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UNUSUAL WINTERING DISTRIBUTION AND MIGRATORY BEHAVIOR
OF THE WHOOPING CRANE (GRUS AMERICANA) IN 2011–2012
GREG D. WRIGHT,1,3 MARY J. HARNER,1 AND JAMES D. CHAMBERS2
ABSTRACT.—The last, self-sustaining population of Whooping Cranes (Grus americana), the Aransas-Wood Buffalo
population, has overwintered almost exclusively along the Gulf Coast of Texas, USA, in and around the Aransas National
Wildlife Refuge during recent decades. In late autumn and winter 2011–2012, Whooping Cranes were observed several
hundred kilometers from coastal wintering grounds, with at least 13 Whooping Cranes in central Texas, south-central
Kansas, and central Nebraska from November 2011 to early March 2012. Notably, family groups of Whooping Cranes were
observed around a Texas reservoir, Granger Lake, over a 3-month period. An extreme drought, coupled with record warm
temperatures in the southern and central United States, may have interacted to influence behaviors and distributions of
Whooping Cranes during winter 2011–2012. Such observations suggest that Whooping Cranes may be more opportunistic
in use of wintering habitat and/or more likely to re-colonize inland historical sites than previously thought. Continued
documentation of Whooping Cranes overwintering in areas other than the Texas coast and/or altering timing of migration
will be important for protection and management of additional winter habitat as well as for informing population estimates
for the Aransas-Wood Buffalo Population of Whooping Cranes. Received 6 May 2013. Accepted 15 August 2013.
Key words: Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, Cheyenne Bottoms State Waterfowl Management Area, Kansas,
Granger Lake, Texas, Platte River, Nebraska, Quivira National Wildlife Refuge, Kansas, wintering habitat.

