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Platte River Whooping Crane Maintenance Trust

Roberr J. Henszev. Werland ecologist

Bob Henszey,

Werland ecologist for the trust,
wetland plants to sudy relationships

s

penween plans species and ivdrology.

The Platie River Whooping Crane Mainte-
nance Trust (www.whoopingerane.org) is o pri-
vide nonprofit organization dedicated to the
conservation of migratory bird habitat along
Nebruska™s Plate River. Our mission is 1o pro-
teel and maintain the phyvsical. hvdrological.
and hiological integrity of the Big Bend arca
of the Pl
so that it continues to function as a life support

atte River in south-central Nebrasha.

svstem for whooping cranes and other migra-

tory bird species.,

The cenvrad Platie River valley has hemispheri-
cal significance as o staging area for migratory
water birds and offers critical habitat for a vari-
ety of migratory and nonmigratory birds. The
region is best known for the 500.000 sandhill
cranes and five million 1o seven million ducks

and geese that migrate annually through the

1982 Land Use/Land Cover
Wood River to Grand Island
(Converted to ArcView Format)

valley. but twentv-two endangered. threatened.
or candidate plant and animal species are also
found here. These species are lareely depen-
dent or the river and adjacent riparian habitat

to meet their needs. During the past one-
hundred vears. however. the central Plate

River wvalley has undergone a substantial
transtormation. Water development projects
reduced o once wide and treeless river (up 1o
one mile wide) to o number of narrow chan-
nels with extensive woody veeetation. Since
1805, channel widths in many arcus have nar-
rowed by 70 pereent or more. In addition.
agricultural policy and practice have led

exiensive habitat fragmentu-
and loss of wetlunds. Native grasslunds.,

Monocropping.
uon.
wetlands, and wet meadows. which provide
feeding habitat for
migratory birds and other NOW CXIsl

IMportant and nesting
species.
primarily as remnants within o matrix of agri-
cultura! Tand.

To mamiain and enhunce this important miera-

“tory bird habitat the trast acquires land and
water rights: manages. proiects, and restores

habitut: and conducts research related w migra-
tory birds and their habitat needs. Where
compatible with the trust’s nussion. existing
agricultural and other traditional land uses
and promoted by the trust, The
lrust currently and about
10.000 acres of habitat along seveni
of the Platte River. Most of this
in native pasture. hayland. or other riparian
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habitats. with about 1.700 acres in row crop
agriculture. The trust also has cooperative hab-
il protection programs with the National
Society, The Nature Conservancy,
and the U.S, Fish and Wildlife Service.

In 1982, the trust pioneered a GIS for the Platte
River with its MOSS inventory of land usc
and land cover within three and a half miles
of the river, but this svstem was cumbersome
and 15 now obsolete. With a grant from ECP-
CGISC. the trust purchased ArcView GIS and
avatlable
from some ol our recent

began utilizing the current features
tor GIS. Examples
projects follow.

We! Meaaow rations

The trust has an active program of converting
marginal cropland back 1o wet meadows, Since
TO8 1. the trust has restored 1,195 acres to mesic
arasslands and wet meadows. Early
tons incorporated low-diversity seed mixiures

"ftan

restora-

on leveled crop ficlds. More recent restora-
tons include Tocally collected high-diversin
seed mixtures on partially recontoured fand
surfaces. Since recontouring is expensive. GIS
has helped us 10 develop the best design for
our budget while incorporating information
such as soils and previous topography. Uniil
detatled digital soil maps become available for
our area. we have been using digital orthopho-
toquads as o basemap to indicate soil hound-
aries. Digital line graphs (DLGs) from USGS

i:24.000 1opographic maps are also used
-

Omr' f)uu\ avian ecologist for the trusi.
10 study

bands a female northern ariole
spectes moventents and site fidelny.
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Natre Center restoration after recontouring. Phoro
conrtesy Nebraska Game and Parks Commision.

with ArcView GIS to sugeest topography and
drainage patterns for sites where the topo-
araphic map was compiled before conversion
to cropland. The total area to be restored
for euach computed  with
ArcView GIS. has been very useful in determin-
ing the amount of seed we need to collect by
hand for cach species and how much dirt work
will be required. In the past. we marked the

habitat  wype.

