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R egistration is now open for the 14th North Ameri-

can Crane Workshop! The workshop will be 

held January 11-15, 2017 in Chattanooga, Tennessee. 

There will be field trips to Hiwassee Wildlife Refuge on 

January 14th (coinciding with the Hiwassee Crane Festi-

val), and to Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge on Janu-

ary 15th. Both refuges are major migration stopover 

and wintering areas for the eastern populations of 

Sandhill Cranes and reintroduced Whooping Cranes. 

Chattanooga has been hailed as one of the best mid-

sized cities in the country, with beautiful scenery, a 

rich history, and lots of attractions and restaurants. 

The weather might be cold, but the hospitality will be 

warm! See you in the Scenic City!  

Abstracts for presentations (oral and poster) are due 

by October 21, 2016 (see 'Presentations' on the work-

shop website using the link below). 

Workshop Highlights 

Venue — the Chattanooga Choo-Choo 

(www.choochoo.com). Mention the North American 

Crane Workshop when booking. Room rate: $95/night. 

11th — all-day registration; 6-9pm: evening social at 

the Chattanooga Zoo (transportation will be provided) 

12th — 8:30am-5pm: presentations 

Craniacs, All aboard!  

The 14th North American Crane Workshop in Chattanooga 

13th — 8:30am-5pm: presentations; 6-8pm: banquet 

14th — field trip to Hiwassee Wildlife Refuge 

15th — field trip to Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge 

For details and to register, please point your browser 

to http://www.cvent.com/d/yvqn1y or find the link at 

www.nacwg.org 

Students! 

NACWG is offering up to 3 Student Travel Awards of 

$500 each. To be eligible, the student must present a 

paper (oral or poster) at the Chattanooga Workshop 

and be the lead author, although other authors can be 

listed on the paper. Student Travel Awards are given 

on a competitive basis. Applications will be judged on 

the cover letter, statement of interest in crane re-

search, and abstract of the paper to be presented. Ap-

plications should be submitted to Barry Hartup at 

hartup@savingcranes.org 
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Announcements 

The Unison Call is a forum to share updates, news and opinions. It is published twice yearly (spring/summer and fall/winter) 

by the North American Crane Working Group, a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization incorporated in Wisconsin. Both print and 

electronic (PDF) versions are produced; PDFs of past issues of the newsletter can be downloaded free of charge from our 

website (www.nacwg.org). The views expressed in The Unison Call are those of the individual authors and do not necessarily 

represent the positions of NACWG. Comments and contributions are always welcome. 

Daryl Henderson, Editor 

nysquirrel1@gmail.com 

Jeb Barzen has new contact information:  

Private Lands Conservation 

S-12213 Round River Trail 

Spring Green, WI 53588 USA 

E-mail: jeb@privatelandsconservation.org 

(landline) 608-544-2107/(cell) 608-370-3122 

Skype: jebbarzen 

Richard Urbanek Appointed NACWG President 

At a meeting held on 23 September 2016, the NACWG board appointed Richard Urbanek as President, replacing Felipe 

Chavez-Ramirez. Felipe will remain a board member to the end of the current term. A new board will be voted in at our 

members’ meeting at the workshop in Chattanooga. Why not consider putting your name forward? 

The North American Crane Working Group is a registered non-profit organization of professional biologists, avicultur-

ists, land managers and other interested persons dedicated to the conservation of cranes and their habitats in North 

America. The board has seven (currently eight) members who guide the direction and planning of our main activities — 

workshop every 3 years, publication of the Workshop Proceedings, semi-annual newsletter, and website. The board 

meets once or twice a year via conference call and more often in the year before the workshop as planning activity 

picks up. Board activities are outlined in our bylaws (see newsletter vol. 24, no. 1). All board positions are volunteer. 

Consider joining the board and share your ideas and enthusiasm! 

Silent Auction Contributions Wanted 

We are requesting donated items (new or unwanted) for our silent auction to be held during the 14th North American 

Crane Workshop in Chattanooga. Proceeds will go to help fund student travel and research. This has been a fun event 

at past workshops as bidding fever takes hold. The sorts of items donated previously include bird-related books, 

framed pictures and other kinds of artwork, handicrafts, apparel, birding stuff, anything crane-related... Please bring 

the item with you to the Workshop. 

Dancer, beautiful crane art created by Tamara Naumann, ecol-

ogist at Dinosaur National Monument in Colorado. Note Dancer’s 

tutu-like bustle. Dancer is one of nearly two-dozen works of crane 

yard art designed by local artists for this year’s Yampa Valley 

Crane Festival. See next page for more photos. 
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 Postcards from the Yampa Valley Crane Festival 

The Colorado Crane Conservation Coalition hosted its fifth annual fall celebration of Rocky Mountain Greater Sandhill 
Cranes in beautiful Steamboat Springs and Hayden, Colorado,  September 8-11, 2016. 

