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Abstract: Fall staging by Greater Sandhill Cranes (Grus canadensis tabida) in the fields adjacent to Crescent Slough appears
to have increased since surveys conducted in 1994 and 1999. The maximum count of Sandhill Cranes foraging in the fields
adjacent to Burns Bog has increased from 28 and 21 cranes in 1994 and 1999, respectively, to 56 and 54 individuals in
September of 2005 and 2007, respectively. Variations in foraging preferences were also documented.
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Intr oduction

The congregation of Sandhill Cranes (Grus canadensis)
in fields immediately west of the forest bordering Burns Bog
(the southwest corner of Burns Bog abutting Crescent
Slough) has been the subject of at least two previous survey
programs (Gebauer 1995 and 1999). The population in the
Lower Mainland was characterized as comprising 31 indi-
viduals (10-15 breeding pairs) distributed in small breeding
populations located in the Pitt Meadows area, Langley Bog,
and Burns Bog (Gebauer 1999). Based on the late summer/
early fall surveys conducted in 1999, the hypothesis at the
time was that all or most of the birds observed in the study
area originated with the Lower Mainland breeding popula-
tion (Gebauer 1999). Of the three subspecies occurring in
British Columbia, the Greater Sandhill Crane (Grus
canadensis tabida) is the subspecies believed to be breed-
ing in the Lower Mainland (Gebauer 1999). Until recently,
Greater Sandhill Cranes were blue-listed (provincially con-
sidered of Special Concern) by the British Columbia Con-
servation Data Centre (BC CDC) in part due to declining
numbers and reduced distribution (BC CDC 2005 and Fraser
et al. 1999); however they have been de-listed to yellow
(provincially secure and not at risk of extinction) due to an
increase in both crane numbers and areas in which they are
being found (BC CDC 2009).

Previous studies confirm that migratory Sandhill Cranes
forage on edges of wetlands and near other suitable roost-
ing areas (Cooper 1996). Average site-specific distances
between foraging and roosting areas for Burns Bog range
from 2 to 4 km (Gebauer 1995). The agricultural fields of

Crescent Slough, west and northwest of Burns Bog, pro-
vide unique foraging habitat for both breeding and migra-
tory populations of the Greater Sandhill Crane (Gebauer
1995 and Hebda et al. 2000). However, 28 cranes were re-
corded in October 1994 (Gebauer 1995), and 21 in Septem-
ber 1999 (Gebauer 1999), indicating a downward trend in
post-breeding aggregation, and there was some speculation
prior to the 2005 surveys that Sandhill Crane congregation
may no longer occur in these fields (M. Gebauer pers.
comm.).

The purpose of this study was to determine if late sum-
mer/early fall Sandhill Crane congregation still occurred  and
to obtain information on their abundance, the timing of peak
abundance, the field types used by cranes for foraging, and
the movement of cranes to and from the bog. Repeating the
study over two different years provided confirmation that
our results were not an anomaly.

Methods

In 2005, the Sandhill Crane survey area was located on
the farm fields directly adjacent to and west of Burns Bog,
Delta, B.C. (Figure 1), the same survey area used in the 1994
and 1999 studies (Gebauer 1995, 1999). In 2007, the survey
area was expanded to include fields to the southeast of Burns
Bog to determine if the cranes were using these agricultural
fields as well. Also, having an observer stationed on the east
side aided in determining destinations of Sandhill Crane flocks
in flight. All fields within the study area were assigned a unique
number to track Sandhill Crane distribution.

Sandhill Crane field use - Sloboda et al.



British Columbia Birds

25

Volume 19, 2009

During the first half of the 2005 study, the survey route
started at the northeast corner of the survey area, and con-
tinued southwest. The remaining surveys followed the re-
verse route of the first half of the study, starting at the south-
west and ending at the northeast corner. This route switch
halfway through the study ensured that crane use was cap-
tured at the beginning of the day in both the southwest and
northeast sectors. Surveys took place in the morning, usu-
ally between 08:00 and 11:30 Pacific Standard Time (range:
07:30 to 14:40). The mean survey duration was 5 hrs but
the range varied between 3.5 and 6.5 hours with the vari-
ability arising from the number of cranes and the extent of
their dispersal during a specific survey, so that the greater
the number and dispersal the longer the survey.

The same methodology was employed for the 2007 sur-
vey program, except the start and end points of the surveys
alternated with each survey instead of switching route di-
rection half-way through the program. Survey duration av-
eraged 3.4 hours, but varied between 2.0 and 5.3 hours, and
covered a range of times from 07:05 to 14:10.

