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On the size of the Common Crane Grus grus population migrating

through western Europe

Javier A. Alonso, Juan C. Alonso & Francisco J. Cantos

The data availablec in the literature on the size of the Euro-
pean Common Crane Grus grus population migrating along
the southwestern route are diverse and confused: some-
times they are estimates of the number of breeding pairs in
definite areas (Merikallio 1958, Makatsch 1981, Swanberg
1981), and sometimes they are partial censuses or, in most
cases, estimates of the numbers of migrants seen along the
migratory route (e.g. Alerstam & Bauer 1973, Rinne 1974,
Vergoossen 1981, Karlsson & Swanberg 1984; see revisions
in Makatsch 1970, Glutz et al. 1973, Cramp & Simmons
1980). Some of these studies report high concentrations at
the traditional stopover areas in the GDR: 10 000 birds at
Miiritz in October 1955 (Deppe 1965), 17 400 at Bock on
17.10.82 (Zollick 1984), 15000 at Bock on 16.10.83
(Prange in litr.), but nothing is said about the total number
of cranes migrating through these areas. Other authors give
some figures for the total numbers of birds seen flying past:
Keil (1970) estimated that “some 20 000-30 000 cranes”
migrated through Germany; his maximum was “more than
26 000” during autumn 1966, recorded in a combined field-
enquiry study, but he did not exclude the possibility of some
duplication. Alerstam & Bauer (1973) detected 1190 radar
echoes, and counting 41 flocks which averaged 23 birds per
flock, they estimatd that “no less than 24 000, but hardly
twice as many cranes” passed the Southern Baltic region in
spring. From literature data and personal observations,
Prange (1984) estimated that approximately 30 000 cranes
migrated southwest through Central Europe. The sparse
data available from more southern regions are also con-
tradictory: after censuses of migrating flocks made at sev-
eral localities in France on different dates in autumn 1983,
it was estimated that around 30 000 cranes migrated south-
wards (Riols, pers. comm.), although other authors hold
that the Western European population does not exceed
15 000-20 000 individuals (Scott 1980, Petit 1982, Prévost,
in Yessou 1983). Bernis (1960, 1966) estimated that 10 000—
15 000 cranes wintered in the Iberian Peninsula. Later, in
1979-80, six general censuses were carried out in Spain,
and the maximum number, obtained in November 1979,
was 14 721 cranes in 44 localities (Fernandez-Cruz 1981).
During a study of the prenuptial migration at Lake Gal-
locanta fNE Spain), in 1983-85, we censused the migrating
population. The prenuptial migratory period is a suitable
time to count crane populations, because the migratory cor-
ridor is narrower than in autumn (Glutz et al. 1973), and the
migrating birds tend to concentrate in time and space. Over
the last few years, the canalization of migrating cranes
through our study area has been increasing progressively
(Fernandez-Cruz 1981, Alonso et al. in press). We believe
that today nearly all the cranes wintering in Iberia and
Morocco stop at Lake Gallocanta during their migrations.
Between 18 February and 18 March 1985, two to six obser-
vers counted all the cranes leaving the lake basin, at four
observation points located on the mountains north of the
lake and covering a zone of 15-20 km. The total number of
cranes counted was 31 945. The first flocks left the area on
27 February, and the study was concluded when no signifi-
cant numbers of birds had entered the zone from the south
for four days. Other data showing the magnitude of the
population are the peak numbers recorded by us on 19 and
20 November 1983: 14 815 and 14 550, respectively, and on
7 and 8 March 1985: 18 454 and 20 878 respectively. The
differences between these numbers and previous data for
the wintering areas indicate that either the previous figures

are underestimates, or the relative importance of the popu-
lation of Common Cranes wintering in NW Africa is higher
than believed by most authors (Heim de Balsac & Mayaud
1962, Blondel & Blondel 1964, Bernis 1966, Karlsson 1974,
Pineau & Giraud-Audine 1976, 1979, Dubois & Dumautois
1977, Ferndndez-Cruz 1981, Thévenot 1984). Although we
cannot exclude the possibility that an abnormal
meteorological situation in North Africa could have af-
fected the migration pattern in spring 1985, we believe that
the numbers of cranes using this route must be approxi-
mately the same every year. In conclusion, we think that
the migratory and wintering patterns of the Common Crane
in the W Mediterranean region, especially the importance
of the population wintering in the Maghreb, are still poorly
understood and need further study.
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Selostus: Linsi-Euroopan kautta muuttavan kurki-
populaation koko

Kirjallisuudessa esitetyt tiedot lansireittid pitkin muuttavan
kurkipopulaation koosta ovat hyvin vaihtelevia. Useimmi-
ten on esitetty arvioita tietylld alueella havaittujen muutta-
vien tai levihdyspaikoille kerdantyneiden kurkien méaris-
td, mutta kokonaiskannan suuruutta ei ole yleensi arvioitu.

Kurkea on tutkittu Koillis-Espanjassa, Gallocanta-jar-
vella vuosina 1983-85. Keviatmuuton aikana kurjet muutta-
vat tilld alueella varsin kapealla vyohykkeelld, ja kirjoitta-
jat uskovatkin, ettd nykyisin ldhes kaikki Iberian niemi-
maalla ja Marokossa talvehtivat kurjet pysahtyvit levahti-
méén Gallocanta-jarvelle. 18.2.-18.3.1985 laskettiin kaikki
muutolle ldhteneet kurjet. Kurkien yhteismiériksi saatiin
31 945. Luku on selvisti suurempi kuin aikaisemmat talveh-
tivan kannan suuruusarviot.
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