Just some of the fun activities at this year’s spectacular Yampa Valley Crane Festival. Clockwise from top right: four who Give a 

Whoop!, L to R, Kate Fitzwilliams, Hope, Heather Henson, Barry Hartup; craniac Van Graham’s tag;  Dancer’s close-up; early 

morning crane viewing led by Paul Tebbel; birding with Ted Floyd (in yellow cap) — on the trail of a pair of Greater Yellowlegs; 

Sandhill Cranes at dusk, heading to roost on the Yampa River.  
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 Eastern Migratory Whooping Cranes Fly into the History Books this Fall 

Lisa Gaumnitz, Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources,  
Communication and Outreach Team, Whooping Crane Eastern Partnership  

T welve cinnamon-colored colts and their adoptive parents fly into the history books this fall as the Whooping Crane Eastern 

Partnership begins a new chapter in the quest to establish a wild migratory flock of Whooping Cranes in the eastern United 

States.  

The 12 colts, 9 raised in captivity at the U.S. Geological Survey’s Patuxent Wildlife Research Center in Laurel, Maryland, and 3 at the 

International Crane Foundation in Baraboo, Wisconsin, will be the first cohort in which all of the young whoopers have been raised 

by crane parents and released in Wisconsin into the company of adoptive crane parents who are expected to lead them on their 

inaugural migration south.  

It’s a departure from the previous years, when most young whoopers released in Wisconsin had been raised in captivity by cos-

tumed caretakers, with some then following the wild flock on their first migration and others trailing behind an ultralight airplane 

piloted by a costumed pilot.  

“Everyone is very hopeful it’s going to work very well,” says Glenn Olsen, the veterinarian at Patuxent. For the last three years, he 

has overseen experimental efforts at that facility to have Whooping Crane parents raise young whoopers for the Eastern Migratory 

Population, or EMP, before they are released in Wisconsin to adoptive crane parents, or “alloparents,” to follow on their first migra-

tion. 

“Whooping Cranes in the wild stay with their parents for the first year and there’s a large learning curve. The big advantage of par-

ent-rearing is these birds will have the experience of learning from parent cranes.”  

WCEP partners think the lessons learned from parent cranes will ultimately help the young birds be better parents in the wild and 

help build the flock into a self-sustaining population. Since reintroduction efforts began in 2001, the EMP population has gone from 

zero to over 100 birds and has achieved several milestones: the cranes are successfully migrating each year, selecting proper habi-

tat, pairing with other Whooping Cranes, nesting and hatching fertile eggs, but chick mortality has been a limiting factor and the 

flock is not yet considered self-sustaining.    

This year, the Whooping Crane Eastern Partnership is using the parent-rearing and release technique Olsen and his staff experi-

mented with over the last three years. Olsen has already seen anecdotal evidence that the release method can make cranes better 

parents.   

Operation Migration’s Joe Duff re-

moves boxes that held two whooping 

crane colts before they were trans-

ferred to the temporary pen where 

they’ll stay while biologists observe 

and look for adult cranes in the area 

to show up and exhibit attentiveness 

to the young. This year, all of the 

birds raised in captivity were reared 

by adult cranes, not costumed care-

takers, and will be released into the 

company of adult cranes to follow 

them on their first migration.  

Photo: Michael Kienitz 
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A male whooping crane at Necedah National Wildlife Refuge that had served 

as an adoptive parent in 2013 and 2014 with different mates apparently 

learned a lot from that experience: in 2015, he and a mate had their own 

chick that successfully fledged.  

“I wanted to use them again because they were great adoptive parents, but 

apparently they had learned so much that they were able to successfully rear 

a chick of their own,” he says.   

As of press time, the young cranes from Maryland had arrived in Wisconsin 

September 14 and were in the process of being transferred into temporary 

pens before they were to be released to the wild. The three young cranes 

from the International Crane Foundation were to join them in targeted re-

lease areas later in September.  

In addition to all the captive birds for the EMP being parent-reared, some 

elements of the actual release will be different, says Kim Boardman, curator 

of birds for the International Crane Foundation.  

“The Direct Autumn Release program used in past years (DAR for short) fo-

cused on having a cohort of costume-reared birds, six to eight individuals, 

released as a group or in slightly smaller groups. This year, the parent-rearing 

approach is focused on releasing 1 to 2 chicks with 1 to 2 adults, more family 

like. The thought is it’s more natural for chicks to be reared as individuals 

than as a group.” 

Whooping cranes lay up to two eggs, and often only one will survive. 

