JOSEFINA AND RINGING CRANES IN EUROPE.
Juanma Sánchez & José A. Román.

During the morning of 19 January 2019 Juanma Sánchez photographed a ringed crane in an
area of dehesa in Los Pedroches (North of Córdoba -North Andalusia-). Satisfied with the
results, he shared those photos on Ibergrus, a social network group where many colleagues
share their passion for these birds. He did this; simply happy to have made another
observation of a ringed crane, never imagining that the photographed bird was one of the
most emblematic birds that visit us each winter in Spain.
The surprise came when the Asociación de Amigos de Gallocanta identified it as “Josefina”,
who was well-known to them. This crane was the first ringed crane (YWY/ BkWBk) seen by
José Miguel Pueyo and Antonio Torrijo at Gallocanta lagoon (Zaragoza-Teruel) during the
passage of wintering cranes in 1999, when it was a chick (of 4 or 5 months old), in the
company of a another ringed sibling and their parents. It was named then as Josefina and it
has passed through Gallocanta several times over the years, being followed by our friends
there, building up a history of observations with an enormous amount of data throughout its
migration route through all Europe. This is probably one of the most productive ringed birds of
this species.
Josefina was ringed as a chick of a few weeks old, by Mikko Hannonen, in June 1999 at
Kymenlaakso, Finland, and it should be noted that this is a male bird. He wears rings of three
colours printed onto the exterior of a metal tube (Yellow-White-Yellow/Black-White-Black),
although now these colours are very faded. This type of ring hasn´t been very good with regard
to colours deteriorating, nor for the safety of the bird itself. Years later, the ELSA system of
rings was introduced, which is made up with a combination of three small octagonal rings on
each leg, (one ring for each colour). The rings are made of a plastic that resists colour and
physical deterioration, and has been shown to be much safer for the birds, being the mostused now for ringing cranes in Europe.

We can say that Josefina was the start of it
all, by awakening the curiosity of two
people who, until then, were watching
cranes with delight at their winter
trumpeting, the flocks´ spectacular
departures or arrivals at dusk at the
lagoon, but who knew little more about
these marvellous birds. From the ringed
cranes there was an opportunity to know
much more about them, delve into their
biology and behaviour, and the possibility
of making contact with those who were
doing the ringing in different countries.
And it happened.
Our colleagues at Gallocanta continued
watching Josefina on his way to wintering
in the southwest of the Iberian Peninsula,
and gradually they were discovering a
good number of other ringed cranes
which, just like Josefina, were regulars at
the lagoon year after year. The ringing
campaigns in Spain and Europe were
extending into all the countries with
summering and wintering cranes, and each season more identifiable birds were arriving with
coloured rings on their legs. Soon the Asociación de Amigos de Gallocanta was formed,
specifically for tracking, conservation and studying the cranes. In November 2014 they
organized a very successful European International Congress, which brought together in
Gallocanta experts from around the world.
Further south in the Iberian Peninsula,
Extremadura constitutes the principle wintering
area in Spain, along with Toledo, Ciudad Real and
Córdoba, where cranes arrive in huge numbers
and establish themselves principally in the
dehesas, and also in stubble fields. Here too, over
the years, the birds were stirring the interest of
people who enjoyed watching them and were
concerned about their conservation and their
habitat.
Meanwhile, at the level of hobbyists who simply
went bird watching, the appearance of colourringed birds increased their interest in the
species, which transformed into a passion in some
cases. As occurred at Gallocanta, many groups of
ornithologists
and
conservationists
in
Extremadura were formed to follow the species.
Grus-Extremadura was formed in 2014 to track
the wintering and conservation of the common
crane and it´s habitat in this Autonomous
Community.

Ringing and studying the European crane population.
Since Sweden began colour-ringing cranes in 1985 (which were red with a letter and two numbers), collaborators of ADENEX (Asociación para la
Defensa de la Naturaleza y los Recursos de Extremadura), began to report them, confirming, as was expected, that the birds that were arriving in
this region were Scandinavian, amongst others. Finland began to ring with yellow in the same year, and some of those birds were seen in
Extremadura in those years too. Subsequently, Germany (1989) and Estonia (1990) joined in.
In 1988, the brothers Javier and Juan Carlos Alonso (who now have a long history studying the birds in our country), began the first ringing of cranes
with combinations of coloured rings. They were working at Gallocanta lagoon, where they managed to ring 102 birds, on which they put an
individual combination, based on six colours (red, yellow, blue, green, black and white) on the right tibia, and placed a conventional metal ring on
the left; in addition, they began to mount radio-frequency devices, enabling a crane to be located with an antenna from a high point or a plane,
which was a considerable breakthrough in studying this species´ migration. Starting from this base, Germany, Sweden and Norway joined this
initiative in 1990, then Finland in 1991. From then up to the present time, more than 5,000 cranes throughout Europe have been ringed using this
system, and over 185,000 sightings have been reported.