Jocation 1o excavate topographic patierns on
the ground “by eve.” but we hope to improve
upon our placements in the luture with a
recently purchased GPS.
Crane Roost Maintenance and
Enhancement

Al the peak of the spring migration i mid-
March, up o 40.000 sandhill cranes per river
mile return to the safery of the Platte 1o roost
for the night atter feeding in the surrounding
cornticlds and wet meadows during the day.
The only remaining migratory flock of endan-
sered whooping cranes also migrates through
our arca. and cach vear several birds stop o
raost und teed along the river. Both crune
species prefer a wide (>730 {t. for sandhill
and >1.000 11 for whooping cranes)., shallow,
unobstructed river to roost. Over the past hun-
dred years. however. cottonwood and willow
encroachment has narrowed the river. foreing
cranes o roost in the few remaining suitably
wide reaches of the Platte River.

Since 1982, the trust has been uctively clear-
ing sclected arcas on more than 20 miles of
river channel to maintain and enhance crane
roosting habitat. A combination of shredding
and disking with heavy cquipment is used
to remove the vegetation. The focus of these
etforts has been on river islunds. but banks
have also been cleared to achieve a minimum
unohstructed channel width. It clearing is fol-
lowed by high tlows. some of the smaller
islands and sandbars crode. creating wider
channels. However. periodic maintenance is
NECESSArY 0N MOsLSIES eVery two to live yeuars
to maintain an unobstructed channel width.

For clearing on private lands. the trust must pre-
pare a plun for the Jandowner and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service. Belore using ArcView
GIS. preparing these plans was difficult and
ame-consuming. We now use ArcView GIS

with a recent georeferenced aerial photograph.
converted Trom MrSID™ to TIFF format. as a
basemap. Section lines are overlaid on this base-
map. and the arca of potential riparian forest
and willow/sandbar communities to be cleared
is caleulated. Photo points for long-term moni-
tormg are also labeled on these maps.

Additional ArcView GIS Projects

Besides the projects highlighted above. the
trust is using ArcView GIS for several other
projects. We use ArcView GIS o monitor the
spatial distribution and status of trust lands
(e.g.. facilities, rangelands. croplands. restora-
tions. prescribed burns, and study areas) and
to help with munagement planning. habitat
assessments, and scientific studies of migra-
tory birds and their habitat. With our new GPS.
we plan 1o monitor the location and status of
mdividual plants from a small population of
the threatened western prairie fringed orchid
(Plaranthera pracclara). which oceurs in one
of our pastures. Whenever we install an obser-
vation well for studying wet meadow water
tuble patterns. we use a map produced with
AreView GIS o register the well with the state
of Nebraska, Finally, we use AreView GIS 10
view and use spatial data from other organi-
zations. such as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Services wetland inventory, and the spatal data-
bases produced by the Platte River Endangered
Spectes Partnership (www.usbr.gov/platte/).

Future ArcView GIS Projects

As a major participant in the Platie River
Endungered Species Partnership, the trust will
maost likely use ArcView GIS in the fuwre o
accomplish the following:

7 Monitor spatial and temporal changes in
Platte River channel habitat and determine
how these changes may affect habitat use
by endangered whooping cranes. least terns,
and piping plovers and by other nonlisted
bird species (¢.z.. sandhill cranes. waterfowl.
and shorebirds).

2 Monitor spatial and temporal changes in

Platte  River  grasslund  and  woodland

communities, agricultural land uses. and
rural and urban development. with special
emphasis on how these changes may affect
erassland and woodland birds.

[#%]

Identify priority areas for channel. wet
meadow. and woodland community protec-
tion. habitat enhancement. and restoration.

< Inventory the annual status of Platte River
channel management arcas (e.g.. clearing
woody vegetation to enhance crane and
wateriow] roost habitat and nesting habitat
for terns and plovers).

Data and analyses from these efforts will help
the trust educate decision makers. conservu-
tomists, natural resource prolessionals. and
landowners about protecting and enhancing

the Platte River ecosystem. In the past. these
etforts were hampered by a lack of quality spu-
tal data and computer-based analviical tools.
With ArcView GIS. we have an invaluable ool
o promote the wise use and management of
the Platie River.

Protected Habitat - Central Platte River

East Half
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