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Summary

The Ecological SolutionfES)team conducted the whooping crane monitosdfigrt for
the 2015 falimigrationfollowing the protocols detailed in tli#atte RiverRecovery
Implementation Prograrm Whooping Crane Monitoring Protocolrev. May 2015

In addition to theegular fallmigration which was scheduled from Octobéti9
November 18, ninemore days were addgand classified as part afwinter migration which
ran througiNovember 1¥. The data in this report is separated if@band wnter migrationas
well as combined toige a better overall picturef theresults of themigration. The surveys
were conducted using systematic aerial transects along the Platte River from Chapman to
Lexington. These, along with opportunistic sightings, resultetidimdividual whogping cranes
beingobserved withirthe transect boundaseluring the 4laysurveyperiod. Below are the
detailsregardingsurveymethodology, results, arsipportingdata.

EquipmentMaterials, Personnel, and StudyeA

Two Cessna 172 aircraft, crewed by a pilot and two observers, were used to make
observations along the predetermined flight transects. The pilot utilized a GPS unit to follow the
pre-loaded route, as well as to mark any observed objects with a waypbméaerialobservers
utilized binoculars, a Canon EOS éBmeraequipped with a 24 x 105 mm lens, and mobile
phones for communication.

Thedata sheetgprovided by the Platte River Recovery Implementation Program (PRRIP)
Executi ve Di r e cinclodedaarialfiightiogscaerial(olis&®v@atjons, ground search
efforts and use site monitoring logs
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The area of study ranom the Highway 28®Ilatte Rivebridge near Lexington, NE to
the Platte River bridge near Chapman, &l focusedn thePlatte River channels and the
adjacent wetlands, ponds, and watgrsvextending 3.5 miles out on eagitle of the outermost
channels The totalength of the coverage area wagsproximately90 miles and wadivided into
two routes an east route and a wesute Any observations outsidée study area wergot
included in the data.

Implementation and Methodology

Systemati@erial transects were flown dajlgonditions permittingat an altitude of
approximately 750 feet and at an air speedpproximately 100 MPHTwo flights were
initiated each morningyne from Grand Island (east routeflame from Kearney (west route).
Planes were to be at titransect starting point& hour kefore sunris@andwould typically
complete flights in less thawo hours In the event of adverse weather, crevese required to
wait up to two hours after sunrise for conditions to improve before cancellifiggtitehatis
unless the pilot, using their best judgement, cancétiedight for the dayrior tothat River
transects were flown east to west #mel planevasorientedsouth of thesauthernmostriver
channetlo reduce the effect of sun glarBachriverine transechad twodaily alternatingstarting
points The alternating starting pointeereimplemented to allow different sectionstbé study
area tdbe oberved as early as possilethe flighttimes

The ast routeday onewas startedt the Platte River bridge near Chapman (Chapman
bridge)and followed theiver transect (OSE) to the Highway 10 bridge (Minden bridge). They
would then follow the targeted Primary Wetland Return Transect (PWRTE) back to the
Chapman bridge, turn and follow the targeted Secondtjand Return Transe(CSRT) to the
Highway 34 bridge East routeday twowould start athe Platte River bridge nedood Rive
(Wood River bridgepand follow the OSE to the Minden bridge, then follow the PWRTE back to
the Chapman bridge. They would then follow the OSE to the Wood River bridge, theroretur
the SecondarWetland Return Transect (WSRihat stretched from HWY 10 near Wood River
to the Highway 34 Platte Riverbridge.

The west route day one started at the Minden bridge and followed the river transect
(OSW) to the Highway 283 bridge (Lexjton bridge). They would then follow the targeted
Primary Wetland Return Transect (PWRTW) back to the Minden éridfgest route day two
started at the Platte River bridge near Odessa (Odessa bridge) and follow the OSW to the
Lexington bridge. They woultirn and follow the PWRTW back to the Minden bridge and then
return on the OSW to the Odessa bridge. They would then follow the SectveldapdReturn
Transect (ESRT) frorelWY 183 neaElm Creek to thédWY 40 nearthe Platte River bridge

