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Why are Sandhill Cranes 
at risk?

S
om e , but not all , Sa n d h i ll Cranes are

at ri s k . Th eir situ a ti on is com p l i c a t-

ed , s i n ce the scien tific cl a s s i fi c a ti on

of the su b s pecies and pop u l a ti on s

found in Bri tish Co lu m bia needs cl a ri fi -

c a ti on . However, most ex perts agree that

t h ree su b s pecies occur in Bri ti s h

Co lu m bia – the Le s s er Sa n d h i ll Cra n e

(Grus canadensis canaden s i s) , t h e

Gre a ter Sa n d h i ll Crane (G . c . t a bi d a)

and the Ca n adian Sa n d h i ll Crane (G . c .

rowa n i) . In form a ti on on the distri bu-

ti on and abu n d a n ce of Sa n d h i ll Cra n e s

that breed in the provi n ce is poor

because they are very sec retive wh en

n e s ting and of ten ch oose rem o te habi-

tats that are difficult to su rvey.

The Lesser Sandhill Crane breeds

ac ross the Nort hwest Terri tori e s ,

Yu kon , Alaska and the nort h ern

re aches of the pra i rie provi n ce s .

Thousands migra te thro u gh Bri ti s h

Columbia each spring and fall, travel-

ling between their

wintering grounds

in the sout h ern

United States and

their Arctic nesting

s i te s . Most stay 

east of the Rocky

Mo u n t a i n s , but a

few travel through

the In teri or and

along the Coast. A

few cranes have

been known to

nest in the north-

east corner of the

province but their

subspecific status is unknown.

The Gre a ter Sa n d h i ll Crane is

divided into four breeding popula-

tions. Members of one of these – the

Centra l  Valley population – nest in

s m a ll groups in scattered loc a ti on s

across the southern half of British

Columbia. Many of these areas are of

great conservation concern.

The Ca n adian Sa n d h i ll Crane is

bel i eved to breed in B. C . , but its distri b-

uti on is uncertain and some bi o l ogi s t s

d i s p ute wh et h er it should even be

cl a s s ed as a sep a ra te su b s pec i e s . F i el d

re s e a rch ers of ten group the Ca n ad i a n

and the Gre a ter su b s pecies toget h er as

“l a r ge” c ranes wh en con du cting su rveys .

Ha bitat loss and degrad a ti on is

l i kely the gre a test threat to Sa n d h i ll

Cranes in Bri tish Co lu m bi a . Som e

form er nesting sites on Va n co uver

Island and in the Fra s er and

O k a n a gan va ll eys have been

d i s tu rbed or de s troyed by

d ra i n a ge proj ect s , a gri c u l tu ra l

and urban devel opm en t , a n d

l ogging activi ty. However, m o s t

of Bri tish Co lu m bi a’s nesti n g

c ranes use rem o te areas that, to

d a te , h ave not been su bj ect to

s i gnificant devel opm ent or

re s o u rce ex tracti on . Du ring 

the provi n ce’s set t l em ent era ,

c ranes were com m on ly shot for

food , but tod ay they are

pro tected from hu n ti n g

and other direct distu r-

b a n ce in B. C .

Cranes also face many

n a tu ral hazard s , i n clu d i n g

f l ooding of t h eir nests and

pred a ti on on eggs , ch i cks and

the occ a s i onal adu l t . In ad d i-

ti on , the growth of c rane pop u-

l a ti ons is very low due to thei r

del ayed sexual matu ri ty and

s m a ll clutch size . Even a small

amount of ad d i ti onal mort a l i ty

due to human activi ties can

cause their nu m bers to decl i n e .

Su ch declines prob a bly occ u rred in

the past cen tu ry, but wh et h er the

total Bri tish Co lu m bia breed i n g

pop u l a ti on is curren t ly increasing or

dec reasing is not known .

What is their status?

D
ue to the size of the provi n ce and the

rem o teness of most crane nesti n g

a re a s , t h ere has never been a com-

p l ete su rvey of Sa n d h i ll Cranes nest-

ing in Bri tish Co lu m bi a . In any one ye a r,

on ly small nu m bers are seen . The size of

the provincial pop u l a ti on du ring the

breeding season is best esti m a ted from

counts of m i grants in Wa s h i n g ton and

O re gon , a nd wi n tering bi rd s  in 

Ca l i forn i a . These data su ggest that the

nu m ber of c ranes su m m ering in B. C . i s

1000 to 1500 along the Coast and 2500

to 3500 in the Cen tral In teri or. Abo ut 

20 percent are assu m ed to be non - breed-

ers , giving a ro u gh

e s ti m a te of 1400 

to 2000 breed i n g

p a i rs . This doe s

not inclu de the

u n k n own nu m ber

of Sa n d h i ll Cra n e s

that nest in the

Fort Nel s on are a .