Other differences in release methods include a change in where the parent-

reared colts will be released. None will be released at Necedah National 

Wildlife Refuge, where they were released during the experimental phase, 

but at several sites in central Wisconsin where adoptive parents have estab-

lished territories, Boardman says.  

Most of the prospective adoptive parents nested earlier this year but did not 

produce chicks that survived. That means they will still have the right hormones flowing in their systems to make them want to 

continue parenting and bond with the colts placed with them.    

The colts flown from Maryland will spend a day or more in another pen and get a health check, have color bands placed on their 

leg and be outfitted with a radio-transmitter, both to aid future monitoring of the birds.  

Temporary pens are being built in the areas where the adoptive parents are living. The individual colts will be moved to the tempo-

rary pens and watched closely for several days to see if the adoptive parents are bonding with them, Olsen says. While the colts are 

now old enough to find their own food, the parents may still feed them once a day or so as part of continuing bonding with the 

parent.    

 “We watch for parent birds to visit the colt,” he says. “In the last three years, we’ve seen parental birds excited to see the chick 

and feed the chick right away. Other times, there is less interaction. We like to see it where they adopt the chick.” 

Once they see the parent visiting the chick and trying to feed it or exhibiting other adoptive behaviors, the door to the pen will be 

opened and the colt will be free to leave, Olsen says.  

Biologists will continue to monitor the behavior and whereabouts of this new family group until they leave later this fall, likely in 

November, for points south.  “The ideal scenario is the adult parent in the wild will adopt the chick and lead it on migration and 

defend it from predators,” Olsen says. If the adoptive parents don’t visit the colt and appear to bond with it, the colt will be moved 

to another adoptive parent. 

Brooke Pennypacker of Operation Migration 

cradles a young crane while Glenn Olsen, veteri-

narian at the U.S. Geological Survey’s Patuxent 

Wildlife Research Center in Laurel, Maryland, 

gives it a health check before the bird is trans-

ferred to a temporary pen and eventually re-

leased to the wild.  Photo: Michael Kienitz 
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The two crane colts raised in captivity by crane parents at a U.S. Geologi-

cal Survey facility in Maryland adjust to the temporary pen they were 

transferred to before being released to the wild in Wisconsin.   

Photo: Michael Kienitz 

Boardman says the release is part of the research-

based, adaptive management approach so im-

portant to achieving the partnership’s goal of es-

tablishing a self-sustaining Whooping Crane popu-

lation east of the Mississippi River to help secure 

the future of Whooping Cranes in North America. 

“We’ve moved around the landscape and changed 

our techniques,” Boardman says. “You learn some-

thing new from every trial. We are constantly ask-

ing, what else can we change in the equation?  

“We believe our goal of a self-sustaining popula-

tion of these remarkable birds is achievable but it 

will take time to know if this parent-rearing and 

release approach is successful, and time to allow it 

to work.”  

Antigone, or not Antigone — that is the question 

You may have heard there is a new binomial name for the Sandhill Crane, at least so says the American Ornithologists’ Union. The 

AOU’s ‘Committee on Classification and Nomenclature – North and Middle America’ has renamed Grus canadensis as Antigone 

canadensis, stating that, based on genetic data, “A. canadensis is not closely related to true Grus” [1]. The genetic data referred to 

are from a study by Krajewski et al., which compared the mitochondrial DNA genomes of all 15 extant crane species to arrive at a 

plausible phylogenetic tree [2]. 

The reclassification doesn’t just pertain to Sandhill Cranes, however. Sandhills have been lumped in the resurrected genus Antigone 

along with Sarus (Grus antigone → Antigone antigone), Brolga (Grus rubicunda → Antigone rubicunda) and White-naped (Grus vip-

io → Antigone vipio) cranes [3]. Until this change, the latter three species comprised the Antigone species group (or clade), whereas 

the Sandhill Crane was the single member of the Canadensis species group (see Table 1 in [2]).  

However, phylogenetic relationships based solely on mitochondrial genomes can be misleading, mainly because of the small size of 

the mitochondrial genome and the peculiar way in which mitochondrial DNA is transmitted. Krajewski et al. cautioned, “Our results 

show that branches at the base of the Gruinae (i.e., those among species groups) are short and may be difficult to resolve with con-

fidence, even using long DNA sequences.” And further, “A fully satisfactory phylogenetic classification will also require confirmation 

of the novel mitochondrial DNA alliance of the Canadensis and Antigone groups.” A definitive crane phylogeny will require compar-

isons of the much larger nuclear genomes.  

Finally, so far, neither the International Crane Foundation nor the IUCN Crane Specialist Group has endorsed the reclassification 

into the genus Antigone. We will wait and see how this unfolds. — Daryl Henderson  

[1] Chesser RT et al. (2016) Fifty-seventh supplement to the American Ornithologists’ Union Check-list of North American Birds. Auk 

133:544-560. 

