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Keeping up with the 
Whooping Crane

BACK FROM THE BRINK
North America’s tallest bird is also one of its rarest. The 

iconic whooping crane, Grus americana, stands five feet 

tall and is a key species in its wetland ecosystem. The 

largest wild, and only natural, population migrates 

between Wood Buffalo National Park and Texas each 

year.

In 1941 there were only twenty-one whooping cranes on 

the planet, that is fewer than the number of students in a 

classroom! As of today, due to remarkable collaborative 

work by organizations in Canada and the US, like the 

Wilder Institute/Calgary Zoo and the International Crane 

Foundation, there are over six hundred of these graceful 

birds in the wild. But there is still much work to be done. 

Scientists predict that threats from climate change due to 

higher carbon dioxide levels, such as shrinking wetlands, 

and more storms, will put these birds in great danger. 

The magic number is one thousand, according to 

conservation researchers. They estimate that if the 

population of wild whooping cranes can reach this 

number, the species should be able to handle the threats 

they face. 

So what is the best way to build up the population of 

whooping cranes?

Origin Story:

The Origin Story was written based on Matthew Butler, Kristine Metzger, and Grant Harris, Are whooping cranes destined for extinction? Climate change imperils recruitment and population 

growth. Ecol Evol. 2017; 7: 2821– 2834. https://doi.org/10.1002/ece3.2892 

Map of migration route of Aransas-Wood Buffalo population (AWBP) of 

whooping cranes showing the summer breeding grounds in Wood Buffalo 

National Park. Adapted from Zooniverse. “Whooping Cranes!” Last 

modified, January 6, 2022. www.zooniverse.org/projects/whcr-

cr/whooping-cranes/about/research



Building Resilience

Helping a Population Thrive
Technology can also help study the best conditions inside a 

nest. Crane researchers use data-logging eggs to measure 

what happens to an egg when it is in the nest. These robotic 

eggs are made to look exactly like a whooping crane egg so 

when they are placed in a nest, the parents will treat it like their 

egg. It collects information on temperature and humidity and 

how often the parents turn the egg. 

In September 2022, two whooping cranes born at the Wilder 

Institute/Calgary Zoo in 2021—Kali and Daya—were sent to 

the US in the hopes that they will join the wild cranes in 

migration! 

This is conservation translocation—moving members of a 

species to help it survive. For whooping crane recovery, this 

strategy starts with conservation breeding. In addition to the six 

hundred and sixty whooping cranes in the wild, there are about 

one hundred and thirty under human care in settings like zoos 

and sanctuaries. These birds and their chicks help build up the 

wild population with the help of human researchers and care-

givers.

Whooping cranes usually lay two eggs, but in the wild, often 

only one chick survives. Under human care, researchers can 

remove that second egg and find another way to help it hatch. 

Sometimes that help can be from an artificial incubator—a 

machine that keeps the egg at the best conditions based on 

what the data-logging eggs have found. Sometimes a pair of 

sandhill cranes (a cousin of the whooping crane) will act as 

foster parents and look after it as they would their own egg. 

When those young cranes are ready—like Kali and Daya—they 

may be reintroduced into the wild, increasing the population. 

By studying what makes nests successful and breeding healthy 

whooping cranes to be released, this collaboration of scientists 

is working to build a thriving wild population—one that will be 

resilient enough to survive the threats of climate change. 

The work to recover whooping cranes is a huge collaboration 

with many partners across Canada and the USA – the two 

countries lucky enough to be along the path of the whooping 

crane migration route. One of those partners, the Wilder 

Institute/Calgary Zoo, is located in Alberta. Conservation 

researchers here contribute to two strategies to help boost the 

whooping crane population to at least one thousand wild 

individuals: evaluating nest success and conservation 

translocation.

As part of a collaborative ongoing study, in May 2022, 

conservation researchers from Wilder Institute/Calgary Zoo 

worked with partners in Wood Buffalo National Park to install 

camera traps, water level loggers and audio recording units in 

whooping crane breeding grounds. Their goal is to study what 

makes a nest successful, and what makes it fail. The camera 

traps will take pictures of how whooping crane nest and how 

many predators are around. The water level loggers will give 

data on changes in water levels that might be impacting 

whooping cranes as a result of climate change. The audio 

recorders will capture sounds of whooping crane pairs and their 

behavior.

This Science Spotlight was written based on Hannah Edwards, Sarah Converse, Kelly Swan, and Axel Moehrenschlager, “Trading off hatching success and cost in the captive breeding of 

Whooping Cranes,” Animal Conservation 25, no. 1 (February 2022) 101-109. https://doi.org/10.1111/acv.12722 and the ongoing work of collaboration of partners including the Wilder 

Institute/Calgary Zoo. Find out more here: wilderinstitute.org/conservation/whooping-crane/ 

BUILDING A 
THRIVING 

WHOOPING CRANE 
POPULATION IS A 
collaboration 
of high-flying 
proportions!



NESTS FROM SPACE
Partners in Whooping Crane conservation, the Canadian 

Wildlife Service and Parks Canada have set up an amazing 

citizen science experience. 

Head over to Zooniverse website 

(www.zooniverse.org/projects/whcr-cr/whooping-cranes) to 

help researchers find nesting whooping cranes in satellite 

images of Wood Buffalo National Park. After an informative 

tutorial, you will become an expert in identifying the circular 

one-to-two-metre nests in their wetland environment. Three 

thousand volunteers have already helped monitor the 

population of this incredible species!

SHORELINE CLEAN-UP
As our science hero, Allison Scovil, says, protecting the 

wetlands in our backyard can help animals like the 

whooping crane. These spectacular birds may seem really 

far away, but remember that everything is connected. We 

can clean-up our local wetlands and make a difference for 

wetlands in northern Alberta. 

Unite your community to remove trash from the area in and 

around your local waterways and wetlands. While you have 

the community gathered, share individual actions—putting 

trash where it belongs, reducing fertilizers, turning off the 

tap when you brush your teeth, treating water as our 

relative, not a resource—they can each take to keep the 

waterways clean.  

The best part? Wetlands are carbon sinks -- their plants and 

soil hold carbon rather than releasing it into the atmosphere. 

So, by keeping wetlands healthy, we are also minimizing 

carbon dioxide from building up in the atmosphere!
Wilder Institute/Calgary Zoo

It takes many different science heroes to help save a species.

Science Communicators help bring science information to the public. 

They are able to understand complex scientific concepts and explain 

them in a way that non-scientists can understand too. They help us 

care and be curious about the natural world and learn about actions 

we can take to make a positive difference for our planet. 

Allison Scovil to do all of this for the Wilder Institute/Calgary Zoo! She 

integrates information on conservation projects, including whooping 

crane recovery, into engaging and accurate stories for diverse 

audiences. She inspires us to help and educates us on how we can!

MEET OUR 
LOCAL SCIENCE HERO:

Time for !

What do you love about your job?

“I love that I get to tell stories about animals, people and 

how they are interconnected. I get to capture the thrill of 

science and share that in fun and creative ways!”

Favourite climate action?

“Protecting the wetlands in our own backyard.”

Favourite fact about whooping cranes?

“I think it is incredible that this big, magnificent bird 

takes a migratory journey of nearly four thousand 

kilometres twice a year!”