The Whooping Crane (Grus americana) is one
of the most endangered species of birds in North
America and the world (National Audubon
Society 2006, IUCN 2012). The last wild, selfsustaining population of Whooping Cranes, the
Aransas-Wood Buffalo population (AWBP), migrates more than 3,800 km from Wood Buffalo
National Park, Canada, to in and around Aransas
National Wildlife Refuge (NWR), Texas, USA,
and has rebounded from fewer than 20 individuals
in the early 1940s (Allen 1952) to over 250
individuals in 2011–2012 (Strobel et al. 2012).
This population expansion represents tremendous
improvement, but the species remains far from
meeting recovery goals, which include the AWBP
numbering above 1,000 individuals if two additional wild, self-sustaining flocks of Whooping
Cranes cannot be established (CWS and USFWS
2007). A key factor in the recovery of Whooping
Cranes is provision of adequate habitat across the
species’ range, including wintering grounds.
Historically, Whooping Cranes wintered in
prairies, marshes, and coastal lagoons throughout
southwestern Louisiana, the Gulf Coast of Texas,
the Rio Grande Delta in northeastern Mexico, as
well as inland grasslands, including the tablelands
of west-central Texas and the high plateaus of
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central Mexico (Stevenson and Griffith 1946,
Allen 1952, CWS and USFWS 2007). Overharvesting of Whooping Cranes and habitat loss and
degradation led to precipitous declines in Whooping Cranes by the end of the 19th century
(McIlhenny 1943, Allen 1952). By the time
Aransas NWR was created in 1937, its lands
encompassed nearly all of the wintering range of
the remaining migratory Whooping Cranes (Stevenson and Griffith 1946, Allen 1952). As the
AWBP increased over subsequent decades, locations of winter territories expanded to surrounding
marshlands, and territory sizes decreased, permitting more birds to occupy coastal areas in and
around Aransas NWR, including nearby Matagorda Island (Stehn and Johnson 1987), an area
that Whooping Cranes used prior to their decline
(Allen 1952). Occasionally juvenile Whooping
Cranes have been observed elsewhere during
winter, such as a juvenile in Oklahoma and
Kansas in 1987 (Stehn 1992), a juvenile in
Oklahoma and Nebraska in 2008–2009 (Stehn
2009), and a juvenile near Medford, Oklahoma, in
2009 (Stehn 2010). However, most Whooping
Cranes have remained concentrated within the
brackish marshes of the Gulf Coast during recent
winters.
Such a small, isolated population within a
limited geographic area is vulnerable to stochastic
events (Mills 2007), such as chemical spills along
the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway and hurricanes
that could decimate the population (CWS and
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USFWS 2007). Changing climatic and environmental conditions may further negatively influence availability of fresh water and associated
food resources for Whooping Cranes (CWS and
USFWS 2007, Chavez-Ramirez and Wehtje
2012). Collectively, such factors threaten the
long-term viability of the species, and the future
of Whooping Cranes may depend, in part, on
dispersal of the core population from current
wintering grounds to other suitable areas within
its historical winter range.
During winter 2011–2012, family groups of
Whooping Cranes were observed away from the
Texas Gulf Coast for the first time in recent
history. Birds were far beyond the sampling
frames for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Wintering Whooping Crane Abundance Survey
(Strobel et al. 2012). Observers did, however,
record locations and behaviors of Whooping
Cranes in these unusual areas in a variety of
formats, including internal agency notes and
electronic discussion lists. Herein we summarize
winter 2011–2012 sightings and discuss implications of this expanding winter distribution of
Whooping Cranes.
METHODS
We contacted personnel from the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers, U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, and Kansas Department of Parks and
Wildlife, as well as searched LISTSERV sites
(KSBIRD-L 2012, Texbirds LISTSERV 2012) for
summaries of reported sightings of Whooping
Cranes in atypical wintering areas from November 2011 to March 2012. Site-specific information
was compiled and evaluated to eliminate redundant data points, and when possible, more than
one source was contacted to ensure validity of
observations. We conservatively summarized
observations. In several cases birds likely were
present for longer periods, but we present only
sightings reported with daily records of location.
We included descriptions of habitats occupied
when such details were available through photographic documentation or reported by observers.
RESULTS
Whooping Cranes were observed hundreds of
kilometers away from typical wintering grounds
during winter 2011–2012 (Fig. 1), with birds at
Granger Lake, a reservoir in central Texas
(Williamson County); at Quivira National Wildlife Refuge in south-central Kansas (Stafford

County); near Cheyenne Bottoms State Waterfowl
Management Area in central Kansas (Ellsworth
County); and along the Platte River in central
Nebraska (Dawson County).
Whooping Cranes were most commonly reported from Granger Lake, with sightings spanning mid-November 2011 through early March
2012, and as many as nine birds seen on some
occasions (Fig. 2; Texbirds LISTSERV 2012;
JDC, unpubl. data). The first sighting at Granger
Lake was on 14 November, when observers saw
four Whooping Cranes in flight from the dam.
The next report came on 21 November when a
flock of three birds, composed of two adults and
one juvenile, was feeding in a cornfield near the
lake. One week later, two adults and one juvenile
were in an agricultural field near the lake, and a
single family group of the same composition was
observed three more times 3–6 December. On 7
December two family groups were reported, both
containing two adults and one juvenile. From 7
December 2011 until 2 February 2012, Whooping
Cranes were seen regularly, and multiple observers documented three and six individuals during
this time. Then, on 7 February 2012, an observer
saw nine Whooping Cranes congregated in an
area immediately north of Granger Lake, where
six birds previously had been observed. Nine
individuals were seen multiple times at or near
Granger Lake until 19 February 2012, and six
individuals were reported on 3 March 2012.
Personal observations (JDC, pers. obs.) and
photographs revealed that Whooping Cranes were
associated with agricultural fields, grazed pastures, depressional wetlands, and dammed ponds
around Granger Lake.
Up to six Whooping Cranes were reported on
some occasions at Quivira NWR from 19
November 2011 to 24 January 2012 in marsh
habitats (Fig. 2; KSBIRD-L 2012; B. A. Jones,
pers. comm.). On 19 November, a single Whooping Crane was observed with a large group of
Sandhill Cranes (G. canadensis) near Quivira
NWR, and a single Whooping Crane was reported
daily through 27 November. A single Whooping
Crane again was reported on 5 December, and an
individual was reported daily until 19 December
in the same area. Additional sightings at Quivira
NWR included four Whooping Cranes on 24–25
November, three on 7 December, and six on 24
January 2012 (Fig. 2).
Three Whooping Cranes, two adults and one
juvenile, were reported from private land near
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FIG. 1. Locations of reported Whooping Cranes mid-November 2011 through mid-February 2012. Large circle denotes
their primary wintering area along the Texas Gulf Coast in and around the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge (NWR), and
small circles indicate additional sites occupied by Whooping Cranes during winter of 2011–2012.