The status of

the Lower Ma i n-

land nesting pop u-

l a ti ons of Gre a ter

Sa n d h i ll Cranes is

of p a rticular con-

cern . These have

dwi n dl ed to fo u r

or five pairs at 

Pitt Po l der, t wo or

t h ree at Bu rns Bog

and one at Langl ey Bog.

In light of these small population

estimates and the continuing threats

to their nesting habitat, the Sandhill

Crane has been placed on the provin-

cial Blue List of vulnerable species.

Sa n d h i ll Cranes receive pro tecti on

a gainst shoo ting and hara s s m en t

u n der the federal Mi gra to ry Bird s

Co nven tion Act and the provi n c i a l

Wi l dl i fe Act. Little of t h eir known

nesting habitat has been protected.

The Sandhill Crane is classified as

E n d a n gered in Wa s h i n g ton State ,

The status 
of the Lower

Mainland
nesting 

populations 
of Greater

Sandhill
Cranes is of

particular 
concern.

Over 
thousands 
of years
Sandhill
Cranes have
evolved 
elaborate
courtship 
rituals and 
a wide 
array of
vocalizations.



Sensitive in Oregon and Threatened in

California. The larger populations of

the Great Plains and Gulf Coast states

are generally not endangered, and are

legally hunted in some areas.

What do they look like?

S
a n d h i ll Cranes are among the large s t

of North Am erican bi rd s , s t a n d i n g

over one metre tall and having a

wi n gspan of a bo ut two metre s .Adu l t s

u su a lly wei gh bet ween three and fo u r

k i l ogra m s . The neck , body and wi n gs are

s l a te blue to grey, with a ru s ty ti n ge on

s ome fe a t h ers . The head is more dis-

ti n ct ly marked , with bare red skin over

the foreh e ad and upper face , and con-

tra s ting wh i te ch ee k s . The bi ll and legs

a re bl ack . Im m a tu re bi rds lack the bare

p a tch on the head and are usu a lly

brown er in co l o u r.

With their very long legs and non -

webbed feet , Sa n d h i ll Cranes are

ad a pted for walking on the ground or

in water. Th ey never perch on trees or

o t h er high obj ect s . In fligh t , the Sa n d-

h i ll Crane holds its neck stra i gh t , wh i l e

its long legs trail beyond its short tail.

The on ly other crane in Nort h

Am eri c a , the en d a n gered Wh oop i n g

Cra n e , occ u rs in Bri tish Co lu m bia on ly

as an “acc i den t a l ” m i grant and is easily

d i s ti n g u i s h ed by its wh i te body

and bl ack wi n g ti p s . Great Blu e

Herons – wh i ch are som eti m e s

con f u s ed with Sa n d h i ll Cranes –

l ack red face mark i n gs ,h ave head

p lu m e s , and fly with their neck

bent back , of ten re s ting thei r

h e ad on their shoulders . At a dis-

t a n ce , m i gra ting flocks of c ra n e s

m i ght be mistaken for gee s e , but

c ranes can be iden ti fi ed by thei r

l o u d , ro lling call s , wh i ch can be

h e a rd up to four kilom etres aw ay,

and by their flight pattern s .

Why are they unique?

C
ranes are ancient bi rd s . Over

thousands of ye a rs they have

evo lved el a bora te co u rtship ri tu a l s

and a wi de array of voc a l i z a ti on s .

Co u rtship dancing is parti c u l a rly evi den t

at migra ti on stopover sites – of ten a bog

or stu bble field – on the way to nort h ern

n e s ting are a s . Inva ri a bly, s oon after land-

i n g, a few bi rds begin to jump abo ut wi t h

p a rti a lly ra i s ed wi n gs ,s om etimes leaping

h i gh in the air. Ot h ers gradu a lly join in

the ex u berant anti c s , wh i ch are an essen-

tial prel i m i n a ry to pairi n g.

The flight behaviour of cranes dif-

fers  f rom that of swans and geese.