At the beginning of each transect and at turn around points, the aerialworidgsrelay
their positionvia mobile phonéo nearby ground creveo the ground crewsould maintain a
relatively close proximity. If an aerial crespotted ay potential whooping cree(s) they would
take photos of the objde} and the surroundingrea to confirntheidentity andocation. If
additional confirmation was needed, they would contact ¢aeest groundbserverwho would
then position themselves to make a posiitgiantification of the object without distuathce If
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the object was determined to &&/hooping crane(spersonnel at the EDO as well as the Fish
and Wildlife Service would benmediately notifiedso they could take appropriate measures to
minimize disturbance if neede@®therwise, they were notified of resultksurveydollowing

the completion of both flights on a daily basis.

In addition to he systematic flights, the aerial and ground crdes @nfrmed
opportunistic sightingsimmediatelyafter receiving a reportiepending on the situation, fegtra
plane would be deployddom the airporandbr ground personnel would systematically survey
the area until the birds welecated and confimedor sufficient search time was allocated to
confirm birds had left and/or were not present in the immediate area.

Using metrics developed by the EDO in conjunction with a Geographic Information
System (GIS) and facilitated by thefilght photosand/or GPS waypoint$&JTM coordinates
were determined for each crane or crane gengprecorded witkhe rest of the data.

All data was later translated from the completed data sheets to electronic form on a web
based server using Micros@haréoint software that was developed for PRRIP by Riverside
Technology, Inc. It was then subjected to QA/QC chégkBcological Solutionso insure
accuracy

Results

Confirmed Whooping Crane Sightings

A total of 16(117 fall and 51 winter) uniquewhooping cranes werconfirmed during
the 42daymonitoring effort Elevencrane groups were observed (fall and 6i winter) and
each wagiven aunique crane groul (e.g. 2015FA01).There were @&nique groups (3 fall
and 31 winter), but for data purposes, a crane group consists of any individual or group of
whooping cranes observed once daily and may{oeuated as a new groand given a new
crane group IDhe next day if they wer#till in the area. Table 1 includes the date of
observations, the number of cranes spotteghe group IDuse siteaumber and/or location 1D
whether it was a systematic or opportunistic observasind crane use days map and aerial
photos of each crane group obserbg ES are shown in Figuresl4l,

Unique crane groupsan be found in Tabléand Use Site number and location ID can be
foundon themays located inFigures 4-9. It shouldbe noted that the 2:2015WI102)group
spotted on 11/1%as an opportunistic sighting by ES staff on the ground while observing the
2015WI101 group and that these two grojgsed together to formaloose4:1(2015WI10406)
group observed 11/1757 11/19/15 (Table 1)This 4:1 group included a telemetry birddan
remained in the study area until 11/21/15.
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TABLE 1

CRANE GROUPS AND LOCATIONS

Observatiol# of Crane Flight See

Dates Adult:Juv [Group ID 4 Use Site4 UTMx [ UTMy Type [Figure
11/3/15 2:0 2015FA01 1 505667 4501251 Systematig

- | 11/4/15 2:0 2015FA0Z 1 505667 4501251 Systematid 5,10
< | 11/5/15 2:0 2015FA03 1 505667 4501251 Systematig

11/6/15 7:1 2015FA0 2 529392 4508314Systematid 6,11

Crane Use Days 26

11/14/15 2:1 2015WI0 1 567347 45327550pp. 8,13
5 11/15/15 2:1 2015WI03 1 567347 4532755Systematiq 8,13
u'é 11/17/15 4:1 2015WI104 A 562895 45254530pp.
= (ag-corn)
11718115 | 41 |2015wiog , VA | 562008 4525657Systematid
(ag-corn) 9,14
11/19/15 4:1 2015WI106 3 561103 4525925Systematig
11/20/15 4:1 Telemetry 3 561103 45259250pp.
11/21/15 4:1 Telemetry 3 561103 45259250pp.

Crane Use Days 45

Crane Use Days 71
Fall and Winter

* Crane group2015WI10406 were a combination of crane groups 2015WI01 & 03 and crane group 2015WI02.

