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SIBERIAN CRANE - STATUS REPORT AND INDIAN SITUATION

S.C. DEY*

Introduction

Amongthe 13 crane species of the sub-
family Gruinae the Siberian Crane (Grus
leucogeranus) has the distinction of being
the most genetically distinet as evidence by
the structure of the its DNA, its physical
features and unusual behaviour. The enor-
mous beak out distances all other cranes to
give it a more stork like visage. Where as
most other cranes have a trumpet like
voice, that carries for great distances, the
voice of Siberian Crane is soft and flute
like, a character which, when combined
with gleaming white plumage, bright red
face and salmon legs endears the species to
many as the “lily of birds”. Unfortunately,
although outranked in rarity by Whooping
Crane and the Red crowned Crane, the
Siberian Crane is perhaps the most endan-
gered of all the cranes as a consequence of
its inflexible dependence on wet landsalong
three migration corridors that span the
Asian continent.

The Siberian Crane uses its enormous
beak to dig in wet mud, where it predomi-
nantly forages on tubers of sedges and
fleshy roots of other aquatic plants. If the
mud is dry it is difficult for the Siberian
Crane to penetrate the substrate. Conse-
quently, these cranes require wide expanses
of shallow water, where tubers and roots
are plenty. With the explosion of human
population in Southern Asia and associ-
ated conversion of wet land to crop land,
the number of Siberian cranes have

declined in the current century from what
once may have been thousands of birds to
only few birds in the western and central
flock. The eastern population however, is
still holding about 3,000 birds, but that is
also not free from threat.

The main breeding ground of the Sibe-
rian Cranes are Tundra and Taiga region
in the Eastern Siberia and Taiga wet land
Jjust east ofthe Obriver in Western Siberia.
The Eastern group migrates to China. It is
perhaps the Ob river group that forms the
western flock, a part of which come to
India.

Out of the 3 recognised western popu-
lations of Siberian Crane, the population
visiting Pakistan is reported to be extinct
about 30 years back. The population visit-
ing Iran has remained more or less fixed
between 8 - 11 in number over the last 10
years. The population of Siberian Crane
wintering in India dwindled at a very fast
rate over years. As against reported 200
birds which used to visit Bharatpur about
30yearsback the population declined to 63
in the year 1974, 41 in the year 1984, 6 in
the year 1992, and 5 in the year 1998.

Though specific causes of the decline
are yet to be ascertained, but it is appre-
hended that the reasons could be the
following :

(a) Shrinkage of breeding ground of this
specific population in Siberia.
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(b) Shrinkage/quality deterioration ofthe
wintering grounds.

(¢) Hunting/poaching in the migration
route and staging places.

Materials and Methods

As a safeguard against extinction of
species Russian, American and German
scientists collaborated in creating 3 captive
flocks of Siberian Cranes - one at Okha
Nature Reserve in Russian Federation,
“other at International Crane Foundation
in the United States and the third at Vogel
Park, Wallsrode in Germany. The success-
ful captive breeding was obtained by using
artificial light to simulate the condition to
which wild cranes are exposed to in their
breeding grounds. Today there are approxi-
mately 60 birds in captivity in these three
areas. The rearing techniques of such birds
are rather unusual in the sense that cage
chicks are reared in visual and vocal isola-
tion from humans. They are taught to feed
with the use of puppets that resemble the
head and neck of adult crane. The crane
costumed human leads the juveniles into
wilds where they exercise and learn to
forage on natural items. Sandhill cranes
experimentally reared in the matter are
reported to have joined the wild cranes and
have migrated with them and when ma-
tured have paired and reproduced with
wild cranes.

The first such experiment on Siberian
Crane was taken up in the year 1991 when
isolation reared Siberian Cranes were re-
leased in the breeding ground of Siberia.
Three birds reared in 1991 failed to join the

wild cranes because of inadequate time for |

the development of social bondage bétween
the released birds and the wild birds.
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In 1992 a detailed programme for con-
servation of western flock of Siberian Crane
was taken up in collaboration with (USA),
USSR and Japan. Two approaches were
followed : '

(i) Releasing isolation reared Siberian
Crane chicks in the Kunovat river basin of
Siberia to see if they socialise and migrate
with the wild Siberian Crane to the winter-
ing ground in India.

(ii) Releasing of 2 hand reared Siberian
Crane juveniles in the wintering ground of
Keoladeo National Park of Bharatpur to
study if they combine with the wild cranes
and return to the breeding ground in
Siberia.

The objectives of both the experiments
were the same. It was meant to identify the
specific flock which visits India from Sibe-
riainorder that conservation measures for
preservation of the migrationroute and the
staging grounds can be taken and if neces-
sary, the wild population increased by arti-
ficial supplementation through release of
isolation reared Siberian Crane in capti-
vity inte the wild habitat.