[2] Krajewski C, Sipiorski JT, Anderson FE (2010) Complete mitochondrial genome sequences and the phylogeny of cranes 

(Gruiformes: Gruidae). Auk 127:440-452. 

[3] HBW and BirdLife International Illustrated Checklist of Birds of the World (del Hoyo J & Collar NJ, eds.) Lynx Edicions and Bird-

Life International, 2014.  
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Regional Reports 

Update on the Aransas—Wood Buffalo Population of Whooping Cranes 

Breeding pair surveys in May detected 78 nests (an additional nest was inferred based on observation of a pair with 

offspring during August surveys), 15 of which were outside the area designated as critical habitat and seven of which 

were outside Wood Buffalo National Park; 18 pairs without nests were also observed. Surveys in August detected 45 

juveniles; 43 pairs had one juvenile each and one pair had two juveniles. Annual productivity was 0.57 juveniles per 

nest, well above than the 20-year average of 0.48 but within the long-term natural range of variation.  

The above are preliminary results from the Canadian Wildlife Service, contributed by Mark Bidwell. 

Summary of Aransas—Wood Buffalo Population Breeding Surveys for 2013-2016 

 
2013 2014 2015 2016 

No. of nests detected 

at WBNP (May) 
74 82† 68 78 

No. of fledged chicks 

detected (Aug) 
28* 32** 23* 45*** 

Average no. of chicks 

per nest#                              
0.38 0.39 0.34 0.57 

Additional territorial 

pairs (non-nesters) 
21-25 43 20-24 18 

Estimated total no. of 

birds at Aransas NWR 

within the primary 

survey area‡ 

304 

(95% CI 260-354) 

308 

(95% CI 267-350) 

329  

(95% CI 293-371) 
— 

Estimated no. of juve-

niles at Aransas NWR  

39 

(95% CI 32-42) 

39 

(95% CI 33-46) 

38 

(95% CI 33-43) 
— 

†Most nests ever recorded. *All family groups had a single offspring; **two families with twins; ***one family with twins; 
#
20-year average is 0.48 chicks per nest. Wood Buffalo National Park (WBNP) 2013 data are from Harrell and Bidwell 

(Oct. 2014), Report on Whooping Crane Recovery Activities; WBNP 2014 data are from Northern Journal (norj.ca), Sept. 

1, 2014, quoting Mark Bidwell; WBNP 2015 data are from Bidwell and Conkin (March 2016), Recovery and Ecology of 

Whooping Cranes: Monitoring of the Aransas-Wood Buffalo Population during the Breeding Season 2015 Report. WBNP 

2016 data are preliminary results from the Canadian Wildlife Service, with thanks to Mark Bidwell.  

Aransas NWR winter counts are from ‘Whooping Crane Updates’ at the ANWR website. ‡Estimated numbers of birds 

outside the primary survey area in 2013, 2014, and 2015 were 6, 6, and 9, respectively. (95% CI means 95% confi-

dence interval) — Ed. 
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Female Male Nest # End reason Egg info Parish 

L3-11 L1-13 1 Past full term Dead embryo (2-2) Allen 

L3-11 L1-13 2 Past full term Dead embryo (1); unknown (1) Allen 
            

L7-11 L8-11 1 Past full term Infertile (2-2) Avoyelles 

L7-11 L8-11 2 Past full term Infertile (1); unknown (1) Avoyelles 
            

L6-12* L8-13* 1 Successful Hatch (2-2) Jefferson Davis 
            

L13-11 L2-11 1 Human disturbance Dead embryo (1-1) Allen 

L13-11 L2-11 2 Abandoned - unknown 
cause 

Infertile (1); unknown (1) Allen 

            

L11-11* L10-11* 1 Unknown (full term) Unknown (1-1) Jefferson Davis 

L11-11 L10-11 2 Past full term Infertile (1-1) Jefferson Davis 

Louisiana Whooping Crane Update 
  

Eva Szyszkoski, Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries 

Adults L6-12 & L8-13 with wild-hatched juvenile LW1-16 in Jefferson Davis Parish on 28 June 2016. Photo by LDWF/Eva Szyszkoski.  

Regional Reports continued 

Reproduction – Five pairs (all on privately owned land) produced nine nests with eggs during the third year of nesting by the Louisi-
ana flock.  One pair that had laid eggs in 2015 was not documented nesting this year. See table for individual pair information.  
(*denotes first-time nesters) 
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Wild-hatched chicks – Pair L6-12 and L8-13 hatched out two chicks on 11 and 13 April 2016 respectively. LW2-16 disappeared at 
approximately one month of age. LW1-16 was observed with a left wing deformity at 44 days old. After reaching fledging age, LW1-
16 has been observed making at least one flight of over 100m, however has not yet been observed doing higher altitude flying and 
we are still unsure if the left wing deformation will affect its long term flying abilities. 