During migration, which is largely by

day and during sunny weather, flocks

of a few to several hundred birds fre-

qu en t ly spiral upw a rd on therm a l

updrafts, glide or flap for a distance,

then spiral upward again. When flying

in straight lines they use a V-forma-

ti on . Di s t a n ces bet ween rest stop s

average about 250 kilometres, while

flight speeds range from 20 to 80 kilo-

metres per hour, depending on wind

speed and direction. The cranes’ snap-

ping upstroke and slower downstroke

distinguishes them from other long-

legged, long-necked birds.

In Bri tish Co lu m bi a , people usu a lly

s ee these cranes on ly du ring migra -

ti on . O f ten they are first alerted 

to the pre s en ce of f l ocks flying high

overh e ad by

the sound of

t h eir 7- to 20-

n o te “loud ra t-

t l e” c a ll s , s om e-

times referred

to as trumpet-

ing or bugling,

wh i ch have a

rising or fall i n g

i n f l ecti on when

the bi rds are

in fligh t . Th e

a ge-old cra n e

m i g r a t i on s

t h ro u gh our

provi n ce fo llow

the same ro ute s ,

use the same rest stops and occur at

the same time each year, and were

familiar to native people long before

European settlers arrived.

The age-old
crane migra ti o n s
through British
Columbia 
follow the 
same routes,
use the same 
rest stops and
occur at the 
same time 
each year.



How do they reproduce?

I
n Bri tish Co lu m bi a , Sa n d h i ll Cra n e

n e s ting habitat inclu des mars h e s ,

s w a m p s , bogs and meadows from

near sea level to el eva ti ons up to 

1220 m. Th ey nest in open are a s , ra t h er

than in dense brush or fore s t . The 

1- to 1.5-metre - wi de nests, m ade of

gra s s e s ,s ed ge s , ru s h e s ,s ph a gnum moss

or bra n ches of s h ru b s , sit on the gro u n d

or are anch ored in shall ow water.

In sout h ern and cen tral Bri ti s h

Co lu m bi a , the clutch of t wo (occ a-

s i on a lly one or three) eggs is usu a lly

laid in late April or early May, a n d

i n c u b a ted by both adults for 30 to 34

d ays . The eggs , laid at two - d ay inter-

va l s , a re light brown with red d i s h

bl o tch e s . Du ring incubati on the nest 

is atten ded con s t a n t ly, the adults ex -

ch a n ging duties several times a day.

Du ring pipp i n g, wh i ch take s

about 24 hours, the chicks produce

three distinct calls from inside the

egg, and their parents respond with a

purring sound. In a two-egg clutch,

the young hatch about one day apart.

The downy, red d i s h - brown hatch-

lings are active at birth and able to

leave the nest within 24 hours. For

the first two to three  weeks

a f ter hatch i n g, the ch i ck s

remain very close to the adults.

Both parents duti f u lly feed

their offspring until they are

about half-grown and able to

find their own food . By 60

d ays the young cranes are

almost adult size, and at 65 to

75 days they start to fly. How-

ever, growth is not complete

until 10 months of age.

Al t h o u gh norm a lly two

eggs are laid, it is usual for

on ly one young to fled ge .

This is attri buted to inten s e

s i bling aggre s s i on , wh i ch

re sults in one ch i ck becoming dom-

inant and taking most of the food

bro u ght by the adu l t s .

Soon after their first fligh t ,

young Sa n d h i ll Cranes becom e

s trong fliers and they may begin to

m i gra te with their parents on ly d ays

l a ter. Th ey stay with their paren t s ,

u su a lly within a few metres of

t h em , u n til one or two m on t h s

before the adu l t s’ n ext clutch is

du e , a peri od of nine or ten

m on t h s . The young bi rds then

begin assoc i a ting with flocks of

su b adu l t , n on - breeding cra n e s .

Su b adult cranes may begin pair-

ing when three or four years old,

but successful nesting usually doesn’t

occur until they are five to eight years

old. Pairs stay together until one or

the other dies. They usually nest each

year and may live for up to 20 years.

What do they eat?

S
a n d h i ll Cranes are om n ivores – they

m a i n ly eat plant food s , but animal

m a t ter may com prise five to ten

percent of t h eir diet and is bel i eved

to be an important source of e s s en ti a l

amino acids and calciu m . Feeding pri-

m a ri ly on land or in shall ow mars h e s

with em er gent veget a ti on , t h ey probe

with their stu rdy bi lls for under gro u n d

food item s , gl e a n

s eeds and gra i n

f rom the su rf ace

and pick berri e s

f rom bu s h e s .