In the first experiment, two isolation
reared three months old Siberian Crane
chicks were released in Kunovat site of
Siberia in the first week of August, one of
which was fitted with PTT transmitter,
along with a common crane. The birds got
mixed with the wild flock after 15 days and
took off from Siberia in the end of August.
The satellite telemetry information indi-
cated their migration upto early October
whey they had reached Iran-Afghanistan -
border, and thereafter the contact was lost.

In the second experiment, two hand
reared Siberian Cranes juveniles were
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brought to India in the second week of
February and were released in the field site
at Bharatpur in the end of February where
the wild flock numbering five, which ar-
rived in the second week of Jan. 1993 was
wintering. Unfortunately, the wild flock
took off from the wintering ground of
Bharatpur in the first week of March be-
fore the released bird got chance to mix
with the wild flock, and the released birds
were left behind. These birds are now kept
in Jaipur Zoo in the State of Rajasthan.
Three common cranes which were found to
winter in Bharatpur close to Siberian Crane
area were, however, fixed with PTT trans-
mitter, and they took off from Bharatpurin
the month of April 1993.

These three Euro-Asian common
cranes movement on migration was moni-
tored and for the first time revealed the
exact migration route at least with respect
to some of the cranes that winter in India.
Some important stop-over points were also
known that had not been documented pre-
viously. The migration route of these com-
mon cranes from India to Siberia is shown
in the map (Figure 1). These three Euro-
Asian common cranes are currently stay-
ing on their breeding area in Southern
Siberia near the headwaters of Obriver. As
the populationof Siberian Crane wintering
inIndiaison the verge of extinction, it may
become necessary to use the Euro-Asian
cranes as guide birds for the juvenile Sibe-
rian cranes to be released in Siberia in this
year since migration in crane is a learnt
behaviour. Similarly, the Euro-Asian cranes
wintering in Kaladeo Ghana National Park
will also be fitted with satellite transmitter
this year for coverage of more areas, for a
more comprehensive picture about the
migration of cranes visiting India.

Ifthe three common cranesfitted with
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PTT transmitters return back to India this
winter and if the Siberian Cranes also visit
India this year, experiment with releasing
of hand reared Siberian Cranes in
Bharatpur will be repeated this year also
taking care that the released hand reared
Siberian Cranes get adequate time to mix
up with the wild Siberian cranes facilitat-
ing their return to the breeding ground of
Siberia. If this programme succeeds, it is
expected that specific conservation
programme for the western flock of Sibe-
rian Crane visiting India will be possible to
be formulated in collaboration with Russia,
ICF (USA), Japan and other countries in-
volved in the migration route and staging
areas of the species.

Action plan for Individual countries

In the Central Migratory Species
convention at Bonn (Germany)heldin May
1993 a draft memorandum of understand-
ing for conservation of Siberian Crane has
been developed for the concerned range
countries and the collaborators. The draft
Memorandum of Understanding which
identifies basic causes for depletion of Sibe-
rian Crane population specially belonging
to the western flock and suggests action
plan for individual countries are mainly
the following :

(a) Provide strict protection for Siberian
cranes in their respective countries;

(b) Implement the provisions of the
Action Plan for the Siberian Crane, as
detailed for each as a basis for the conser-
vation of the species;

(¢) Facilitate the expeditious exchange of
relevant scientific, technical and legal
information in order to co-ordinate conser-
vation measures;
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Figure 1

The migration routes of Common Cranes e
Grus grus north from Keoladeo National Park
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Wild Siberian Crane in Siberia

Plate 2

Wild Siberian Crane in Bharatpur
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Reared Crane with hood before mounting PTT
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Plate 6

Hard-reared Siberian Crane in Jﬂi;nur Zoo
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(d) Develop, within one year a longer-
term Species Conservation Plan for the
species for eventual inclusion in the Asian/
Australasian Waterfowl Agreement being
developed under the auspices of the Bonn
Convention. This Species Conservation
Plan shall include inter alia;

(i) Actions to protect the traditional bree-
ding, stop-over and wintering areas of
the Siberian Crane;

(ii) Priorities for the identification of key
sites for breeding, migration and win-
tering Siberian cranes and the prepa-
ration of national action plans;

(iti) Detailed proposals for monitoring and
research;

(iv) Proposals for the establishment of a
funding mechanism for conservation
measures.