Colour combinations used to date for ringing cranes in Europe on the left leg.
The first crane census in Spain was done in 1979, organized by Manuel Fernández Cruz, when it was called “Proyecto Grus”; although there was a
big effort, nevertheless the result from it must have underestimated the population, as not all the wintering areas were known, and a figure of
14,721 cranes was obtained. In 1985, the Alonso brothers estimated 31,985 wintering cranes, based on the censuses carried out at Gallocanta
lagoon, twice the count from five years earlier. A bird with a productivity rate of 1.2 chicks per breeding pair cannot double its population in this
time. A second census was taken in 1988, organized by Muñoz Pulido, which raised the number to 39,573 in the most complete census of those
made up to then. More censuses followed, especially in Extremadura, with wintering estimates for Spain of 80,000 (Sánchez et al 1993) 65,000
(Alonso & Alonso 1996), until a new census was undertaken in 2004 (De la Cruz y Montoya), and although it was incomplete, it raised the number
to 93,241 cranes. It was not until 2007 that SEO organized a new census with a single count in December, with a result of 151,243 birds counted.
Five censuses were organized in Extremadura in 2012, which gave a figure of 101,282 wintering birds, leading to a new national census with one
count in December and another in January, which gave a figure of 223.341 birds in the first census, exceeding 200,000 birds in Spain for the first
time. Thanks to the enthusiasm of the participants and due to the importance of the Peninsula for the species, it was decided to continue these
censuses, which have been taking place since then, confirming that Spain hosts between 220,000 and 250,000 cranes each winter; this means it is
the most important wintering area in Europe, followed by France, where there is also on-going monitoring of wintering and migration.
The importance of Spain invites us to continue carrying out these censuses, since the wintering population could change its distribution or
demography due to the lack of food resources caused by loss of habitat and the agricultural changes, which formerly favoured the species, could
now seriously affect the species with the new intensive crops.

Many of the ringed cranes that were seen at Gallocanta were also located to the south-west by
companions in Extremadura, and in other wintering areas, which established a flow of
information and collaboration at a national level that led to the resumption in 2013 of
censuses of the wintering population in the Peninsula. Volunteers took part from all over
Spain and Portugal, where interest in knowing the species was spreading in the same way at
that time. It was a census with two counts, which has continued annually to the present time,
and which is producing previously unknown data about the total wintering population of
cranes that visit us in the Peninsula every autumn-winter.
But Josefina was never seen in the south-west during these years, contrary to many of his
ringed companions who were delighting their followers on being seen at Gallocanta and in
Extremadura a few days later. In Extremadura, Manuel Gómez Calzado has been systematically
monitoring the ringed cranes arriving on migration and wintering in the Vegas Altas del
Guadiana area since the 1990s, where up to 65% of the Extremadura population takes refuge
and which also functions as a migration corridor for the birds wintering in the south-west of
Iberia, including Córdoba. However, Josefina, who was frequently seen on both migrations at
the lagoon in Aragon, was never seen in this area in Badajoz, so it was unknown where this
long-lived bird might be wintering. That is why the observation on 19 January 2019 in Los
Pedroches was so important. From
that date to 18 February, Juanma
Sánchez had the opportunity to
watch him 11 times in the same
zone (in one winter season), an area
made up of some 50ha. of dehesa
with cereals. At the same time, he
was able to determine that Josefina
was accompanied by his partner
(not ringed) and their chick,
indicating the ability to breed at 20
years old.