Mortalities – Mortalities from March through August included two juvenile males and one juvenile female, one 3-year-old male 
and one 4-year old female in Louisiana. Additionally one long-term missing female was removed from the population totals. Two of 
the deaths (juvenile male and juvenile female) were due to gunshot in Acadia Parish. The remaining three were found dead on the 
White Lake WCA, Vermilion Parish. 

Movements to Texas – A handful of cranes again flew into Texas and stayed for an extended period of time. Female L8-12 made a 
short trip in early April, returned briefly to Louisiana and then flew up to the Dallas area in late April where she remains.  

A group consisting of L10-13, L12-14 & L13-14 flew to Jefferson County, southwest of Beaumont, on 7 May and remain in this gen-
eral area. This is the first time we have documented female L10-13 in Texas, however both L12 & L13-14 have been to this location 
previously. 

Pair L2 & L14-12 left Louisiana on 16 August and have apparently settled in Kaufman County, Texas, where L14-12 has spent time 
previously. This is the first time female L2-12 has been documented in the state. 

Current Population Size – As of 31 August 2016, the Louisiana non-migratory population consisted of a maximum of 37 cranes (14 
males, 22 females and 1 unknown).                                 

A crawfish boat passes L7-11 & L8-11’s nest in Avoyelles Parish. Trail camera photo/LDWF.  
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Regional Reports continued 

Update on the Eastern Migratory Population of Whooping Cranes 

Hillary Thompson, North American Crane Program Analyst, International Crane Foundation 

 

In 2016, the Eastern Migratory Population of Whooping Cranes expanded its breeding range in Wisconsin to include 

nesting pairs in Juneau, Adams, Wood, Marathon, and St. Croix counties. The total population consists of 

approximately 100 individuals and 29 breeding pairs. In total, there were 46 nests that hatched 23 chicks. At least two 

of these chicks fledged, and at the time of this update, one wild-hatched chick is still alive and with its parents on 

territory in Juneau County. Last year’s cohort of chicks released into this population was spread out around the state 

(Racine, Walworth, Jefferson, Dane, Dunn, Marathon, Rock, Calumet, Winnebago, Outagamie counties), and a group 

also spent the summer in Randolph County, Illinois.  Unlike what has been done in the past, the Whooping Crane chicks 

in this year’s cohort were not costume-reared, but instead were “parent”-reared by captive adult Whooping Cranes. 

There will be 12 chicks released mostly in eastern Wisconsin near adult Whooping Cranes, or “alloparents”, who will 

teach them the migration route and appropriate wintering areas. This change in technique is in response to a high rate 

of chick mortality of wild-hatched Whooping Cranes. Hopefully, chicks raised by adult Whooping Cranes will learn 

behaviors costumed people are not able to teach them, and they will be better able to raise their chicks to fledging in 

the future.  

Florida Resident Whooping Crane Flock Update 

Tim Dellinger, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission 

 
The Florida resident Whooping Crane (Grus americana) population numbers 15 birds (5 males, 8 females, 2 unknowns), 

including 5 pairs as of the writing of this update. Milestones for this population include longevity and productivity rec-

ords. We can report that one of the first birds released in Florida is still alive and well in August 2016.  This female 

hatched in May 1993 and was released in central Florida during December of that same year. She and her mate 

(hatched in May 2000) have nested three times over the past eight years, but their chicks have not survived to fledging 

age. On the other hand, our most productive female turned 18 years old in April and she continues to produce chicks. 

Although her breeding age ties another individual for oldest breeder, this female has had 24 nests and produced 9 

fledglings over the last 14 years (if only all of the released individuals had survived so well and been as productive). She 

and her mate have fledged one chick in each of the past two years, and this year the pair fledged two chicks.  Her twins 

surviving to fledging age is another first for this population. The previous record of 3 weeks in 2010 was shattered as 

these five-month-old colts continue to grow. 