Al t h o u gh their

feeding habi t s

h ave not been

studied in British

Co lu m bi a , B. C .’s

n e s ting cra n e s

l i kely have diet s

similar to cranes

in other are a s :

the underground

p a rts of a qu a ti c

plants like sedges

and rushes, as well as seeds, berries,

insects, snails, amphibians and mice.

In the boggy habitats used in this

provi n ce , berries su ch as the cra n berry

and bog blu eberry are prob a bly of

s ome import a n ce from mid to late

su m m er. In s ects reported to be eaten

i n clu de gra s s h oppers , beet l e s , c a terp i l-

l a rs and the larvae of a qu a tic spec i e s .

On the pra i ri e s , grains su ch as wh e a t ,

b a rl ey, s or ghum and corn are the main

foods of m i gra ting and staging cra n e s .

Some waste grain is prob a bly also eaten

by migrants that stop in Bri tish Co lu m-

bia’s Okanagan Valley, Bulkley Valley

and Pe ace River are a s .

In  order to secure enough food

resources  for themselves and their

young, Sandhill Crane pairs usually

ensure that their nests are widely dis-

persed. A 20- to 80-hectare territory

su rrounding the nest is defen ded

against other cranes.

Where do they live?

S
a n d h i ll Cranes have a wi de distri bu-

ti on in North Am eri c a , and som e

bi rds from this con ti n ent even nest

in eastern Si beri a . The breed i n g

ra n ge of m i gra tory flocks ex tends from

Si beria and Alaska eastward to Hu d s on

and James bays , and south to nort h ern

Ca l i forn i a , Id a h o, Ut a h , Minnesota and

Mi ch i ga n . Ma j or wi n tering areas of

these bi rds inclu de Ca l i forn i a’s cen tra l

va ll ey, New Mex i co, Texas and nort h -

cen tral Mex i co. Sm a ll re s i dent (non -

m i gra tory) pop u l a ti ons also exist in

Mi s s i s s i pp i ,F l orida and Cu b a .

The growth
rate of crane
populations 
is very low
because of
their delayed
sexual 
maturity 
and small
clutch size.

Kamloops

Present  breeding range of the Sandhill Crane 
in British Columbia
Former breeding range



In British Columbia, nest-

ing has been documented on

Vancouver Island, the Queen

Ch a rl o t te Is l a n d s , va ri o u s

mid-coast islands, the Fraser

Va ll ey, the Okanaga n - S hu -

swap are a , the Ca ri boo -

Ch i l co tin Plateau north to

Va n derh oof , the Rocky Moun-

tain Trench near Cranbrook,

and the Fort Nelson area. The

Vancouver Island and South

Okanagan records are over 50

years old,and nesting may no

longer occur in those areas.

The best known nesting sites in

southern British Columbia are Burns

Bog in Delta,and Pitt Polder near Pitt

Meadows. At Burns Bog, cranes nest

and roost in sphagnum heathlands

and pond complexes created by the

harvesting of peat. The predominant

s h rubs there are Labrador tea and blue-

berries;other common plants include

bog cranberry, cloudberry, sun-

dew and sphagnum moss. At

Pitt Polder, the cranes nest in

s w a m py sites covered wi t h

shrubs such as hardhack, sweet

gale and Labrador te a . Al t h o u gh

these nesting areas are near large

centres of human population,

they still provide the isolation

needed by nesting c ra n e s . In the

Ca ri boo -Ch i l co tin are a , wh ere

most of Bri tish Co lu m bi a’s

nesting cranes are found, the

usual nesting habitat is sedge-

dominated wetlands surround-

ed by coniferous forest. Most of

these wetlands have convo luted

s h orelines with nu m erous bays and

poi n t s . In the In teri or, dense bu l ru s h

m a rshes in ra n gelands may also be

u s ed for nesti n g. The wet l a n d s

s el ected by nesting cranes va ry

gre a t ly in the amount of w a ter and

in size , wh i ch seems to be less

i m portant than their degree of

i s ol a ti on . On the Queen Ch a rl o t te

Is l a n d s , one nest was found amon g

l ogging slash, but this ch oi ce appe a rs

to be qu i te unu su a l .