During the surveys, farm fields were scanned with bin-
oculars in order to search for the presence of cranes. If
Sandhill Cranes were sighted, the observer counted the to-
tal number of cranes, identified the number of juveniles
present (if visually possible from observation point), docu-
mented the field number and land use at that time, added
comments such as potential disturbances (e.g. vehicle/ma-
chine, other wildlife, humans), and noted direction if birds
were in flight. Crane distribution on a field was tracked on a
hard copy map, as was their direction, approximate height
of flight, and time of arrivals and departures. Field type and
status were recorded at the start of each survey program,
and changes in land use were tracked throughout the study
period. Cover crops were amalgamated into the short grass
pasture category in 2005; special effort was made to differ-
entiate the two field types during the 2007 survey program.

Daily maximum counts were estimates derived from the
maximum number of birds recorded at a specific time dur-
ing the survey. Surveys in 2005 were conducted by a single
observer. In 2007, an additional observer was used to sur-
vey the east study area; once two cycles of the east study
area were completed, the second observer would join the
first observer on the west side. The observers were in con-
stant communication via cell phone to relay information
regarding Sandhill Crane departures and arrivals, including
direction of flight to minimize the risk of double-counting
cranes or missing cranes foraging on certain fields. If the
origin or destination of cranes in flight could not be deter-
mined, they were not included in the field use analysis as
they were not associated with a specific field type.

Special care was taken during the surveys to avoid dis-
turbing the cranes, including parking the vehicle far from
the cranes, moving slowly in the field upon approach using
field border shrubs for concealment, and using binoculars
and a high-powered zoom telescope (60mm Bausch & Lomb
“Discoverer”) to view the cranes up-close. As observed in
previous studies (Gebauer 1999), Sandhill Cranes gener-
ally do not flush when an observer is present, but slowly
distance themselves by walking away from the observer.

A total of eleven surveys were conducted during a seven
week period in 2005, and sixteen surveys were completed
over ten weeks in 2007.

Results

During the 2005 study, a maximum of 56 cranes were
recorded using fields adjacent to Crescent Slough (Figure
2). Sandhill Crane abundance steadily increased from only
four cranes in late August, peaked at 56 cranes on October
6th, and declined dramatically to 5 cranes on October 20th.

Figure 1. Aerial photograph
indicating the boundaries of
the west and east study areas.
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In 2007, a maximum of 54 cranes were observed in the
survey area on October 5th, consistent with the 2005 re-
sults (Figure 3). In contrast to the 2005 results, Sandhill
Crane abundance increased quickly, jumping from two to
29 cranes on two surveys conducted one week apart, fol-
lowed by a steady decline. There was more variation in
daily maximum crane numbers between surveys in 2007,
including two instances of declines between surveys prior
to the peak count, and a survey-to-survey increase after
peak count.

A maximum of three and four juveniles were positively
identified during the 2005 and 2007 survey programs, re-
spectively.

During the 2005 study, very little movement of cranes
was observed; only five cranes were observed flying to Burns
Bog. In 2007, cranes were more frequently observed flying
from or heading in the direction of Burns Bog. While the
exact origins and destinations remain uncertain, the likeli-
hood is high that these areas were in Burns Bog, as there
was no recorded occurrence of cranes on the east side which

might have been a more distant objective had they been us-
ing these fields.

While field use was not the focus of the 2005 and
2007 surveys, some interesting preliminary observations
were made. The agricultural fields where Sandhill Cranes
most frequently occurred in the survey area in both years of
the study are located along the western boundary of Burns
Bog.  In general, all of the fields comprising the large farm
at the south end of 68th Street and the fields running linearly
north of this farm were most frequently used and thus can
be considered as preferred foraging habitat. In 2005, the
crops on these fields were primarily beans, cover crops (bar-
ley), and potatoes, as well as the short grass field pastures
managed for wildlife by local landowners in collaboration
with the Delta Farmland and Wildlife Trust. The areas west
of the popular foraging fields were also used, but much less
often.