This fall we continue to monitor recruitment and regional productivity of Florida Sandhill Cranes (Antigone canadensis 

pratensis). We established 12 routes totaling roughly 640 miles through 16 counties, and survey each route twice during 

the fall. In 2013, a drought year, staff counted 371 adults and 37 young. The following two years had high winter and 

spring rainfall which likely helped productivity. In 2014 and 2015, we documented 404 adults and 89 young and 369 

adults and 92 young birds, respectively.  All survey years reveal the area between lakes Kissimmee and Okeechobee as 

the Florida Sandhill Crane stronghold.   
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Mississippi Sandhill Crane Update 
 

Scott Hereford, Mississippi Sandhill Crane NWR, Gautier, MS 

2015 Release 

Ten of the 12 cranes released on to the refuge in December 2015 survive. The biggest surprise was the long-range dis-

persal (?) of two of the Ocean Springs cohort. Crane 1501 (aka Scar) showed up 36 miles WNW on a farm in Hancock 

County, Mississippi. We captured and relocated 1501 back to Ocean Springs in April, where she remained. In late June, 

crane 1506 (aka Hannibal) showed up 70 miles west near Abita Springs, Louisiana. That is by far the farthest docu-

mented movement ever from the refuge and the first to Louisiana. For reasons which include being at risk close to 

roads and inside residential areas, we chose to capture and relocate him back to the refuge. However, he died before 

we were able to successfully capture him.  

2016 Nesting 

With reduced resources, it was an incomplete census. There were at least 23 nesting pairs with 8 renests, for a total of 

31 nests. There were 3 known new pairs: 994/1322, 1203/823, and NV14/UB. We located 13 nests; 8 in pond, 3 in 

swamp edge, and 2 in savanna. Eighteen nests were in Gautier Unit, 5 each in Fontainebleau and Ocean Springs, plus 4 

off the Refuge. At least 14 nests hatched. There were 6 known fledged; the status of a seventh is unknown. We had 

the first fledge ever from the Little German territory, going back to 1997. The unbanded female parent is likely crane 

911, a 27-year-old Patuxent-reared bird.    

There was no information on 3 pairs that had nested previously or on 2 pairs with one experienced mate. We were 

unable to document indirect evidence for nesting in 10 behavioral pairs, 5 of them new this year.  

Unmanned Aircraft System (UAS) Tests 

We hired imaging company Innovative Imaging and Research (I2R) to test the feasibility of using micro Unmanned Aer-

ial Vehicles (UAVs) to detect crane nests. The first missions flew at 100-meter altitude over a 30-acre area using three 

different cameras and creating georeferenced 

mosaic images. There was not enough resolution 

at 100 meters to ID targets. The second-day mis-

sions used first-person view (FPV) at 30-meter 

altitude. There was too much interference from 

trees to detect targets on the monitor, which 

might be corrected using a circular polarized 

transmitter. We are working with I2R on a pro-

posal for additional tests to develop an imaging 

method to efficiently discover and observe crane 

nests and build an image-based semi-automated 

search/locate tool to expedite the process of flag-

ging target images.   

Hexacopter micro UAV/UAS flying at the refuge.  

USFWS/Scott Hereford 
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West Coast Sandhill Cranes 

Daryl Henderson 

Regional Reports continued 

Port Alberni, British Columbia where I now live is located on Vancouver Island on Canada’s west coast (see map below). The city is 

about as far west as one can go at this latitude before meeting the Pacific Ocean. During both spring and fall migrations, Sandhill 

Cranes can be seen (and heard) overhead and sometimes on the ground, feeding in fields. Are these Sandhill Cranes some of the 

same birds that Krista Roessingh has studied on BC’s central coast (Roessingh and Penn, 2010) or do they nest farther north, in 

Alaska? Where do they spend winter? And what migration route do they follow? 

I was delighted to find that a study by Gary Ivey and colleagues (2005) addresses these questions. Data obtained from several 

coastal birds tagged in 2001/2002 with Platform Transmitter Terminals (PTTs) revealed that they summer along the BC central 

coast and as far north as the Alaska Panhandle, and they winter on the Lower Columbia River in Washington (see the two news 

articles on page 14) or in the Central Valley of California. And indeed, Port Alberni is on the migration route. Interestingly, the birds 

Gary captured and tagged were determined to be the rowanii subspecies, based on morphometric measurements.  

Penny Hall, who also resides in Port Alberni, recently took the accompanying photos of migrating Sandhill Cranes near her home.  

Roessingh K. and Penn B. (2010) Sandhill Cranes of coastal British Columbia: results of helicopter surveys and preliminary observa-

tions of habitat use. Proceedings of the North American Crane Workshop 11:1-8. 

Ivey G.L., Herziger C.P. and Hoffmann T.J. (2005) Annual movement of Pacific Coast Sandhill Cranes. Proceedings of the North 

American Crane Workshop 9:25-35. 

Map showing the southern half of Vancouver Island and northwest Washington State. Port Alberni is indicated by 

the blue dot (near the top, left of center). Vancouver Island and the Olympic Peninsula are separated by the Strait 

of Juan de Fuca (18-27 km or 11-17 mi) over which the cranes must fly.  
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Sandhill Cranes passing 

over Port Alberni on Oct 2, 

2016 at approx. 1310 h, 

heading due south. There 

was a total of 22 birds in 

this skein. Another skein of 

about twice the size flew 

past ~30 minutes earlier. 

