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On an early spring day in 1977 
Ernie Kuyt, of the Canadian Wildlife 
Service, discovered the last Whoop¬ 
ing Crane nest of the season. This 
“last nest” would prove to be the first 
nest discovered in Alberta in 63 
years.4 Twenty years later this pair’s 
Composite Nesting Area (CNA)(the 
CNA incorporates the nesting sites 
of a particular pair and approximates 
the territory the pair uses during the 
raising of young)5 is still occupied by 
a pair of unbanded cranes. Being 
unbanded, it is not possible to tell if 
the cranes occupying the territory to¬ 
day are the original pair or if any 
mate changes have taken place or 
whether they are entirely new birds. 
The Alberta breeding area has ex¬ 
panded both west and south of the 
original site and in 1997 contained 
eight breeding pairs (Fig. I).3 High¬ 
lights of the breeding history of 
these Alberta cranes are: 

A single nesting pair has bred in 
the territory of the original nesting 
pair for 20 of the last 21 years, skip¬ 
ping only 1980. This territory has 
been designated as CNA A-1. The 
cranes breeding here have pro¬ 
duced seven offspring that have sur¬ 
vived long enough to arrive on the 
wintering grounds at the Aransas 
National Wildlife Refuge on the 
Texas gulf coast. 

During 1997 this pair’s nest (2/97) 
was discovered on 7 May with two 
eggs. The pair had one chick and one 
egg on the morning of 6 June. They 
were observed again on June 16 with 
a single chick and were last seen on 
11 August with a single chick. It is un¬ 
known whether they have safely ar¬ 
rived on the wintering grounds. 

In 1988 a second pair took up 
residence in Alberta (CNA A-2). Both 
birds were banded. The female 
(banded Blue White spiral-Blue 
White spiral) was shot in Texas in 
January 1989 after successfully rais¬ 
ing a banded chick on their first 
nesting attempt. The male (blue/ 
blue-Yellow) repaired with another 
banded bird (Yellow-Red) and 
nested in 1990. The male disap¬ 
peared during the winter of 1992-93 
and the female was seen with an un¬ 
banded bird that winter and the fol¬ 
lowing nesting season. There was 
no nest in 1994. In 1995 the female 
was observed with a new mate 
banded Yellow-Yellow/black/Yellow 
(see below). Nest 15/97 was discov¬ 
ered 16 May and had hatched two 
chicks by 9 June. One chick was 
missing the morning of 25 June. The 
pair with its remaining chick was last 
seen in Wood Buffalo National Park 
on 11 August. The family group was 
observed on the wintering grounds 
on 6 November with its single chick. 

In 1990 a pair of banded birds 
(male banded Yellow-Yellow/black/ 
Yellow and female banded White- 
Yell ow/black/Yel low) nested to¬ 
gether, but then separated and 
nested elsewhere with different 
mates in following years (Yellow- 
Yellow/black/Yellow moves to CNA 
A-2 in 1995). 

In 1992 a pair of unbanded cranes 
nested in CNA A-4. This pair 
hatched a chick on their first two 
breeding attempts, failed to show up 
on their territory in 1994 and then a 
pair of unbanded cranes has nested 
unsuccessfully each year since. In 
1997 this pair’s nest (4/97) was dis¬ 
covered on 7 May. The nest was not 
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Figure 1. Whooping Crane nesting areas, Wood Buffalo National Park, 1997. 

rechecked until 23 May when neither 
the pair nor their nest could be relo¬ 
cated. The pair was not seen again 
during the remainder of the summer. 

Beginning in 1993 a new pair be¬ 
gan nesting (CNA A-5) south of the 
original Alberta pair. This pair (male 
banded Green/white/Green-Yellow/ 
black/Yellow and an unbanded fe¬ 
male) has never brought a chick to 
Aransas, their chicks have usually 
been lost shortly after hatching. In 
1997 this pair, nesting at nest 3/97, 
hatched two chicks between the 
mornings of 4 and 6 June. One of 
the chicks went missing on 13 June 
and the remaining chick was last 
seen in Wood Buffalo National Park 
16 August with its parents. The 
adults were seen in North Dakota on 
14 October without a chick and ar¬ 
rived on the wintering grounds alone 
in late October. 

A new pair (male Yellow/black/ 
Yellow-Yellow/black/Yellow and fe¬ 

male Green-Yellow/black/Yellow) was 
discovered in 1993 along Preble 
Creek, west of the traditional nesting 
area. They skipped the 1994 nesting 
season but have nested each year 
since (CNA A-6). Their 1997 nest 
(5/97) was discovered 7 May and 
hatched two chicks by 3 June. One 
of the chicks went missing between 
the evening of 10 June and the 
morning of 11 June. The pair was 
seen with a single chick on 11 Au¬ 
gust but when they arrived on the 
wintering grounds on 25 November, 
they were without the chick. 

In 1995 a pair of unbanded cranes 
established a territory adjacent to 
the original CNA A-1 and have 
nested within 425-450 metres of the 
original pair each year since. This 
new territory has been designated 
as CNA A-7. In 1997 the pair nested 
at nest 14/97. The nest contained 
two eggs and at least one chick was 
hatched. The pair with its single 
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chick was last observed on 11 Au¬ 
gust. Being unbanded, the specific 
wintering site of these cranes hasn’t 
been determined yet and it is not 
known if their chick survived. 

Two additional pairs of unbanded 
birds nested for the first time in 1997 
at nests 44/97 and 45/97. Nest 44/97 
hatched two chicks between 2 and 4 
June and lost one between the 
mornings of 13 and 15 June. The re¬ 
maining chick was last seen 24 Au¬ 
gust. Nest 45/97 was discovered 2 
June and the cranes were still incu¬ 
bating 2 July. The nest was aban¬ 
doned on 4 July and the eggs were 
predated by the time they were col¬ 
lected on 9 July. Being new nesting 
pairs the CNA numbers have yet to 
be designated for nests 44/97 and 
45/97. Wintering areas for these two 
pairs are also not yet determined so 
it is unknown whether the young 
from nest 44/97 safely arrived on the 
wintering grounds. 

As noted above, pairs from CNA’s 
A-2, A-4 and A-6 did not nest in 
1994. There were also 13 other ex- 
perienced breeding pairs that failed 
to nest in 1994. Information avail¬ 
able from studies conducted on the 
Texas wintering grounds1,6 indicates 
that blue crab numbers, the principal 
winter food of the cranes, were very 
low throughout most of the winter of 
1993/94. The cranes exhibited a net 
energy loss1 and many were likely in 
poor physical condition prior to the 
breeding season. This was reflected 
during the spring migration, which 
was very erratic with some birds 
leaving Aransas earlier than usual 
while others left later than normal, 
three cranes eventually summered 
at Aransas.7 Spring arrivals to the 
breeding grounds in Wood Buffalo 
National Park that year were also er¬ 
ratic. Several breeding pairs arrived 
a week or more later than usual with 
one pair arriving three weeks later 
than expected.2 

Nesting habitat in the Alberta por¬ 
tion of Wood Buffalo National Park 
appears adequate to support addi¬ 
tional breeding pairs4 as evidenced 
by the expansion of Whooping 
Cranes into this important new 
breeding area. However, continued 
expansion of the breeding grounds 
may be regulated by conditions on 
the wintering area 4000 km to the 
south. 
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