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Image nº 1: Cranes in winter feeding habitat in Badajoz province. Photo: José-Elias 
Rodríguez 
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Image nº 2: Crane in dehesa, in Badajoz province, Extremadura. Photo: Michel 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The common crane is a bird belonging to the Gruidae family within the order 
Gruiformes. It breeds across the northern Paleartic (Jonhsgard, 1983), from the 
Scandinavian Peninsula to Siberia and to the south from central Europe (Germany, 
Czech Republic and Ukraine) to Mongolia and northern Manchuria in the east. 
 

 
 

Map nº 1: Distribution, migration routes and wintering areas of common cranes.  
Source: International Crane Foundation (I.C.F.) 
 
 
The crane is a polytypical species, with four subspecies recognised: Grus grus grus 
Linnaeus, 1758, Grus grus lilfordi Sharpe, 1894, Grus grus archibaldi Ilyashenko, 2008 
and Grus grus korolevi Ilyashenko y Belyalov, 2013.  Of these, the dominant 
subspecies are Grus g. grus and Grus g. lilfordi. 
The subspecies Grus g. lilfordi is distributed throughout Asia and it should be noted 

that the majority of the population migrates within that continent, from the Middle East 
to Korea. The subspecies Grus g. grusis distributed throughout Europe. Those from the 

west migrate to Spain, those from the centre and east of Europe migrate to Africa and 
Arabian Peninsula.  
The distribution limit of both subspecies is not clearly defined, but the eastern race is 
generally found east of the Obi River, while the western subspecies is found to the 
west of the Pechora and Volga Rivers. 
Currently the Asian population is smaller than the European, with an estimated 120,000 
individuals of the former (Prange, 2015), with populations that are in decline.  These 
are primarily as a consequence of the end of the Soviet Union especially as a result of 
agricultural changes, which led to a significant decline in the Russian populations 
(Ilyashenko & Markin, 2010). 
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Conversely, the western population in constanly increasing, being estimated at over 
580,000 cranes, probably due to protecting the species along with improving and 
restoring the breeding habitats. 
The majority of the western population of cranes is distributed across the north, centre 
and east of the European continent, with small numbers in southern countries of the 
continent, such as Turkey, and Transcaucasia in Asia (Prange 1997, 2006, 2007, 
2015). 
Currently the bulk of the west European breeding population is found in Finland, 
Scandinavian countries, the Baltic Republics, Poland and Germany.  Other countries, 
such as the Czech Republic, Ukraine and Belarus, have smaller populations. There are 
recent cases of recolonisation, such as in the United Kingdom, where they began 
breeding in Norfolk in 1979 (Buxton, 1987), after 400 years, and where there is a 
reintroduction programme in Somerset. They have also naturally recolonized France 
since 1985 (where they became extinct in the 19th century) (Salvi & Dulau 2018) and 
The Netherlands. 
 
HABITAT 
 

The common crane generally inhabits open areas in or near wetlands, where they feed 
and shelter. In countries where they breed, they nest in wetlands with dense vegetation 
and groves of trees, such as birches, placing nests on the ground.  During this period 
they are not gregarious, with territorial pairs jealously defending their territories from 
other cranes.  Gatherings are only seen of small groups of immature birds, or young of 
the previous year, which are roaming in search of feeding resources.  Outside the 
breeding season, they visit recently-harvested cereal fields in search of grains, and 
also recently-sown fields that have already sprouted, forming groups whose size 
depends on the availability of food. 
During the pre-migration and migration period, cranes are seen feeding in open fields, 
and they gather at particular wetlands (reservoirs, lagoons and other water-bodies) to 
sleep with cranes from neighbouring areas.  The size of these concentrations depends 
on the availability of wetlands and feeding areas. 
In the wintering areas, cranes historically occupied the dehesas of south-western 
Iberia, but following population growth and the planting of extensive areas with crops 
such as maize, this pattern has changed, and now it is common to see large flocks in 
stubble fields of this cereal, rice and other cereals.  However, they still occupy the 
dehesas at the start of winter, when there is a readily-available supply of acorns, but 
maintain the same routines: sleeping in wetlands and feeding in the surrounding fields 
by day. 
 