Photo © Penny Hall 

The first of three groups 

which Penny observed on 

Oct 5, 2016, all three visible 

at once (approx. 1415 h). 

This group of 38 remained 

relatively low.  

Photo © Penny Hall 

The second and third 

groups seen by Penny on 

Oct 5, 2016.  These two 

groups were farther apart 

when Penny first spotted 

them, but they eventually 

“joined forces and circled 

higher and higher before 

carrying on”. They stayed 

higher than the group of 38 

that passed through slightly 

earlier. 

Photo © Penny Hall 
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Cranes in the News 

Conservation of 541 acres in the Vancouver Lake lowlands  

leaves space for iconic Sandhill Cranes 

The lower Columbia River region includes a vast network of floodplain lakes, wetlands, and sloughs that extend along the Washing-
ton and Oregon shorelines from the city of Vancouver, WA north to the mouth of the Lewis River. This area serves as a vital pit stop 
and wintering ground on the vast Pacific Flyway, a migratory route spanning two continents, from the Arctic to Patagonia. 
 
Tens of thousands of migratory waterfowl stop over to rest and feed in the lower Columbia River region, and it is the sole fall stag-
ing area for one of North America’s smallest populations of Sandhill Cranes, which migrates between breeding sites along coastal 
British Columbia and wintering sites in California’s Central Valley. While many Oregon and Washington populations were extirpated 
by the 1940s, some 5000 Sandhill Cranes have persevered, adapting to stage in cornfields and other flat farmland as seasonal wet-
land habitat disappeared. Today, Sandhill Cranes are listed as endangered in the state of Washington. 
 
In late 2015, Columbia Land Trust was eager to act when presented with an opportunity to take ownership of more than 500 acres 
of wildlife habitat in the Vancouver Lake lowlands, a subset of the lower Columbia River region. The Port of Vancouver USA donat-
ed 541 acres to Columbia Land Trust along with $2 million in funding for initial restoration efforts and $5 million for the long-term 
stewardship of the land. The port and nonprofit Columbia River Alliance for Nurturing the Environment (CRANE) began discussions 
in 1992 concerning the development of more than 1,000 acres of the port’s Columbia Gateway property. These discussions culmi-
nated in an agreement to transfer 541 acres of the land to Columbia Land Trust for conservation. Under the Land Trust’s manage-
ment, the land will continue to be farmed for grains, affording cranes both food and flat, open staging areas. 
 
The property builds on regional conservation lands, including Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge, Shillapoo Wildlife Area, and Ore-
gon’s Sauvie Island Wildlife Area. Together, these lands will provide an important haven for the cranes at a time when develop-
ment in other parts of Clark County is rapidly replacing traditional resting and feeding areas. “Protecting these cranes is critical 
from a biological perspective,” said Dr. Gary Ivey, research associate at the International Crane Foundation, “but they’re also an 
iconic species and a poster child for farm-friendly conservation.” 
 
Plans for the newly conserved land do not include direct public access, as a human presence on the property would disrupt birds’ 
landing, feeding, and resting patterns. In the coming months, the Land Trust will explore the potential for establishing viewing 
blinds that look out on the property from adjacent lands. If all goes as planned, local residents could have a new opportunity to 
observe and draw inspiration from these majestic birds for years to come. 
 
Edited excerpts from an article by Jay Kosa, published March 25, 2016, http://www.columbialandtrust.org/crane-attraction/ 
 
 

Columbia Land Trust Project Benefits Sandhill Cranes 
 
Noshing local cuisine is one of the pleasures of travel, and soon hungry migrating Sandhill Cranes will have another menu item to 
choose from during their stopovers in the Vancouver, WA area.  
 
Starting this week, farmers began plowing parts of a roughly 540-acre property to prepare for planting six different types of corn, 
peas and sorghum for migrating Sandhill Cranes. 
 
Although the Land Trust knows cranes like to dine on corn, officials don’t yet know what kind of ambiance the birds prefer. To fig-
ure it out, the Land Trust plans to grow several test plots with varying row widths, densities and orientations per acre.  
 
The Land Trust also is planning to create a permanent sanctuary for the birds by shielding the property from human activity. The 
organization applied for permits to build berms at the property 5 to 6 feet taller than the existing walking trail and state Highway 
501. “The berms are visual barriers, so cranes can land on the property and not feel stressed while they are getting there energies 
up for migration, said Dan Friesz, natural area manager for the Columbia Land Trust. 
 
