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MONITORING OF SIBERIAN CRANE POPULATIONS

Although the Siberian Cranes are legendary birds in Asia, little was known 
about their biology and their habitat needs until recent decades.  Dr. Vladimir 
Flint and his team documented the ecology and behaviour of Siberian Cranes 

on their breeding grounds 
in Eastern Siberia in the 
1960s and ‘70s. In 1980, 
Dr. Zhou Fuchang and Dr. 
Ding Wining discovered 
the wintering grounds of 
these cranes at Poyang 
Lake in China.  In 1981, 
Flint’s assistant, Dr. 
Alexander Sorokin and his 
team located the nesting 
grounds of Siberian 
Cranes in the basin of the 
Kunovat River in western 
Siberia. These birds were 
later confirmed to be the well-known cranes that wintered at Keoladeo 
National Park in North Central India. In 1978, Dr. Ali Ashtiani discovered 
a small flock of Siberian Cranes wintering on Iran’s Caspian lowlands.  In 
1996, Dr. Yuri Markin and Iranian colleagues working together with 
the Wild Bird Society of Japan  attached a radio transmitter (capable of 
communicating with a satellite) to a male crane from that flock. Later that 
spring, by following the signals from the satellite transmitter, Dr. Markin 
and Dr. Sorokin discovered the nesting grounds in a remote area about 
1000 km south of the Kunovat Basin. The use of satellite transmitters 
on cranes in the Eastern Siberian population will help to identify spring 
migration routes, juvenile summering areas, and winter movement 
patterns within the Poyang Lake basin in China.

photo by С. Prentice

photo by Y. Markin



REINTRODUCTION

During the past 15 years, more than 100 Siberian Cranes that originated 
from captive-produced eggs have been released into the wild.  Some were 
released with wild Siberian Cranes on the breeding grounds of the cranes 
that migrated to India. Some were released on the migratory resting 
areas of Eurasian Cranes at Belozerski Zakaznik in Southwest Siberia. 
Others were foster-reared by Eurasian Cranes nesting in the same 
regions as the wild Siberian Cranes. After fledging, most of these cranes 
migrated with their wild foster parents, but only a few were subsequently 
seen in Russia. None were reported from the wintering grounds. In like 
manner, efforts were made to transfuse captive-produced birds into the 
flocks of wild cranes on wintering grounds in Iran and in India. Most of 
these cranes failed to migrate and those that did were not seen again.

Since 2002, Russian colleagues have worked to adapt techniques used in the human-led migration of Whooping Cranes in 
North America. In 2006, Russian specialists affiliated with the Sterkh Foundation and with support from the Russian oil and 
gas company, ITERA, led two juvenile Siberian Cranes and two juvenile Eurasian cranes behind an ultra-light aircraft, flying 

from the Kunovat Basin to southern Russia.  It was a test flight to open the 
way for future migrations, steps they hope will eventually lead to the re-
establishment of a flock of Siberian Cranes migrating from the Kunovat Basin 
to winter in India. 

A new possible wintering area in Uzbekistan could offer a shorter migration 
route. Eurasian Cranes that breed in the Kunovat area have been moving 
to new wintering grounds further north in Uzbekistan, suggesting a more 
favourable wintering site for human-led, reintroduced Siberian Cranes. 

The reintroduction of Siberian Cranes is unlikely to succeed until factors 
(such as hunting) that led to the demise of the original flocks are 
addressed. Efforts to reduce those threats are now underway in all range 
states, thanks to ongoing work under the CMS MoU for Siberian Cranes.photo by Y. Markin
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INFORMATION EXCHANGE
 
Communication is vital to effective 
conservation, and a significant 
communications role is filled by 
Elena Ilyashenko, the Siberian Crane 
Flyway Coordinator. From an office 
graciously donated by the Moscow Zoo, 
Ms. Ilyashenko collects and shares 
information about Siberian Crane 
sightings and other issues that are 
important to the CMS MoU and the 
UNEP/GEF Siberian Crane Wetland 
Project. This information is published 
in the biannual Siberian Crane Flyway 
News, and available through the 
Siberian Crane Flyway Coordination 

web site at http://www.
sibeflyway.org/. Information about 
conservation activities under the 
UNEP/GEF Siberian Crane Wetland 
Project is available on the SCWP 
web site at http://www.scwp.info/