MIGRATION 
 
At the end of summer, cranes begin to collect in favoured areas (where thousands may 
gather) and begin to leave on migration in groups, heading for the wintering areas. This 
migration may begin early or late depending on the weather conditions, which also 
influence the duration of migration, as does the availability of food in resting areas 
along the migration route.  They may leave early if there is no food, or they may extend 
their stay when resources are abundant. 
The majority of the western population of cranes winter in south-western Europe, in 
dehesas, cultivated fields and wetlands in the Iberian Peninsula, France and Germany, 
while a fraction do so in northern Africa (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya).  Some 
of the European Russian, Finnish, Baltic and Belarusian cranes spend the winter in 
Sudan, Ethiopia and Eritrea, with a lesser number in Turkey, Israel, Iraq and parts of 
Iran. 
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The migration routes of European cranes pass through four regions: 
 

Geographic Region N.º birds 

West of Europe 400,000 

Baltic/Hungary (N & E Africa) 150,000 

East of Europe 70,000 

Caucasus & Volga-Iran 10,000 

Total 630,000 
 

 
The traditional routes of the western population follow three principal corridors (Fig. nº 
2):  
 

¶ East of Europe Route, used by migrating cranes which winter in Africa, coming from 
the most easterly populations of the Baltic countries, Finland, Ukraine and western 
Russia. They cross the Black Sea and fly to the Jordan Valley, to rest at Hula 
Lagoon, in Israel, then continue to Eilat, in Sinai, crossing the Red Sea to the Nile 
Valley and following this river upstream to the wintering quarters in the area around 
Lake Tana (Ethiopia, Sudan and Eritrea). 

 

¶ Baltic-Hungarian Route, used by Baltic, Finnish and Belarusian birds to head for 
the Hortobagy NP in Hungary (where they stay for several weeks), continuing to the 
Balkans, crossing Croatia, the Italian Peninsula and the Mediterranean, to spend 
the winter in Tunisia and Algeria. Some of these birds head for the Bosphorus 
Straits in Turkey, looking for the route through Asia Minor, others may even go via 
Greece and Cyprus to fly directly to northern Africa. 

 

¶ West of Europe Route, which Scandinavian birds fly to Rügen Island, Germany, 
then they head for the north of Germany, where they will settle and feed and be 
joined by birds from Poland, Baltic countries and Finland. These flocks then head 
for the reservoir Lac du Der at Chantecoq, in the northeast of France. From the 
middle of September migration can happen in a staggered and continuous way or 
in large waves, depending on atmospheric conditions, birds being able to stay in 
that area for several weeks. They continue the journey south-westwards across 
France to Les Landes de Aquitaine, where they make another stop before crossing 
the Pyrenees (although they may cross them directly if meteorological conditions 
are favourable). They usually cross the mountains through the valleys of Navarra 
and western Aragón to head to Gallocanta Lagoon, an obligatory rest stop for most.  
The stay at the lagoon is usually for a few days, but if it is dry, as sometimes 
happens, the cranes barely spend the night there before continuing the journey the 
next day. They also choose reservoirs or lagoons a few kilometres from this lagoon.  
A minority continue their journey across La Rioja without going to Gallocanta and 
go via Tierra de Campos to La Nava lagoon, the old, traditional route.  Valverde 
(1952) described this migration route that they were following through Castilla, the 
usual route that they were using to reach the wintering areas of southwestern Iberia 
until the first half of the 20th Century, to get to Salamanca, Extremadura, Andalucia 
and Portugal. The desiccation of most of the wetlands on this route (La Nava and 
others) meant a change of strategy, and in the early 1970s (Fernández Cruz 1982) 
they began to migrate through the centre of the peninsula from Gallocanta, 
following the route with staging posts at some Castilla-La Mancha reservoirs, such 
as Buendía. Their stay used to be brief as the farmers didn´t welcome their 
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presence and continually harassed them. After crossing the centre of the country 
they spread out over La Mancha (some reaching Fuente de Piedra, Malaga), while 
some occupy the border areas of Toledo, some go on to Ávila, Salamanca, 
Valladolid and Zamora. The bulk will continue to Extremadura, some spreading 
across Cáceres via Valdecañas Reservoir, others via Villuercas Mountains to 
Orellana, entering the Central Zone of Extremadura (Upper Guadiana Valley) to 
rest and feed, using this area as a corridor before spreading out across all of the 
region: Portugal, northern Córdoba, Sevillian country side, Doñana and La Janda, 
from where a few hundred may cross the Straits of Gibraltar to spend the winter in 
Morocco. There is also a corridor in eastern Iberia which they follow to northern 
Africa without crossing at the Straits. 
 