Edited excerpts from an article by Dameon Pesanti, published June 9, 2016, http://www.columbian.com 
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Calgary Zoo’s Devonian Wildlife Conservation Centre is looking for a new home 

Booming development on the doorstep of the Calgary Zoo’s Devonian Conservation Centre south of the city has the facility looking 
for greener — and quieter — pastures. Greg Royer, the zoo’s chief operating officer, said the secluded 52-hectare site in De Win-
ton, which has been home to endangered species as part of the zoo’s conservation programs since 1984, is beginning to feel pres-
sure from the growing community that surrounds it. The once secluded enclave is now being surrounded by housing develop-
ments, prompting the need for the move. “We’re looking for a more isolated area. Someplace within an hour of Calgary, but isolat-
ed — not likely to be developed in the next 30 years,” Royer said. The zoo is hoping to secure the new property by the end of the 
year, aiming to develop it through 2017 so it’s ready to move into by 2018. 
 
Currently, the Devonian Conservation Centre is home to a collection of Whooping Cranes (and their Sandhill Crane surrogates), 
Vancouver Island marmots, Przewalski’s horses, Greater Sage Grouse, and soon a small contingent of 15 tiny Burrowing Owls for a 
brief stay before they’re released into the wild. The zoo is also hoping to expand its roster of endangered species when it secures 
the new facility. “The short-term goal is to triple the number of animals that we’re working with,” he said, adding they’ll be endan-
gered animals from Western Canada... there are a lot of species that are in trouble.” 
 
Excerpts (edited) from the article ‘Endangered animals at Calgary Zoo's conservation centre looking for new home’ by Shawn Logan 
published in the Calgary Herald, August 27, 2016 
 
 

Whoopers forgo trip north, summer at Aransas 

Three juvenile whooping cranes skipped their migration to Canada this year, instead spending their summer on the Aransas Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge. A fourth bird is believed to have stayed on San Jose Island. 
 
While the only wild flock of endangered whooping cranes typically nests at Wood Buffalo National Park in Canada and winters on 
the Texas Coast, this is not the first time birds have played hooky from the 2500 mile trip, said Whooping Crane Recovery Coordi-
nator Wade Harrell. "There's been instances since the '50s, even, when we've had an occasional bird stay the summer," he said. 
"It's hard to say exactly why they stay." 
 
The three that are on the refuge are believed to be younger birds that have not yet reached the age to breed. That may be part of 
the reason they decided to forgo the long journey north, where adult pairs have babies. In the past, birds have stayed because they 
were recovering from some sort of injury. But there's no indication that the three have any kind of injury, Harrell said. One of the 
three on the refuge has an active radio transmitter, which has made it easier to follow the movements of the small group. While 
Harrell has a probable report of a fourth bird on San Jose Island, it's been difficult to verify.  
 
Excerpts from an article by Sara Sneath in The Victoria Advocate, published August 29, 2016 

 

Ruffled Feathers 

When a teenage boy brazenly shot two endangered whooping cranes outside Beaumont, his act unleashed widespread anger and 

resulted in a quick arrest—and revealed just how difficult it can be to save a species… 

  

http://www.texasmonthly.com/articles/whooping-cranes-texas/ 

  

Ruffled Feathers is a very well-written and highly informative article by Sonia Smith in the September issue of Texas Monthly. It 

tells of the events surrounding the premediated, vandalistic shooting deaths of two Whooping Cranes of the Louisiana flock on 

January 11, 2016 in southeast Texas. Smith first introduces us to the two ill-fated birds as chicks at Patuxent Wildlife Research 

Center where they were raised, and then follows them to Louisiana where they were released into the wild as members of the 

2014 cohort.  Why some Louisiana whoopers have a penchant for Texas, no one knows, but to Texas these two birds did go. Smith 

describes the shooter’s disturbing behavior in the days leading up to the killings, his clumsy attempts to divert attention from him-

self afterwards, the investigation and arrest, and the opprobrium heaped onto the shooter by locals. Sentencing of the miscreant, 

Trey Joseph Frederick,  is scheduled for October 25. — Ed. 
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 You are invited to join the North American Crane Working Group  
 
Membership is based on a calendar year. 
 
 Dues:  ______Active $10     ______Sustaining $30     ______Contributing $50     ______Other $ 

 
Name:     ____________________________________________ 
 

Address: _________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

City:  __________________________________  State/Province: _________   Zip/Postal Code: ___________________  

 

Country: _________________ 

□ Both print & electronic* versions of the newsletter □ Electronic only*  □ Print only 

 

*Email:  ________________________________________________  

 
Phone:  (________)  _______________________ 

 

Mail completed form and check (US$ payable to NACWG) to:  

Barry Hartup, International Crane Foundation, PO Box 447, Baraboo, WI 53913, USA 

Return address: 

North American Crane Working Group 
c/o Daryl Henderson 
2950 7th Ave 
Port Alberni, BC V9Y 2J4 
CANADA 


