
Lesser Sandhill Cranes Observations in the Homer, Alaska Area
Summer 2013

By Kachemak Crane Watch

Homerʼs spring 2013 was very late, following periods of freezing and thawing, and some late 
snow which kept the high country locked up almost into June.  Homerʼs Sandhill Cranes 
arrived a bit later this year with the first report received by Kachemak Crane Watch on April 19. 
By April 22, a flock of 200 plus cranes was reported by Lani Raymond and Otto Kilcher flying 
toward town.

Table 1: First Reported Arrival Dates
2013 April 19
2012 April 11
2011 April 21
2010 April 18
2009 April 9
2008 April 3
2007  April 2
2006  April 7
2005  April 13
2004  April 17
2003  April 20

Sandhill Crane activity mirrored previous years with the usual flocks seen along Morning Star 
Road, also about 14 miles out East End Road, on Diamond Ridge and West Hill roads, and in 
the North Fork area.  Early-to mid-June, the non-breeders left the Homer loafing areas for 
other unknown places.  Fewer non-breeding cranes were observed this year in and around 
town.  In mid-June we only got a high count of about 15, compared to counts of 50-60 in the 
previous two years out around MP 14 East End Road.  Mid-August, the non-breeding flocks 
returned to the Homer area.  

This year Kachemak Crane Watch gathered data for the third year of its three-year Sandhill 
Crane Nesting Ecology Study.  Biologist Michelle Michaud worked with private landowners who 
have cranes nesting near their homes to determine nest location, nesting habitat, numbers of 
eggs hatched, and colt survivorship.  Due to the late spring, eggs were laid several days to 
several weeks later than in previous years. The nesting crane pairs laid their eggs between 
approximately May 3 and June 2, 2013. Of the 37 known nesting pairs, we only know of 27 
who actually nested this year (See Table 2 below), including one pair whose nest failed when 
the male crane (C046) was allegedly killed by a Bald Eagle.Of the 27 nesting pairs, only 21 
pairs had one or more eggs for a total of 31 eggs – apparent nest success of 67.74 percent.  
Of these 31 colts produced, only 21 survived to fledge (fly) – a reproductive success rate of 
67.74 percent.

Even with completion of the 3-year Nesting Ecology Study, Kachemak Crane Watch plans to 
continue collecting information about known nesting pairs to keep track of annual recruitment 
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to the local crane population.  You can help by sending information about new or known 
nesting pairs next summer to reports@cranewatch.org or calling 235-6262.  

Table 2:  Nesting and Fledging Results
2011 2012 2013

Nest Attempts (number of crane 
pairs on a nest)

29 28 31

Nests with at least one egg 27 20 21
Total # of eggs that hatched (# of 
colts)

39 34 31

Number of colts that fledged 23 24 21

Apparent Nest Success (100x # of 
nests with at least one egg/
number of nests)

93.10% 71.43% 67.74%

Reproductive Success (100 x #of 
fledged colts/number of total eggs 
hatched)

58.97% 70.58% 67.74%

Factors affecting nest and fledgling success include potential predation, primarily from eagles, 
coyotes, and dogs. Weather may also be a factor in nesting and reproductive success, as the 
Homer area experienced a later and colder than normal spring, which in turn may have 
affected  food availability for both cranes and their predators.  
  
This year Kachemak Crane received an eyewitness report of an adult crane taken on the wing 
by a Bald Eagle.  The observer watched the crane and eagle tumble to the ground and went to 
the site where he saw the eagle eating the crane.  In the second report, a banded crane, C046, 
was most likely killed by the neighboring eagle that had been stalking the craneʼs nest.  The 
transmitters were recovered on the other side of East End Road.  The female abandoned the 
nest. 