Cranes have generally been faithful to these routes until the beginning of the 21st 
Century, when they opened a new corridor that leaves from Hortobagy (Hungary) to 
Serbia, continuing through Croatia and Slovenia to migrate over northern Italy, flying to 
the south of the Alps. As a result, a new wintering area has emerged in the Po valley in 
Italy. The majority continue westwards, looking for the Camargue in southern France to 
rest and where many will spend the winter (since it has also become a wintering area).  
Others head through Austria to the Jura Massif, France, before diverting to the 
Camargue (Salvi, 2016). From here, they head for the Pyrenees, crossing through 
Catalonia or Andorra then then making for Gallocanta. 
A minority will continue down eastern Iberia to northern Africa. The Balearic Isles could 
be a reference point for some birds that cross the Mediterranean from north to south. 
 

 
Map nº 2; Principal routes followed by European cranes during migration (map 
courtesy of Ivar Ojaste). 
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Migration is initiated by the northern-most birds, where adverse weather events occur 
earlier and where days shorten quickly. This photoperiod marks the first movements, 
and these most northerly birds are those that will fly furthest and will cover the most 
kilometres. On the other hand, Central European cranes usually travel a shorter 
distance and winter at closer latitudes. 
In general, autumn migration is more leisurely and can last more than two months 
(from October to December), until the breeding areas are vacated, and may even last 
into January, as the increasingly frequent mild winters in Central Europe allow many 
cranes to stay in or near their breeding area, and when an adverse cold front arrives 
they move WSW and even cross the Pyrenees, depending on the intensity of the front. 
Cranes congregate in certain favourable areas where food is plentiful and there are 
undisturbed dormitories, and as the days shorten and the weather worsens, they begin 
to leaves these sites and head for wintering areas.  Generally, the autumn migration 
happens in waves, meaning that during certain days or a particular week a large 
percentage of the population sets off, while during the rest of the season they migrate 
in smaller flocks.  Meteorolgy is the key factor and each year migration occurs in a 
different way, with one or two main waves. 
Spring migration is much quicker, however, as adults are in a hurry to reach the 
breeding areas, so this one is covered in just one month, between the end of February 
and the first days of April, the majority starting in the last week of February.  They leave 
the wintering areas mid-morning, when thermal air currents develope, and they migrate 
with determination, taking short breaks.  Extremenian cranes usually take a break at 
Valdecañas Reservoir (Cáceres) if they are coming from areas to the west, while those 
from the Central Zone usually take a break at Buendía Reservoir (Guadalajara and 
Cuenca). The next stage takes them to Gallocanta (Teruel/Zaragoza), from where the 
majority of adults will leave the following day and, depending on the wind, they will 
cross the Pyrenees from Navarra or stop again at Sotonera Reservoir (Huesca).  When 
the cross, they will go through central France, taking another rest stop in the centre of 
this country before reaching Der (Chantecoq). Once here, and after another rest 
(where they can spend several days), they will head for Belgium, Luxembourg and the 
Low Countries and on to northern Germany, where they may stay several days or 
weeks, before returning to their neighbouring countries of origen. The Baltic and 
Scandinavian birds will not arrive until the end of March or start of April. 
From Sotonera (Huesca), if wind conditions allow the cranes to cross the mountains, 
they will go through Huesca´s valleys or even those of Navarra; sometimes the wind 
pushes them further east and they go through Catalunia´s valleys, especially those of 
Lleida, although many will go though Girona´s. Many of them come from Gallocanta, 
pushed by the north wind, then they go on to the Camargue, from where they may go 
north (to Der), or at times by Jura to Austria, or even follow the route to the south of the 
Alps through the north of Italy towards Hortobagy. 
Generally, the return routes are the same as the outbound, although routes north of the 
Alps from France to Hortobagy have been documented. Thanks to birds carrying GPS 
transmitters, some Lithuanian families are being tracked (Perzhu, 2018, pers.com); 
they follow the route south of the Alps in autumn and return by the French route, 
although some of them, especially youngsters, return by the autumn route, not 
hesitating to fly over the sea. Some birds can even make a migratory loop when in 
autoumn they go down the Hungarian route to North Africa and then return through 
Central Europe. 
Some cranes stayed in Spain during the spring and summer because of their age, their 
physical condition or through getting lost during the migration, something that usually 
happens to young birds that, through inexperience, lose their flock and stay where they 
are. 
 