The specific action plans for individual
countries are given below :

Action Plan for India

1. Carry out extensive surveys of wet-
lands within the historic wintering range
of Siberian cranes and, if any birds are
located in new sites, document them and
arrange for their protection;

2. Continue with the experimental re-
lease of hand-reared Siberian cranes in the
wintering grounds of India with a view to
enriching the wild stock, and attach Plat-
form Terminal Transmitters (PTTs)onthem
to study their migration routes in collabo-

ration with the International Crane Foun-

dation (ICF) and Japan Wildlife Research
Centre (JWRC).
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3. Ifmore than four Siberian cranes visit
India annually, from 1993-1999, conside-
ration should be given to fitting a wild pair
in the wintering grounds of India with two
Japanese-made PTTs in order to identify
their migration routes, staging areas and
breeding grounds in the Russian Federa-
tion. Such action may be taken only after
extensive testing on common cranes and
hand-reared Siberian cranes has demon-
strated the technique to be effective and
unlikely to be detrimental to wild Siberian
cranes.

Action Plan for Pakistan
1. Prohibit the shooting of all cranes.

2. Create awareness about the urgency
of conserving Siberian cranes.

3. Encourage research aimed at finding
the migration routes and staging areas of
Siberian cranes in Pakistan and identify
the threats, if any, to the cranes;

4. Assist in satellite tracking of Siberian
cranes on their migration routes.

Action Plan for Iran

1. Conduct an annual aerial survey of
wetlands of the East Caspian lowlands to
determine the numbers and the distribu-
tion of Siberian cranes;

2. Ateachconfirmed winteringarea, post
game guards to ensure that the spring
“shoot-out” occurs after the Siberian cranes
have migrated;

3. Invite crane specialists from ICF to
capture and attach PTTs to one or two
Siberian cranes, employing techniques
proven effective with common cranes, and
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‘use satellite telemetry to determine the
migration routes, staging areas and
breeding grounds of the western flock.

Action Plan for Russian Federation

1. Continue releasing isolation-reared
Siberian Crane chicks and juveniles near
wild Siberian cranes and monitor their
movement using conventional radio trans-
mitters.

2. Continue to release in the wild, using
~ isolation-rearing techniques, Siberian
Crane chicks hatched from captive-
produced eggs, and fit these birds with
PTTs with a view to determining the mi-
gration route of the central flock to India.

3. Search for the nesting grounds of
cranesofthe western flock fitted with PTTs
in India and Iran and, when they are dis-
covered, take appropriate measures to pro-
tect the sites without delay.

Action Plan for International Crane
Foundation

1. Furnish each Range State with data
obtained so far regarding resting places of
Siberian cranes occurring in the migration
route along with the names of the places
and duration of stay in each place.

2. Communicate to each of the Range
States as soon as possible, weekly satellite
data received during the migration of
Siberian cranes.

3. Continue with the experimental re-
lease of hand-reared Siberian Crane chicks
and juveniles in both breeding and winter-
ing grounds of the Range States and study
their movement on route with PTT trans-
mitters.
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4. Furnish to the Range States data on
migration and the final destination of three
PTT fitted common cranes from India,
which departed in early 1993, with a view
to facilitating further action by the parties
concerned.

It has also been decided to address the
concerned Ministers of individual coun-
triesby the Chairman of the CMS Standing
Committee for preparation of a rescue plan
for Siberian Cranes, till a formal agree-
ment is developed after completion of the
ratification of the memorandum of under-
standing.

Indian concern for conservation in
earlier era was restricted primarily to ma-
jor wild animals like Tiger, Lion, Elephant
and Rhino which are considered asflagship
species with respect to certain habitats.
The results obtained with respect to these
four major species have been encouraging
in the sense that the population of these
species have been brought from critical or
endangered status to some reasonable
number and stability.

This is for the first time that a serious
effort has been made with respect to con-
servation of a bird species which has
reached a highly critical stage by bringing
in India the leading developed countries of
the world like USA, Japan and Russia to
carry out the advanced type of experiment.
The support of Germany to this effort is
also there. If as a result of this experiment
we can save the species of Siberian cranes
from total extinetion in India it would be an
achievement on the part of the custodians,
the scientists and non-government
organisations having concern on conserva-
tion, and would also be an illustration of
international cooperation for the purpose
of species conservation and protection of
bio-diversity in general.
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SUMMARY

The number of Siberian Crane (Grus leucogeranus) has declined in the current
century. As against the figure of 200 birds which used to visit Bharatpur, only
five were reported in the year 1993. Experiments were conducted to identify the
specific flock which visits India from Siberia and whether the population
increased by artificial supplementation through release of isolation seared
Siberian Crane in captivity into the wild habitat. The exact migration route of
common cranes from India to Siberia has been noticed. Specific action plan for
individual countries has been given.
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