Table 3: Number of Reported Fledged Colts
from Anchor Point south 

2013 21
2012 24
2011 23
2010 36
2009 34
2008 33
2007 35
2006 36
2005 29
2004 23

   
This yearʼs citizen science Crane Population Count occurred on August 29, September 4, and 
September 9.  Crane count reports provide data to allow Kachemak Crane Watch to estimate 
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the total crane population in the Homer area south of Anchor Point.  This yearʼs estimate is 
112, considerably lower than last yearʼs total of 178.  This number could be low because some 
cranes migrated on September 9.  However, this count did not distinguish between adults and 
colts, therefore the number is most likely higher as not all of the nesting pairs and their colts 
would congregate with this large group.  Kachemak Crane Watch has estimated the total crane 
population in the Homer/Anchor Point area at 200 (pers. comm. Edgar Bailey), but it is difficult 
to know with certainty whether the local population is increasing or decreasing.  Also this 
number could be influenced by cranes who breed on the Alaska Peninsula and stopover on 
their way to California. 

Table 4: Largest Observed Flock Size 
(Skyline Drive monitoring site)

2013 95
2012 120
2011 105
2010 61
2009 82
2008 90
2007 118
2006 80
2005 78
2004 55
2003 ! 100+

Once again, fall migration in 2013 occurred on several different dates. On September 9 and 
14, two different migrating flocks left Homer after staging at Inspiration Ridge Preserve.  A pair 
with one colt departed on September 16, the last cranes to leave Inspiration Ridge Preserve 
this year.  If colts hatch late, families will stay up to several weeks after the main migration to 
allow colts time to develop enough strength for the rigors of a 2,400 mile migration to central 
California. Based on Kachemak Crane Watch data since 1999, the average departure date of 
most local cranes is on or about September 10, depending on weather conditions.  Sandhill 
Cranes normally migrate during daylight with clearing skies and favorable tailwinds, usually 
departing about mid-day after foraging.  
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Table 5: Primary Crane Fall Migration Date
(Skyline Drive monitoring site)

2013 9/9 & 9/14
2012 9/6 & 9/13
2011 9/9 & 9/17
2010 9/8
2009  9/12
2008 9/11
2007 9/14
2006 9/10
2005 9/6
2004 9/12
2003 9/10
2002 9/10
2001 9/5
2000 9/7
1999 9/15

This year Kachemak Crane Watch assisted a Japanese film crew that spent nearly a month in 
Homer filming Sandhill Cranes for a video, “Following the Migration of Sandhill Cranes,” that 
aired in July on NHK, Japanʼs equivalent of PBS.  Several local Kachemak Crane Watch 
cooperators allowed the film crew to videotape the cranes on their properties.  Their 
cooperation helped make this film a success.  The film was well received by local Homer 
residents when it was shown at the Kachemak Bay Birders meeting on September 30.  The 
filmʼs director used 2 1/2 minutes of footage from Nina Faustʼs video archive and donated 
$2000 to the International Crane Foundation for their Pacific Flyway Habitat Protection 
Program which conserves crane habitat in the Sacramento Valley.

Kachemak Crane Watch continues to collaborate with Save our Sandhill Cranes in 
Sacramento to share education materials and learn about conservation issues in the wintering 
grounds in Californiaʼs Central Valley.  Helping residents and visitors to understand Sandhill 
Crane behavior and habitat needs is raising local awareness at both ends of the flyway.  With 
ever changing land uses in areas important to Sandhill Cranes for nesting, foraging, and 
overwintering, assuring the continued protection of critical areas, particularly in the heavily 
populated Sacramento Valley is very important.

Kachemak Crane Watch looks forward to working with private landowners in future years to 
help preserve crane habitat and increase nesting and survivorship.  Education is the key.  
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Cameraman, Mr. 
Chihiro Ito, filming 
Sandhill Cranes on 
Inspiration Ridge 
Preserve, Homer 
Alaska.

Sandhill Cranes are enduring symbols of wilderness, their ancient trumpeting calls a reminder 
that constant vigilance is needed to preserve this magnificent species. 
                 
 ~Edgar Bailey, Co-founder, Kachemak Crane Watch
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Poor nesting 
conditions on the 
Homer bluff in late 
May forced many 
cranes to delay
nesting or choose a 
new location.

Heart of the Crane
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