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Whooping Crane Reintroduction Program

2007 Year-end Summary

Highlights:

· The chick that hatched in the wild in 2006 returned to Wisconsin and had a good summer, associating with many other whooping cranes.  
· Tragedy struck when a February 1st storm brought heavy lightning and a storm surge to the Chassahowitzka National Wildlife Refuge, killing 17 of the 18 Operation Migration chicks that were in a top-netted pen.  One chick escaped, but was later found dead.
· Captive breeding facilities had record egg production and were able to supply the Operation Migration program with 24 chicks and the Direct Autumn Release (DAR) program with 12 chicks.  By June, health issues and other circumstances dropped those numbers to 17 chicks for OM and 10 for DAR – still a good number of chicks.

· Four pairs attempted to nest, but all abandoned their eggs for unknown reasons.  Two eggs were collected from these nests and of these chicks was ultralight trained.
· Drought conditions made cranes more vulnerable to predation - four adults were killed.  
· Operation Migration began migration October 13 with 17 chicks.  Weather problems stretched their journey to January 28.  All 17 juveniles made it, one with a minor injury.

· Ten Direct Autumn Release chicks were released in late October.  Three chicks died within the first few days, but the remaining 7 chicks made their way to the Hiwassee Wildlife Area in Tennessee and have settled in there for the winter. 
· At year-end, the Eastern Flock of whooping cranes totaled 76 -- 59 released birds plus 17 ultra-light trained chicks.  The world’s total population is a record 531.
February tragedy aftermath, Operation Migration Class of 2007
Following the deaths of 17 Operation Migration juveniles in Florida on February 1, the Whooping Crane Eastern Partnership Project Direction Team undertook a comprehensive review of the events leading up the storm.  Some changes are being made to protocols for managing birds at Chassahowitzka during the 2007-08 winter.  OM has also devised a gate that will open in the event of high water.  In addition, alternate wintering sites are being considered.
Despite this set-back, Operation Migration charged full-speed ahead in 2007, training 17 chicks to follow ultra-light aircraft on migration.  They left the Necedah refuge on October 13 and experienced many weather delays, taking their migration to a record 98 days.  One chick sustained minor injuries at the end of the migration, but the remaining 16 chicks arrived in good shape at the Chassahowitzka pen site on the west coast of Florida on January 28. 

Four Nesting Pairs, 2006 Wild-hatched Whooping Crane Chick, 
Four pairs attempted to nest in April, but all four abandoned their eggs.  The sudden onset of warm weather might have influenced this, as all four abandoned their nests during a short period of time.  WCEP biologists remain puzzled, however, and will be utilizing video cameras at nests more in the future to observe behavior of pairs more closely.  Two eggs were collected at the abandoned nests and incubated at the International Crane Foundation.  
W1-06, the only wild-produced chick to survive to date, fared very well during her first summer on her own.  She spent the summer in the company of various adult whooping cranes, then migrated with three adults (not her parents) to the same territory in Florida that she occupied with her parents the previous winter.  Her parents showed up there later.  They occasionally associated closely, but spent most of their time in different parts of the territory.  
Direct Autumn Release (DAR)
This reintroduction method releases isolation-reared chicks into groups of older whooping cranes in the fall so they will follow the older cranes on their southern migration.  In 2007, ten chicks were released using this method.  Unfortunately, three of these chicks were lost during the first week of release – one to a predator at Necedah, one to a collision with an airplane at the Dane County airport, and one to a power line collision in Kentucky.  One lone chick wandered into Arkansas and was captured and transported to the Hiwassee Wildlife Area in eastern Tennessee.  A group of six that migrated together spent a long time in Illinois, then made their way to the Hiwassee refuge.  All seven DAR juveniles are spending the winter at Hiwassee in the company of several adult whooping cranes and thousands of sandhill cranes.  
The five DAR birds from past year releases do not associate with other whooping cranes.  Releasing DAR birds in a larger group in 2007 seems to have helped fix this problem.  WCEP biologists plan to increase the number of DAR chicks again next year and make further changes to their rearing and releasing protocols to encourage both stronger imprinting on adult whooping cranes and greater fear of humans and other dangers.
Monitoring Wild Whoopers
The Eastern Flock cranes were monitored throughout spring and summer.  Drought conditions made finding food and safe nighttime roosting sites difficult, resulting in four known deaths from predation.  Two cranes spent the summer in Michigan and one in New York.  On October 3, WCEP biologists re-captured the female in New York and brought her back to the Necedah refuge.  She quickly found a potential mate and they even began nest building.  Most other cranes remained in the core reintroduction area in and around the Necedah refuge.  

At the onset of migration in November, the Eastern Flock totaled 59 birds, including the seven DAR juveniles.  Mild autumn weather held most birds in Wisconsin longer than usual.  They left in two waves, on November 22 (Thanksgiving Day) and 27.  A few made it to Florida in less than a week (as little as four days!), but most staged for a week or more at sites along the way, most notably the Jasper-Pulaski National Wildlife Refuge (IN) and the Hiwassee Wildlife Area (TN).   
The Total Whooping Crane Population
At year end, the entire whooping crane population totaled 531 – 383 wild and 148 captive.  The Aransas-Wood Buffalo flock fledged 39 chicks (65 nesting pairs initially hatched a record 84 chicks).  That population now numbers 266.  The Florida flock totals 41 birds, with one chick fledging in 2007.  Captive populations at 11 facilities total 148 birds, including five chicks produced at the Calgary Zoo and Patuxent Wildlife Research Center.
NRF Funding Assistance
NRF continued its role providing funding assistance to organizations that are doing on-the-ground work for this project.  We raised $43,235 for whooping cranes from foundations, Crane Club members, and other donors, and provided the following contributions to the program:
International Crane Foundation
DAR interns 
10,000
Necedah National Wildlife Refuge
Intern for DAR program
5,000
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
Direct Autumn Release support
10,267


Monitoring 
7,000

Wisconsin Dept. of Natural Resources
Use of vehicle for monitoring
5,000
NRF expenses
Printing, travel, etc.
246
     Total

$ 37,513
 ~ Weekly whooping crane program updates are posted at www.wisconservation.org. ~
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