This confirmed, at least for this year, that Josefina had chosen to spend the winter in Los
Pedroches; also, from the experience with other ringed cranes that frequent the same
wintering area year after year, and with the lack of observations in the south, we could
suppose that this could be his regular wintering area in all the previous winters.
In addition, in many of the observations in Los
Pedroches, he was in a flock of cranes with
other ringed individuals of all ages, such as an
Estonian (WBkW/WGY) ringed 17 years ago,
also with tubular rings, which Juanma´s fouryear-old child gave the name Sara, and a 15year-old Finnish crane (ELSA-ringed) which they
called Manuela, both of them with their
partners and a chick each.

This discovery led to Josefina´s first observers at Gallocanta (Antonio Torrijo & José M. Pueyo)
visiting Los Pedroches on 5 February with companions from Grus-Extremadura (José A. Román
& José A. Sánchez), which culminated successfully when they observed the coveted crane with

its usual group of ringed cranes, mentioned previously. There was another surprise, when
Antonio Torrijo checked his records of sightings of Manuela, discovering she is Josefina´s
daughter, Antonio having seen her at Gallocanta lagoon in 2004 as a chick with Josefina.
Unfortunately, this valuable information doesn´t come with the life histories of the birds that
European ringers send us, so if it wasn´t for the direct observation of our companion we would
not have known this.
Josefina and the rest of the crane flock set off on migration at the end of February 2019. On 6
April we were told that he was in his usual breeding area near Hamina in southern Finland,
completing another annual return journey of 3,318 kms from Los Pedroches in the north of
Córdoba province.
During January and February, Juanma
had the opportunity to watch him for
hours through a telescope, studying
the faded rings, his most characteristic
details and features. After the cranes
had departed, he reviewed some
photos of some ringed Finnish chicks
that he had taken in the same area the
previous winter, in February 2018.
These chicks (RYY/BrYR & RYY/BrYBk)
were accompanied by two adults, and
one of them was wearing very faded
rings that he had been unable toread
at that time. As soon as he saw them in
that review, he knew that it was
Josefina, even though the photos were not good. But now he could make out the colours of
the rings, and the unmistakeable details of them, giving us more relevant information about
him, confirming the theory that he could be habitually using this area of Los Pedroches for
wintering (at least in winter 2017/18). Equally relevant, the previous year his two chicks had
been ringed. One of them could be seen in the same wintering zone as its parent on 18
January 2019, though not with him; the other was seen at Gallocanta by José A. Román on 26
February of that year.
Josefina returned to Los Pedroches
again in the 2019/20 season,
generating happiness among the
followers of this bird, who had
recently discovered its wintering
zone after 19 years incognito. The
tracking was intense too, and he
was seen on more than 10 occasions
during the autumn and winter. At
the same time, preparations were
being finalized to hold the 2nd
National Conference on the
Common Crane in Spain in Los
Pedroches (the first wasin 2016, in
Extremadura). These were successfully held on the 7th, 8th and 9th of February 2020, with over
100 people attending, and we were very fortunate to observe Josefina with many of the
participants during one of the outdoor sessions of this conference.

The story doesn’t end there however, because after the 2nd National Conference observers
and naturalists in Córdoba province reviewed the records in their old field notebooks. Thanks
to our colleague José Cañas, who contacted Rafael Pulido (veteran ringer and naturalist who
had long ago carried out controls of ringed cranes in the dehesas of Los Pedroches), and in his
notebooks he found a record of Josefina, who he had seen on 7 January 2001, when he was
two years old, and in the same wintering zone where he had been located almost two years
before. This corroborated that this crane has been a regular winterer in these dehesas since
his parents brought him, and where he has continued bringing his own offspring, since
breeding for the first time in 2004, when he was accompanied by his daughter Manuela. This
is evidence that as well as being a long-lived bird, he is also a precocious and successful
breeder.
His life story over these years has been very interesting as he was observed during his
migration journeys on five occasions in two places in Germany, twice at Alboré pool in Huesca,
and 21 times at Gallocanta lagoon, eight of these in autumn and 13 in spring.
He was first seen on 28 November 1999. It should be noted that the earliest was 29/10/2000
at Gallocanta and the latest was 15/03/2015, probably held back by the wind. His longest
autumn stays at the lagoon were between 6 and 28 December 2013 and between 17
November and 15 December 2015, and in springtime between 28 February and 15 March
2015. His last record was on 2 February 2017, and nothing more was known of him until the
record from Los Pedroches.