Short grass pastures (including cover crops) were
rotationally available throughout the entire duration of
the 2005 study (between August 23 and October 20,
2005) and rated highest of the various field types for
Sandhill Crane occurrences (Figure 4). Sandhill Cranes
used this type of field for 91% of the total surveys con-
ducted. Beans, potatoes, and harvested corn were avail-
able only on a seasonal basis. This seasonal availability
increases the significance of these types of fields rela-
tive to short grass pastures, which at first glance, ap-
pear to be the most favoured type of field. Harvested
corn fields only made up approximately one percent of
the fields available, but were one of the most utilized
field types. Bare fields (fields consisting of exposed soil,
including recently harvested potato and bean fields)
rated the lowest, with only one occurrence throughout
the duration of the 2005 study. There were no tall grass
pasture fields available in the study area in 2005.

Figure 3. Daily maximum numbers of Sandhill Cranes,
displayed as total count and juveniles only, observed dur-
ing the 2007 survey program.

Figure 4. Frequency and cumulative occurrence (as a
proportion of total crane observations) of Sandhill Cranes
in various field types in relation to field availability in 2005.
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Figure 2. Daily maximum numbers of Sandhill Cranes,
displayed as total count and juveniles only, observed dur-
ing the 2005 survey program.
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Sandhill Crane occurrence by field type in 2007 was simi-
lar to what was recorded in 2005, with the notable excep-
tion of the greater occurrence of cranes in bare fields in 2007.
Sandhill Cranes appeared to prefer short grass pasture and
cover crops (primarily wheat), followed by bare fields and
fields where corn had been harvested (Figure 5). As in 2005,
harvested corn made up only 3% of the fields available in
the west study area, but was one of the most utilized field
types in 2007. Very little use was made of blueberry and
cranberry fields which made up almost 30% of the avail-
able fields in the west study area.

Discussion

Compared to previous records, the number of Sandhill
Cranes observed in the study area has increased (Gebauer
1995, and 1999). The source of the increase is speculative.
In 1999, the maximum number of Sandhill Cranes observed
(21) was within the 20 to 30 adults estimated to be still breed-
ing in the Lower Mainland (Gebauer 1999). One interpreta-
tion is that the 56 and 54 individuals recorded in the 2005
and 2007 studies, respectively, are all part of that Lower
Mainland breeding population. If so, estimated breeding
populations have increased dramatically within the last sev-
eral years, but have missed detection. More likely, although
there is no direct evidence of this, the increase is based on
the arrival of migrants from elsewhere. A logical source is
cranes migrating southward along the Pacific Flyway from
locations northwards along the coast, possibly from bog
habitats not dissimilar to Burns Bog.

While the origin of the ‘additional’ birds remains con-
jectural there is also no evidence about how long the cranes
remain in the study area. One might conclude the maximum
of 56 and 54 recorded individuals approximates a true maxi-
mum or there could be some passage of Sandhill Cranes
into and out of the study area during the staging period. One
of the cranes observed on September 12, 2007 was banded;
however, the grass was sufficiently tall to preclude reading
the ID. While this band was not observed again, conditions
of the survey, including obstructed views and long distances,
rendered it difficult to detect bands on the cranes. Some
questions on origins might have been better answered, as
well as the composition of the fall flocks, if any bands present
could have been readily observed.

Field use was similar between the two years. In both
years short grass pastures were the most favoured field type.
The preference persisted in 2007 even though we differen-
tiated that category into short grass pasture and cover crops,
where cover crops were the second most favoured field type.
Those two field types along with bare fields and fields where
corn had been recently harvested were the four most fa-
voured field types in 2007. In both years bare fields were
used proportionally more than were available; however, more

bare fields were available in 2007, resulting in greater fre-
quency of use by cranes. Very little use was made of cran-
berry or blueberry fields although these accounted for 29.4%
of the total number of fields available in 2007.

Field use also indicated distribution was concentrated
within the first row of fields adjacent to Crescent Slough
raising the question of whether field use, proximity to Burns
Bog, proximity to any forested environment, or some other
factor explains the distribution pattern observed. The first
tier of fields shares one characteristic: the occurrence of
human facilities and the disturbances they might represent
(low-level vehicle use) largely originate on just one flank,
the west, whereas most of the other fields tend to have hu-
man features (barns, houses, sheds) on more than one flank.

Information from the 2007 surveys provided more evi-
dence (6 out of 12 flights clearly seen and followed) that
the Sandhill Cranes observed frequently flew in from the
direction of Burns Bog and departed in that direction. These
observations further support the long held hypothesis that
the Crescent Slough cranes overnight in Burns Bog and that
the Bog represents a key element in the combined fall stag-
ing habitat.
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Figure 5. Frequency and cumulative occurrence (as a pro-
portion of total crane observations) of Sandhill Cranes in
various field types in relation to field availability in 2007.
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