Important news is promptly shared 
through an email distribution list and 
summarized in newsletters published 
twice each year.  It is also important 
that scientific data is exchanged 
among specialists.  A database has 
been designed and approved and 
valuable information on the Siberian 
Crane and its habitats is being 
entered and will be shared.
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INCREASING PUBLIC AWARENESS

Any conservation efforts are futile without 
changing human behaviour and improving 
understanding about the importance of crane 
conservation and wetlands protection. To 
increase public awareness, MoU signatory 
states have conducted various education 
programmes, involving government officials, 
scientists, conservation managers, hunters, teachers, farmers, fishermen, schoolchildren, and the media in Siberian 
Crane conservation. Special training sessions and meetings have been organized to engage hunters, trappers, and other 
stakeholders in the reduction of threats to Siberian Cranes. 

Many useful educational materials have been developed and widely shared. Through the kindness of Canadian artist, Robert 
Bateman, thousands of large, colourful prints of his painting of a Siberian Crane were produced in India and distributed 
throughout the range states; slogans in the 12 languages of the signatory states underscored the international scope of 
this effort. To share the story of the Siberian Cranes, ICF created a 25-minute video for television broadcasting, produced 

in the languages of the range states. Booklets, brochures, stickers, 
and buttons have also been used to draw attention to these 
magnificent birds. 

«Siberian Crane Festivals,» now celebrated at 70 sites in eight 
countries, have demonstrated that the charisma of this crane 
can successfully engage the private sector. In Russia, much has 
been accomplished through the efforts of the Sterkh Foundation, 
a private organization committed to conservation efforts and 
the initiation of public awareness events. In fact, activities like the 
crane celebrations have proven to be effective across the project. 
Through the media of music, art, song, and dance, people of all ages 
have learned about Siberian Crane behaviour, ecology, and habitat, 
and have acquired a better understanding of the threats to crane 
survival and the need for conservation measures.
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BUILDING BRIDGES

The Siberian Crane’s hope for the future remains a real possibility thanks to the initiative and 
perseverance of dedicated individuals from many different countries who built bridges for 
conservation where none had existed. This epic story began in the early 1970s with the vision 
and imagination of two young scientists, George Archibald and Ron Sauey, who co-founded 
ICF. The story reached out to these majestic birds when George initiated correspondence 
with the renowned Dr. Vladimir Flint of Russia, and Ron Sauey began his doctoral research 
on Siberian Cranes in India in 1974. The following year, ICF initiated a program with Iran 
as a first step toward the dream to reintroduce Siberian Cranes – a step rewarded with 
the rediscovery of Siberian Cranes in Iran in 1978.  In 1979, ICF engaged their Chinese 
colleagues to find the wintering grounds of the Siberian Cranes in China. Elsewhere, an 
independent conservationist, Steven Landfried, promoted crane conservation in Pakistan 

in the 1980s and 1990s, with support from Dave 
Ferguson of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

These efforts were drawn together through 
intergovernmental negotiations guided by Douglas 
Hykle of CMS, culminating in the adoption of the 
Siberian Crane Memorandum of Understanding 
in 1993 under CMS’s leadership.  Through the 
special working relationship of CMS and ICF, this 
international cooperation was further strengthened 
by the UNEP/GEF project to conserve the network 
of wetland sites along the migration flyways of the 
Siberian Crane in West and East Asia. This project 
facilitated the creation of the Western/Central 
Asian Site Network for the Siberian Crane and other 
Waterbirds. Ultimately, the integration of these 
multi-country initiatives into the CMS Siberian Crane 
MoU will assure continuity of a sustained effort to 
conserve the «Lily of Birds» across its vast range.
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CONTACTS

For more information 
please contact the CMS Secretariat

UNEP/CMS Secretariat
United Nations Premises 
Hermann-Ehlers-Str. 10
53113 Bonn
GERMANY
Tel: 49228 8152401/02
Fax: + 49 228 8152449
E-mail: secretariat@cms.int
Website: www.cms.int

and International Crane Foundation
E-11376 Shady Lane Road
P.O.Box 447
Baraboo, WI 53913-0447, USA
Tel. +1-608-356-9462
Fax: +1-608-356-94-65
Website: www.savingcranes.org
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