S topover sites used by cra n e s

m i gra ting thro u gh the provi n ce include

swampy fields, the edges of wetlands,

dry rangelands, grain fields and estu-

a rine meadows . Du ring spring migra-

tion, cranes have been seen resting in

the Okanagan Valley at the north end

of O s oyoos Lake ,

at Wh i te Lake near

O k a n a gan Fa lls and

at  Crescent Beach

north of Summer-

land. Known re s t-

ing stops furt h er

n orth are the Knut s -

ford area near Ka m-

l oop s , Bech ers Pra i ri e

west of Wi ll i a m s

L a ke , and the Bu l k-

l ey and Ki s p i ox va l-

l eys . The best oppor-

tu n i ty for seei n g

these pred i ct a bl e

m i grants is in the south Okanagan in

l a te April or late Septem ber.

What can we do?

T
he major need in Bri tish Co lu m bia is

to pro tect key habitats used by nest-

ing Sa n d h i ll Cra n e s . Before meani n g-

ful habitat pro tecti on programs can be

s t a rted , h owever, m ore inform a ti on is

n eeded abo ut this spec i e s’ d i s tri buti on ,

a bu n d a n ce and habitats in many

p a rts of the provi n ce .

In the lower Fraser Valley, crane

populations and habitats are fairly

well  documented, and the main

need is to prevent further habitat

degrad a ti on and human distu r-

b a n ce . An edu c a ti onal progra m

and signs advising people to stay

out of nesting areas would benefit

cranes in these locations.

On the Queen Ch a rl o t te Islands

and mid-coast islands in Hecate

Strait, nesting crane populations

are probably fairly secure, although

logging to the edges of their nesting

bogs may be a concern. Since little is

known about these cranes, the imme-

diate need is to establish population

size and identify key habitats.

Cranes nesting in the Ca ri boo -

Chilcotin area could be harmed by

agricultural land development or log-

ging. Water storage or drainage pro-

jects could flood nests or dry out

nesting habitat; logging that results in

the loss of a treed buffer zone around

nesting wetlands exposes these reclu-

sive birds to disturbance. Heavy graz-

ing or hay cutting in wet wild-hay

meadows could also be damaging.

Ma n a gem ent plans are needed to

protect the Interior populations from

such disturbances, but  more  com-

plete surveys  of the birds and their

habitats must be available if suitable

plans are to implem en ted . In the

meantime, habitat protection mea-

sures in the Biodiveristy Guidelines,

Riparian Management Area Guide-

lines, and Identified Wildlife Man-

a gem ent Stra tegy areas under the

Forest Practi ces Code should hel p

curtail the impacts  of logging and

other disturbances adjacent to their

nesting areas.

In the Fort  Nelson Lowland and

adjacent areas in northeastern British

Columbia, so little is known about

n e s ting cranes that con s erva ti on

      
   .
R. Wayne Campbell photo
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is to protect 
key habi t a t s
used by 
nesting 
Sandhill
Cranes.



planning is almost impossible. There,

too, comprehensive surveys are a high

priority. Oil and gas exploration is a

concern in this area.

In addition to measures to protect

n e s ting habi t a t , con s i dera ti on also

n eeds to be given to staging or

stopover habitats used by migrating

cranes. Regularly used sites need to be

better identified and conserved, with

stewardship agreements made where

applicable on private land.

The public can assist in the conser-

vation of British Columbia’s Sandhill

Cranes in several ways. This vulnerable

species needs space and seclusion, and

should only be viewed from a respect-

ful distance . Because ava i l a ble nest

records are few, any sightings of nests

or of c ranes with flightless yo u n g

should be reported to the nearest BC

Environment office. Observations of

any activities that could harm these

birds or their habitat should also be

reported.

Prior to European settlement, the

Katzie Indians of the Pitt Meadows

area knew well the haunting calls and

intricate dances of the Sandhill Crane.

The arriva l  of large flocks  of these

stately birds each spring made a deep

impression on them, and they called

Ma rch “the month of the cra n e s .”

The Katzie hon o u red the Sa n d h i ll Crane

as the guardian spirit syhaha’w, mean-

ing “su peri or in everyt h i n g.” Su rely

such a magnificent bird deserves our

utmost attention and protection.
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    
     

      
   . 
R. Wayne Campbell photo

     
  . 
David F. Fraser photo

    .
R. Wayne Campbell photo

R. Wayne Campbell photo


