joanne Baeth depicting Sandhill Cranes with a dramatic backdrop of Oregon habitat. 

https://quiltmuseum.org/
mailto:photocontest@coloradocranes.org
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Wings of Winter – 2021 Port Aransas Winter Birding Guide 
Habitat loss and unregulated hunting reduced the crane’s numbers from an estimated 10,000 before 
European settlement of North America to about 1,300 by 1870. By the 1940s, there were fewer than 20 
birds in the wild. Since then, public awareness and intensive international conservation efforts have 
rescued the bird from the brink of extinction. Today there are close to 800 Whooping Cranes, an 
estimated 500 of which are in the flock that winters here in the Coastal Bend. These winter whooper 
wings are truly a welcome sight to behold. 
 
While the Port Aransas Festival was cancelled due to the pandemic a great PDF guide to the area is 
available for downloading to those interested. 
Download Wings of Winter 
(PDF, 2.3 MB) 
 

[VIRTUAL]  
2021 Marsh Madness Sandhill Crane Festival 
Dates: February 27-28, 2021 
Location: Goose Pond Fish and Wildlife Area 
Greene Co., Indiana, near Linton 
Friends of Goose Pond organizers put together a 2021 virtual festival due to the ongoing Covid-19 
pandemic. https://friendsofgoosepond.org/marsh-madness/ 

 
Check out the following videos to learn more about Goose Pond FWA and the cranes that visit the area: 
DNR/Welcome to Goose Pond Fish & Wildlife Area 
https://youtu.be/e2IwNVAkf7g 
 
DNR/Habitat and birdwatching at Goose Pond FWA 
https://youtu.be/L1-KxzxxNdg 
 
Marsh Madness 2021 - Friends of Goose Pond - International Crane Foundation 
https://youtu.be/jb1w0F5mnnE 
 
For a map of Goose Pond FWA, go here: 
https://www.in.gov/dnr/fishwild/files/fw-gpfwa_waterfowl_draw_map.pdf  
Learn more about the conservation, restoration and education work by Friends of Goose Pond group 
here: http://www.friendsofgoosepond.org/ 

 

[VIRTUAL]  
Monte Vista Crane Festival 
Date: March 12, 2021 
Location: San Luis Valley 
Monte Vista, Colorado 
 
The Monte Vista Crane Festival is the oldest birding festival in Colorado and one of the oldest in the 
nation and has occurred every spring since 1983. The festival is planned and coordinated by the Friends 
of the San Luis Valley National Wildlife Refuge, the Monte Vista Chamber of Commerce, and the City of 
Monte Vista. After thoughtful consideration, the Monte Vista Crane Festival planning committee decided 
to cancel that the 2021 Crane Festival due to the COVID-19 Pandemic.  Instead everyone is invited to 
join them for an on-line virtual crane festival. For more information visit mvcranefest.org  
Organizers look forward to the return of the festival in 2022.  
 

[HYBRID/Virtual tours only]  
Annual Audubon's Nebraska Crane Festival 
Date: March 6- April 11, 2021 
Location: Iain Nicolson Audubon Center at Rowe Sanctuary Kearney, Nebraska 

For festival information, go here: https://ne.audubon.org/crane-festival 
 

https://www.whoopingcranefestival.org/wp-content/uploads/Wings-of-Winter-PortA-2021.pdf
https://www.whoopingcranefestival.org/wp-content/uploads/Wings-of-Winter-PortA-2021.pdf
https://friendsofgoosepond.org/marsh-madness/
https://youtu.be/e2IwNVAkf7g
https://youtu.be/L1-KxzxxNdg
https://youtu.be/jb1w0F5mnnE
https://www.in.gov/dnr/fishwild/files/fw-gpfwa_waterfowl_draw_map.pdf
http://www.friendsofgoosepond.org/
http://mvcranefest.org/
https://ne.audubon.org/crane-festival
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Reservations were open on February 17 for the one crane viewing experience that will be offered daily at 
Rowe Sanctuary near Gibbon. Only 10 people will be allowed in a blind during that visit. Overnight 
photography blinds are available and will be sanitized between guests. Visitors are welcome to walk the 
trails, but the visitor center and facilities are closed. Everyone must wear a mask while on Rowe 
Sanctuary property. https://rowe.audubon.org/crane-viewing   The Crane Trust will offer guided virtual 
tours daily for 30 minutes before sunrise and for an hour before sunset. Go to cranetrust.org for 
information. Click HERE to view the trail map. 
 

[VIRTUAL]  
Othello Sandhill Crane Festival 
Date: March 2021 
Location: Columbia National Wildlife Refuge, Othello, Washington 
 
Founded in 1998, the festival highlights the spring return of Sandhill Cranes to the greater Othello area 
and Columbia National Wildlife Refuge.  For the 2021 virtual schedule, go here: 
othellosandhillcranefestival.org 
https://www.othellosandhillcranefestival.org/festival-updates 

 
 

Stikine River Birding Festival  
Date: April 29 – May 2, 2021 
Location: Wrangell, Alaska 
 
The 2020 festival was cancelled due to COVID-19. Check back for updates concerning the 2021 
festival, go here: https://www.wrangell.com/birdingfestival 
Wrangell is the gateway community for the Stikine River Delta, where the arrival of thousands of bald 
eagles creates the largest springtime concentration in North America. The festival is the perfect 
opportunity for adventurous birdwatchers to observe millions of shorebirds, which migrate to the delta 
each spring. The Stikine River and its tributaries are located within the Stikine-LeConte Wilderness Area 
of the Tongass National Forest.  The festival is sponsored by the Tongass National Forest and U.S. 
Forest Service International Programs.  
 
 
............................................................................................................................................................. 
 
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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http://othellosandhillcranefestival.org/
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