Cheyenne Bottoms State Wildlife Area from late
November 2011 to mid-January 2012 (Fig. 2). A
family group was seen from 23 November to 13
December 2011 (K. E. Grover, pers. comm.).
Additional information obtained from a listserv

accounted for three birds multiple times from 14
December to 24 January 2012 (KSBIRD-L 2012).
The birds likely were present between reported
observations, as the sightings are from the same
location and of the same flock composition, but

The Wilson Journal of Ornithology wils-126-01-15.3d 31/12/13 14:03:32

117

118

THE WILSON JOURNAL OF ORNITHOLOGY N Vol. 126, No. 1, March 2014

FIG. 2. Number of confirmed sightings of Whooping
Cranes outside of the Texas Gulf Coast mid-November
2011 through mid-February 2012. Additional sightings
were reported through early March 2012, but these later
observations were excluded from the figure, because they
may have been birds initiating early migration.

only specific dates recorded are depicted in
figure 2.
On 27 January 2012, three Whooping Cranes,
two adults and one juvenile, were confirmed
within the main channel of the Platte River near
Jeffery Island in Overton, Nebraska (M. C. Tacha,
pers. comm.). The Whooping Cranes last were
seen on the Platte River on 2 February 2012. On 4
February 2012, heavy snow and strong north
winds impacted the area; the birds were not resighted after the storm.
DISCUSSION
It is difficult to disentangle whether Whooping
Cranes were overwintering, extending migration,
or exhibiting some combination of these behaviors during winter 2011–2012, but it is clear that
large numbers of Whooping Cranes, notably
family groups, were away from Aransas NWR
during the typical overwintering period. The
winter of 2011–2012 was the fourth warmest on
record for the United States (NOAA 2012), and
Texas experienced exceptional drought during the
months when Whooping Cranes typically overwinter along the Gulf Coast (U.S. Drought
Monitor 2012). In addition to the unusual
distribution of Whooping Cranes, Sandhill Cranes
were far north of typical wintering grounds, with
several thousand along the Platte River in central
Nebraska during winter 2011–2012 (MJH, unpubl. data), providing further evidence that mild