Observations of Josefina between 1999 and 2020. Source: iCORA
With this encouraging story of a crane and of the consequences of ringing one particular bird,
the question at this point is no other than “Will Josefina return to Los Pedroches in the
2020/21 season?”

On 3 December 2020, Juanma Sánchez told us that Josefina was in Los Pedroches again; this
time he had not been seen on passage at Gallocanta, and came only with his partner,
apparently they had not bred or their offspring had not survived this year.
Previously, on 1 December 2020, in the same area of Los Pedroches, “Manuela” (YYR-BkBuG,
Josefina´s daughter) was seen with one chick, then, on the 3rd “Sara” (WBkW-WGY, Estonian)
was also seen with one chick.

Manuela with her family in dehesa, Los Pedroches
After this first observation, Josefina and his partner remained faithful to the field where they
have wintered for 22 years, and this time Juanma was able to watch them and photograph
them on 28 occasions. However, they were not detected during either of their migratory
journeys, although his daughter Manuela was located at Gallocanta on 1 March 2021 by
Antonio Torrijo and José Miguel Pueyo, who continued to see her until 4 March, when she set
off for Finland.
Manuela was born in 2004 and appeared at Gallocanta with her parents; since then she has
continued coming regularly to Los Pedroches every year, even being seen with her parents in
the same field on the 12 and 17 December, although they usually occupy neighbouring fields.
Another of this emblematic pair´s offspring has also spent the winter in these dehesas with its
own chick; this one was born in 2014 and wears the combination BkYY-YBuR. They were seen
on 30 December and on 8 February 2021.
We have already verified that Josefina and his partner have been prolific parents, as they bred
for the first time in 2004 and since then up to 10 offspring have been identified at Gallocanta
by Antonio Torrijo, of which at least six of them have been ringed, the last one in 2018, while
the 2019 chick came without rings. This has enabled us to know the life history of this crane
and his descendants; without them we would never have known their origin and journeys.

Josefina´s descendant, BkYY-YBuR,with its chick.
The last time that Juanma saw Josefina in Los Pedroches was on 18 February; the cranes
probably left the following day as on the 20th and 21st they were not found in the area and
neither were they seen at Gallocanta, although this doesn´t mean that they did not stop at the
lagoon.
Of the cranes seen in Los Pedroches, at least 19 of them were wearing identification rings, 9 of
them Finnish (47%), 5 Estonian (26%), 2 Latvian (11%), 1 Swedish (5%), 1 Polish (5%) and 1
German (5%). This shows that the majority of the birds that spend the winters here are of
Baltic origin, especially those from Finland. It is known that the most northerly birds choose to
winter in the most southerly zones of the species´ range, so they travel more kilometres than
their Central European congeners, such as German and Polish, which occupy areas closer to
their places of origin.

German and Estonian cranes in Los Pedroches

Latvian and Swedish cranes in the same dehesas.
Two of the Finnish cranes were siblings born in 2020; one of them marked with conventional
colour combinations and the other with a yellow ring with an alphanumeric code and flag. This
is a new marking method, introduced this season.

Finnish family with two chicks with coloured rings and a flag.
This is a short story about a bird that, through its ancestral migration, has strengthened the
interest and the passion for knowledge about an emblematic species in Europe, which has
united people and territories through its study, and has provided valuable information about
the species for those of us who love cranes. It has also highlighted the importance of the
dehesas of the Iberian south-west for this bird, which feeds on the holm oaks´ acorns when
they drop to the ground. These are very important not only as nutrition but also as a key
energy reserve for spring migration, when they undertake a journey of over 3,000 km with few
stops for resting and feeding.
Conservation of these dehesas, therefore, is very important so that these magnificent birds
can continue using them during their stays in our country. There are many problems affecting
these holm oaks: oneis the aging of these trees and lack of renewal, another is “la seca” which
is a disease affecting a large proportion of the trees in the genus Quercus, such as holm oaks

and cork oaks; finally, agricultural changes which are destroying the dehesas, either by
replacing the trees or by introducing intensive crops, which prevent the cranes from
continuing to use them for feeding and resting.The continuation of this tradition is in our
hands, so that future generations can enjoy these magnificent birds.

Josefina and his partner beside a centenarian holm oak in Los Pedroches this winter.
Cranes traverse the European continent, crossing all of the countries during the autumn and
spring migrations, so it could well represent the European Union as an emblematic bird of
cohesion between populations and cultures.