Crane use days were calculated by multiplying the number of individual cranes in each
group by the number of days the group was obsegrhesbneday as each group wassumed to
have been present the evening pricth®morning ofirst being observedThis resulted in a
total of 71 crane use dayduring fall and winter survey@67 fall and4571 winter, Table J.
Whoopingcranesvere observedn 10 of the 42 daysf the survey effor(23.8% of the days
Table ) and a 4:1 group remained in the study area until 11/21/15, but monitoring was
discontinued on 11/19/15

The current whooping crane pdation survey wa not completed at the time of this
writing so the whoping crane survey resulisr the winter of 20142015 weraused. At that
time the population was estimateyl the USFWS3o be 314cranegqSeethe following web link
for sourcg. The2lindividualsobservedy this monitoring effortonstitute approximately
6.7% of the migratory population using the survey area of the Platte River during dvenfal
migration. It may be of interest to note that a group of 6 cranes (1 tefamaatked bird) was
observedustoutside the study arem thePlatte River chann&luring thefall monitoring season
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(observed n 11/14/2015 located 1/2 mile east of the Chapman bjidGieesebirds are not
included inthis report odataset

http://www.fws.gov/uploadedFiles/Region_2/NWRS/Zone_1/Aesn
Matagorda_lIsland_Complex/Aransas/Sections/What We_ Do/Science/Whooping_Crane _Up
dates 2013/WHCR_Update_Winter 26A@15.pdf

Streamflow and Unobstructed Channel Width

at Whooping Crane Use Locations

The Platte River streamflow was above they@@rmedianexcept for the approximate
oneday drop in OctoberHiguresl-3). The dischargeanged from a low of 61dfsat Overton
to a high of 3L70 cfs at Grand Island during the survey period. During pevwbeén whooping
cranes were observestreamflowrangel from 2,230 cfsi 3,080 cfs. Table 2 depictbows in
conjunction with thedate ofobserved crane groufshen applicableand the unobstructed
channel width, as measured in GIS, at each riverine use location

TABLE 2
Stream flowconditions and unobstructed channel width€rane Use Sites
Gauging| Discharge Crane Grouff  Unobstructed
Date Station (cfs) Crane Group I Composition] Channel Width(ft)
11/311/5 | Kearney| 2,2302,240| 2015FA0%03 2:0 734
11/6 | Kearney| 2.310 2015FA04 7:1 1,083
11/7 | Kearney| 2,520 2015FA05 0:1 846
11/1411/15 g:;‘g 2.4762,540| 2015WI01 & 03 2:1 1,187
11/14 Grand |, -4 2015W102 2:0 751
Island
11/19 Grand | 5 45 2015WI10406 41 286
Island
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Figure 1

USGS 06768000 Platte River near Overton, Nebr.
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Figure 2
USGS 06770200 Platte River near Kearney, Nebr.
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Figure 3

USGS 06770500 Platte River near Grand Island, Nebr.
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Legendfor Figures 1-3

2200 == Discharge

1170 & Median daily statistic (30 years)
4.08 == Gage height

(ALL DATA IN FIGURES 1-3 ARE PROVISIONAL)
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USFWS/PRRIP Data Gmparison

Table 3 comparethe USFWS data (Bvided by Matt Rabbe USFWS whooping crane
lead)to the Platte River Recovery pfementation Program (PRRIP). Included isda&e(s) the
group was observed, the number of individual i n
numbersassigned to theespective groups.

As notated i

n the

the group and each

on Table 1, the 2015WI01 &3 and the 2015WI02 groups joined to become groups 2015WI104
06. It was necessary in Table 3 to keep the 4:1 group in its initial 2:1/2:0, separated form as this
USFWS data which operates

better aligns with
whereas PRRIP assigns a

TABLE 3

new identificati on

USFWS/PRRIP Data Comparison
S # of WC| USFWS PRRIP
Ad:Juv | ID# GroupID #s
11/371 11/5 2:0 15B- 29| 2015FA0103
11/6 7:1 15B- 34| 2015FA04
11/7 0:1 15B- 45| 2015FAQ05
11/147 11R1 2:1 15B-51| 2015WI101& 03
11/147 11R21 2:0 15B- 67| 2015WI102

