Whooping Cranes

With some background on area wildlife, I'm Calhoun County Game Warden Mike
Mitchell.

| am speaking of the tallest bird in North America, the whooping crane. Listed as
endangered for decades, this regal character has an amazing wingspan of 7 2 feet.
They are white with rust-colored patches on top and back of its head. It lacks feathers
on both sides of the head, has yellow eyes, and long, black legs and bills. Its primary
wing feathers are black but are visible only in flight.

It breeds in the wetlands of Wood Buffalo National Park in northern Canada and spends
the winter on the Texas coast, primarily around the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge
about 26 miles southwest of here.

Whooping cranes begin their fall migration south to Texas in mid-September and begin
the spring migration north to Canada in late March or early April. Whooping cranes
migrate more than 2,400 miles a year. As many as 1,400 whooping cranes migrated
across North America in the mid-1800s.

By the late 1930s, the Aransas population was down to just 18 birds. Because of well-
coordinated efforts to protect habitat and the birds themselves, the population is slowly
increasing. In 1993, the population stood at 112. In the spring of 2002, it is estimated
that there were 173 whoopers — a small, but important increase. Today, three
populations exist: one in the Kissimmee Prairie of Florida, the only migratory population
at the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, and a very small captive-bred population in
Wisconsin.

Whooping cranes mate for life, but will accept a new mate if one dies. These long-lived
cranes can live up to 24 years in the wild. The mated pair shares brooding duties; either
the male or the female is always on the nest. Generally, one chick survives. It can leave
the nest while quite young, but is still protected and fed by its parents. Chicks are rust-
colored when they hatch; at about four months, chicks' feathers begin turning white. By
the end of their first migration, they are brown and white, and as they enter their first
spring, their plumage is white with black wing tips.

The hatchlings will stay with their parents throughout their first winter, and separate
when the spring migration begins. The sub-adults form groups and travel together.
Cranes live in family groups made up of the parents and 1 or 2 offspring. In the spring,
whooping cranes perform courtship displays — loud calling, wing flapping, leaps in the
air — as they get ready to migrate to their breeding grounds.

Their diet consists of blue crabs, clams, frogs, minnows, rodents, small birds and
berries. Early 1999 counts showed 183 birds left the wintering grounds on the Texas
coast, with smaller populations in New Mexico and Florida.



Whooping cranes winter on the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge's 22,500 acres of salt
flats and marshes. The area's coastal prairie rolls gently here and is dotted with swales
and ponds. They summer and nest in poorly drained wetlands in Canada's Northwest
Territories at Wood Buffalo National Park.

Although they breed in Canada during the summer months, whooping cranes migrate to
Texas' coastal plains near Rockport, in and around Aransas National Wildlife Refuge,
from November through March.

Whooping cranes migrate throughout the central portion of the state from the eastern
panhandle to the Dallas/Fort Worth area and south through the Austin area to the
central coast during the October-November time and again in April. They are sometimes
seen directly in the Indianola area, near the rice fields. If you sight a whooping crane
during migration or away from the coast during the winter, then please contact the Texas
Parks and Wildlife Department at 800-792-1112.

Whooping cranes are one of the rarest bird species in North America. They are
protected in Canada, the United States, and Mexico. Because some of their habitat is
federally protected, the land is managed to preserve the animals.

The greatest threats to whooping cranes are man-made: power lines, illegal hunting and
habitat loss. Public awareness and support are critical to whooping cranes' survival as a
species.

Food and habitat continue to be a challenge for the whooping crane. Their favorite
foods of blue crab and wolfberry can be in short supply due to the salty conditions on
the marsh.

Cranes typically winter southwest of here from October to April. Look for them, or take a
trip over to the refuge and enjoy the visitor center or trails. There you may get the latest
updates on current whopping crane bird counts.

Their future remains unstable. We may need to give more attention if these will be here
for our grandchildren to see this splendid species.

The Texas Parks and Wildlife Department encourages you to enjoy the great outdoors
and all the opportunities it has to offer. For more information, see our website at
www.tpwd.state.tx.us. With some background on area wildlife, this has been Calhoun
County Game Warden Mike Mitchell.
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