 
 



9 

 

MARKING AND MONITORING THE SPECIES 
 

Until relatively few years ago we knew the migration routes of cranes thanks to direct 
observations as they travelled through different countries, although in the wintering 
areas of some African countries, little was known. 
Radio-frequency devices came into use, which permitted migration tracking from the 
ground or from the air with small planes. These were replaced by the current 
GPS/GSM transmitters which allow monitoring via satellite in real time, with a huge 
wealth of data on position, flight height, air temperature, cruising speed, etc. but before 
this we could only know migration routes thanks to marking with coloured rings and the 
subsequent reports made in breeding locations, rest areas during migration, and in 
wintering areas. 
These rings began to be used in Sweden in the 1980s, using a single large red plastic 
ring with an alphanumeric code. Subsequently, and at the initiative of the Alonso 
brothers (Alonso et al 2018), colour combinations were introduced, assigning one to 

each country and an individual one for each bird.  Six basic colours were assigned 
(yellow, red, blue, white, green and black) and as the combinations were running out 
they began to mix colours in each country, always maintaining two of the colours 
initially assigned.  Brown was added in 2016. 
Some countries, such as Poland, were using white rings with an alphanumeric code, 
and in 2020 Finland began to use a new coding system consisting of using flags that 
also carry alphanumeric codes (although many of their cranes with colour ring 
combinations also carry them). 
This type of ring has enabled knowledge of routes and wintering areas and remains a 
continuing source of information, as not many birds carry GPS devices as back-packs 
or inserts in the coloured rings (photo nº 3).  Besides, these devices usually have a 
shorter lifespan, while currently there are over 3,500 cranes wearing coloured rings, for 
which 16,319 records were reported in Europe in 2020. 
Of these, at least 500 individuals spend the winter in Spain (Antonio Torrijo pers. 
comm.) which is the third-highest country for readings.  In the 2020/21 season, 411 
different cranesôrings were read, producing 1,157 controls (south of the Pyrenees).  Of 
those, 116 were Finnish (28%), 43 Estonian (11%), 20 Latvian (5%), 4 Lithuanian (1%), 
74 Swedish (18%) 18 Norwegian (4%), 16 Polish (4%), 114 German (28%), 2 Czech 
(1%) and 1 French (0.5%). 
In 2019/20 the Asociación de Amigos de Gallocanta, which has been publishing its ring 
readings since 1999 (made in Aragón, but also in the rest of the country), and Grus 
Extremadura, which has been doing it since 2014 for observations in that region, 
decided to combine the information and since then all observations are published in 
ñAnillas al sur del los Pirineosò (Rings south of the Pyrenees), which constitutes the 

main source of open information that exists on ring readings in Europe. 
The majority of controls that are made are sent and received through the internet 
platform iCORA, based in Germany, and although other countries have their own 
systems, this is increasingly being used by the ringing countries (map 4). 
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Graphic nº 1: Ring readings of cranes in Spainduring 2020/21 by country. 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure nº 1: Colour combinations currently in use. 
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Map nº 3: Example of a map used by iCORA to show the ring reports (ringing location 
shown in red and report locations in blue) 
 
 
 

 
 
Graphic nº 2: Number of ringed cranes, broken down by country.  Source: iCORA 
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Graphic nº 3: History of reports recorded on iCORA.  Source: iCORA 
 
 

 
Graphic nº 4:  Reports of ringed cranes by country.  Source: iCORA 
 
 