Search Effortsand Opportunistic Observations

There were four potentialpportunisticsightings of whooping cranes within the survey
area during the 48ay monitoringeffort. Three of these were publeports,oneof which
resultedn the confirmation of th&1/17/15 crane grouf:1, 2015WI104 which was located
within a cornfield The dheropportunistic observatiooccurred on 1/14/2015(2:0, 2015WI103
andwas spotted by ES staff while observing another known groupZ@iBWI03) on 11/14/15
in the Platte River channel. Talleletails the efforts expendgaublic reportsandopportunistic

sightings.
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The USFWSequestsnformation and documentation of any human activity that
of Whooping

S p ® barasss har&kcptirsue, huat, shadtéwaukill, capture, or
t. Becausedhaasenent interraptsyessentialc h

occurred
Endangered
coll ect

TABLE 4

OPPORTUNISTIC POTENTIAL SIGHTING

WC Miles Aerial,
Date Source| Found Driven Ground
Ad:Juv Effort
10/19 Public None 39 Both
11/1 Public None 6 Both
11/14 | ES Staff 2:0 0 Ground
11/17 Public 4:1 11 Ground

i n t

or attempt

Incidental Take

he proximity

Cranes

feeding or sheltering behaviors, the definition includes disturbance of Whooping Cranes

sufficient to result in cranes taking flight.

Therewere no observations ofippling or lethal take of Whooping Cranes this season as

LETHAL OR CRIPPLING TAKE

a result of the monitoring conducted by ES.

Ecological Solutionstaff did not observe or engage in any activity thatccbeconstrued

HARASSMENT

as harassmeiats defined by USFWS.

Ecological Solutionstaff did not observe any incident of public disturbance of whooping

cranes.

PuBLIC DISTURBANCE

Observation Efficiency Trials

Twenty-five whooping crane decoysererandomly placed bi?RRIP personnel algn
the aeriatransects. Flightrews spotted 8 in the wetted channel (8034 the corn/ag (0%))

in the lowland/grassland (0%), and 2 in the op@aterpit/pond/lake (40%), for an overall

spotting efficiencyof 40% (Tableb).
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TABLES

Decoys
Number .
of |Survey Tmal | py | yTMy| Habitat Type | Detected
Decoys Period) Date
D1 | 2015FA 10/13/2019 452734| 4503494 Wetted Channel No
D2 | 2015FA 10/17/2019 458854| 4503649 Wetted Channel Yes
D3 | 2015FA 10/15/2015 511426| 4502971 Wetted Channel Yes
D4 | 2015FA 10/17/2015 498252| 4501091 Wetted Channel No
D5 | 2015FA 10/16/2019 558699| 4521964 Wetted Channel Yes
D6 | 2015FA 10/21/2015 467124| 4503679 Wetted Channel Yes
D7 | 2015FA 10/23/2019 539469| 4511584 Wetted Channel Yes
D8 | 2015FA 10/23/2014 471993| 450368( Wetted Channel Yes
D9 | 2015FA 10/29/2014 563680| 4528755 Wetted Channel Yes
D10 | 2015FA 10/29/2014 520779| 4506824 Wetted Channel Yes
D11 |2015FA 10/14/2015 496932| 4501664  Ag- Comn No
D12 |2015FA 11/3/2015| 504403| 4497244  Ag- Comn No
D13 | 2015FA 11/12/2015 442257 4502944  Ag- Corn No
D14 |2015FA 11/6/2015| 516465| 450406]  Ag- Corn No
D15 |2015FA 11/10/2015 517691| 450419  Ag- Corn No
D16 | 2015FA 10/14/2014 459160 4501321 Grassland Lowland]  No
D17 | 2015FA 10/20/2014 514675| 4502937 Grassland Lowland]  No
D18 | 2015FA 10/20/2014 496673| 4501364 Grassland Lowland| ~ No
D19 |2015FA 10/24/2014 500381| 4502217 Grassland Lowland| ~ No
D20 | 2015FA 10/27/2014 518137| 4503887 Grassland Lowland]  No
D21 |2015FA 10/23/2015 546243| 4511476 P%p:gn\é\;i;ire No
D22 | 2015FA 10/30/2019 559028| 4521073 P%pfgn\é\ji;el!e Yes
D23 | 2015FA 10/30/2015 483903| 45066971 P%psgn\é‘;ﬁ;ekre No
D24 | 2015FA| 11/1/2015| 572575 453600% P?[/p;;n\é\;i;ire No
D25 |2015FA 11/6/2015| 460178| 4501311 P%plfgn\é\;ﬁ;ekre Yes