conditions in the central United States were
favorable for cranes during winter months.
A number of interacting factors likely contributed to the unusual distribution of Whooping
Cranes in 2011–2012. During autumn 2011
migration, Whooping Cranes may have lingered
at stopover sites because of warmer conditions
and availability of open, unfrozen water, either
delaying arrival at Aransas NWR or terminating
migration at more northerly sites. Alternatively,
Whooping Cranes may have reached Aransas
NWR and subsequently departed, possibly because of poor habitat conditions associated with
the drought or overcrowding linked to an
expanding population. Some cranes might have
traveled between sites and/or initiated extremely
early migration, such as the Whooping Cranes
along the Platte River in late January. Historically,
few Whooping Cranes have been documented
migrating before late March, except in 2010 when
individuals were observed in Oklahoma in late
February and early March (Stehn 2010). Offrefuge sightings of Whooping Cranes in 2012
were considerably earlier than previous records,
suggesting that some individuals were overwintering rather than migrating—especially the
Granger Lake birds.
Three of the non-coastal sites occupied by
Whooping Cranes during winter 2011–2012 were
within or adjacent to areas designated as critical
habitat for migrating Whooping Cranes (Platte
River, Cheyenne Bottoms, Quivira NWR;
USFWS 1978). Granger Lake is not an area
identified as critical habitat, but it lies within the
migratory corridor and likely serves as a shortduration stopover site. The region surrounding
Granger Lake is moderately developed, populated, and bisected by multiple roads (JDC, pers.
obs.). Because of these factors and publicity
generated by these Whooping Cranes in 2011–
2012, it is unlikely that more have wintered
around Granger Lake in recent times. Whooping
Cranes did, however, inhabit this inland region
during the mid-19th century, with records of
‘‘immense flocks’’ of Whooping Cranes in
Williamson County during spring 1884 and
Whooping Cranes as a ‘‘favorite game fowl’’
and ‘‘an abundant winter resident’’ in nearby
McLennan County (Stevenson and Griffith 1946
and references therein). Therefore, the individuals
at Granger Lake might have been re-occupying an
historical-use area, even though the natural habitat
has been altered from a riverine landscape to its
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current condition as a flood-control reservoir.
Alternatively, the current habitat conditions of the
drawn-down reservoir may have attracted the
birds during migration.
The condition of Granger Lake and surrounding
lands provided resources conducive to multiplemonth occupancy by Whooping Cranes in winter
2011–2012. Granger Lake is a reservoir on the
San Gabriel River in Texas owned and managed
by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers for flood
control, water supply, and recreation. The reservoir was impounded in 1980 and has experienced
extreme siltation over the last three decades.
Under normal conditions, the lake covers approximately 1,800 ha and has a relatively shallow
depth averaging 3 m, with inter-annual waterlevel fluctuations ,1 m (JDC, unpubl. data). The
lake reached an all-time low on 9 November
2011, exposing many sand bars and mud flats, as
well as numerous crayfish and bivalves (JDC,
pers. obs.). This decline in lake level coincided
with the autumn migration of Whooping Cranes
through Texas, and birds frequently were observed foraging around the reservoir margin until
lake levels rose .1 m by late February 2012, once
again submerging mud flats. The great (at least
nine birds) and extended use (three months)
suggest that the reservoir and surrounding lands
provided suitable conditions during a drought for
Whooping Cranes to acquire resources necessary
for survival during winter. These observations
warrant further investigation to understand how
fluctuating water levels of reservoirs influence use
by Whooping Cranes throughout the entire
migratory corridor, as well as whether there are
any negative effects of exposed sediments on the
birds, such as detected for Sandhill Cranes along
a depleted reservoir in New Mexico, USA
(DeRagon et al. 2005).
Collectively, these unusual distributional patterns suggest that Whooping Cranes may be much
more flexible in selection of wintering habitat
than previously described, and this plasticity
might be essential to the growth of the population
outside of Aransas NWR as demand for wintering
habitat increases. It is likely that other areas exist
in Texas and surrounding states that could provide
adequate resources to wintering Whooping
Cranes, if birds have a way to gain knowledge
of those sites. The successful reintroduction of
Whooping Cranes in the eastern United States
(CWS and USFWS 2007), as well as their
historical distribution (e.g., Allen 1952), illustrates
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the species’ potential to occupy diverse habitats
during winter. However, the current paradigm of
wintering habitat conservation for AWBP focuses
on the preservation and creation of favorable
coastal habitats immediately adjacent to areas
already occupied by Whooping Cranes in and
around Aransas NWR (CWS and USFWS 2007).
Documentation of overwintering site use and
behavior—especially far from the Gulf Coast—
will inform population estimates for AransasWood Buffalo Whooping Cranes and help guide
protection and management of wintering habitat
over a larger area. Such documentation also may
allow us to monitor interactions between wild and
reintroduced Whooping Cranes should their habitats eventually overlap. To facilitate this, ongoing
efforts will be needed to increase public awareness
about reporting observations of Whooping Cranes,
as well as to systematically document and validate
off-refuge sightings during winter.
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