2015 Fall/Winter Whoping Crane Monitoring Report 2/1816

11



Flight Statistics and Sighting Frequency

There was a total of &lystematidlights (661 fall and 18/ winter) scheduled, of which
67 (5571 fall and 12 winter) werecompleted (Tablé). Fifteenflights werecancelleddue to
inclementweather and 2 tlmgistical issues.

TABLE 6
EAST WEST OVERALL
TOTAL
FALL | WINTER| TOTAL | FALL | WINTER| TOTAL
COMPLETED 28 6 34 27 6 33 67
CANCELLED 5 3 8 6 3 9 17
SEASON
TOTAL 33 9 42 33 9 42 84
% COMPLETED| 84.8% | 66.7% 81.0% | 81.8% | 66.7% 78.6% 79.8%
12
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FLIGHT RESULTS

A total of 210 individualsystematidransects (164 fall and 46i winter) were flown
throughout the survey perioduring this time 8 whooping crane groups were obserfadan
overallsighting per trarect frequency of.3%. As indicated in Tablg all but one of the
groups wa®bserved on riveringansecs.

TABLE 7
SIGHTING FREQUENCY/TRANSECT
TRANSECTS #WC
COMPLETED| CANCELLED | TOTAL | Group$ FREQUENCY
OSE, OSW 55 11 66 4 7.3%
= [PWRTE, PWRTW 55 11 66 0 0.0%
Y |WSRT/CSRT, ESRT 26 6 32 0 0.0%
~ |OSE/OSW 12 6 18 3 25%
E PWRTE/PWRTW, 12 6 18 1 8.3%
§ WSRT/CSRT, 6 4 10 0 0.0%
ESRT
- [OSE, OSW 77 17 84 7 9.1%
< [PWRTE, PWRTW 77 17 84 1 1.3%
S [WSRT/CSRT, 32 10 42 0 0.0%
© |ESRT
TOTALS | 186 44 210 8 4.30%
These groups may or may not consist of crane(s) observed on previous di
2Primary Transect (Rivering{Easti OSE,Westi OSW)
3Primary Return transedtEasti PWRTE, Wesi PWRTW)
4Secondary Return transe@Easti WSRT and CSRT, We$tESRT)
Supplements
QA/QC of database was performed by ES
Original datasheetsRetained aPRRIP
13
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FIGURE 4

Observedvhooping crane locations. See table 1 for color coding and details.
; S

v

Ui

0:2 {G/L 1 €1k b €010V HS 056 piig Gop

L:/<9/y0VHS102

/\
POO
@
‘,_,/“
2007

216009 9102
abplglianry
1A POOANS

:91e@ Auabewr

£T0C

)
()
=
o
o
§ o2
)
)
e
=
=
=~
<
R

sTom=@sbornerExpy;

N\

Vit 12=6 L/ I=90IMGIL0Z4

Y 7681 A9l N W Gp:0/207SH 3 W 48iBSZ8SS L b1

e 3 6 p 1 gl eI EMMU B 1

IW o't e aka

1128 J]DOOX)

2015 Fall/Winter Whoping Crane Monitoring Report 2/18)16

L2 SlLPue pl

v
uo//

0/

abpl

Chlb/NL S20IMSIEOC

14



FIGURE 5
2:0 pair(2015FAO0Li 03)observed 1B to 115.
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FIGURE 6
7:1 group(2015FA04)observed on 11/6.
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FIGURE 7
0:1 group(2015FAQ5)observed on 11/7.

Wood River'Bridge
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Imagery Date: 8/29/2013 14 T 538046.08 m E 4511394.63 m N elev 1947 ft  eye alt 23762 ft

FIGURE 8
2:1 group(2015WI101 and 2015WI103) and 2:0 group (2015WIi6@3erved 11/14 and 11/85d
observeds a 4:1 group 11/1i711/19 (Figure 9)
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