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3LACK-NECK CRANE BREEDING IN LADAK

- &Y A TT -~ 1. -~ i

Grus nigricollis or the Black-nack Crane vas
discovered to modern science as recently as 1876 by the
famous Russian naturalist-explorer Przewalskl who sighted
several crane pairs near Lake Koko Nor 1n north-eastern

Tibet. Though discovered not so long ago, Grus nigricollis

still enjoys the somewhat dubious distinction of being the
least known of the fifteen crane species found all over the
world.

In 1974 during thelr researches on this bird,
G. Archibald and M. Cesting of the International Crane
Foundation found that the last report of wild birds dated
from 1948 and that there was no further report in ghe next
twenty-six years. This lack of information stems from the
fact that breeding and wintering areas of this crane 1lie in
a region which was till very recently physically and
politically inaccessible.

Observations recorded by Przewalski suggest
that these cranes breed in an area between lake Koko Nor
and Szechwan in China. Schafer(1938) and Dolan(1939)
found the cranes breeding in north-western Szechwan while
other pbservers like Ludlow(1920), Meinertzhagen(1927),
and Dr Salim A411(1947), found them breeding in south-
western Tibet., Walton(1938) mentioned that they both bred
and wintered around Lhasa in Tibet. Other wintering areas
recorded by observers include south-central Tibet(Bailey
1910, Ludlow 1927, Walton 1946), south-west Szechwan and
north-west Yunnan(Schafer 1938 and Dolan 1939). Small
flocks were found to winter also in Vietnam on the plain

of Hanol and in the province of Hadgon(Delacour 1927).




All these breeding and wintering areas except
Vietnam fall in regions presemtly under the sovereignty of
Peoples' Republic of China and are still inaccessible to
the world's scientific community. The only known breeding
areas outside this region 1s in Indla, in ladak, the
north-eastern part of the state of Kashmir. Ladak occupies
the western fringe of the Tibetan plateay, presumed to be
the madtn breeding ground of this crane. Except Vietnam,
the only wintering area outside China 1s also in India,
in the Apa Tani valley of Assam(now Arunachal Pradesh)
(Betts 1948). India was thus the obvious choicefgf for
initiating a study of black-neck cranes outside China.

In India The Black-neck Crane Study Project
which was conducted 1n several phases, was made possible
because of a grant from the International Crane Foundation
recelved through the US National Appeal of the World wild-
life Fund. In the first phase an expedition led by Dr Salim
All went to ladak in 1976 to study the status and distribu-

tion of G. nigricollis in that area. In the second phase

Lavkumar Khacher, the originator of this Project, went to
Arunachal Pradesh in January-February 1978 to observe the
wintering flock. He found that the cranes no longer
wintered in the Apa Tani valley. He however, was successful
in locating another flock wintering near Boomthang in

Bhutan.

In the summer of 1976 Dr Salim Alil's expedition

was not su€cessful in locating nests of this crane. The

writer, who was a member of this expedition, went to Ladak
again £ in the spring of 1978 to locate and study breeding
pairs of G. nigricollis., The present study is based mainly

on the findings of the 1978 expedition to Ladak,




The Highlands of Ladak

ladak is reputed to be one of the most elevated
plateaus inhabited by man. Mean height of this region is
4000 meters. The region lies in the Himalayan rain-shadow
and moisture-laden mosnsoon winds rapidly dry up as they
begin crossing the Himalayan ranges. Consequently the
rainfall here is meagre amounting to 12 to 20 cm.s per
year. As a result of this low rainfall, the whole country
is practically a desert, except where water is available
from streams fed by the melting of snow on the high
ranges. The climate of Ladak is most singular, burning
heat by day followed by plercing cold at night. The mean
temperature in summer is only a few degrees above the
freezing point.

Lack of preéipitation and high altitude have
severely restricted the range of vegétation. Poplars and
willows are grown along streams in low-lying valleys though
trees are almost unknown around 4000 meters. Here plant-life
comes either in the shape of sparse gfass, herbacéous plants
or low thorny scrub. Above 4000 meters practically the only
shrub is the Tibetan furze, a species of Caragana, some-
what resembling the English gorse.

Parallel mountain ranges run through Ladak from
south-cast to north-west. Space between the mountains is
occupied by 1evél plains filled by sand gravel. Snow-Iine
begins around 5000 meters and in summer water from the
meltihg snow-cap collects in depressions in the valleys

ziving rise to fresh-water lakes and swamps. River Indus

enters Ladak near its southern tip, flows genérally in thé

north-vwest direction and is joined on the\wayrby guch

ma Jor streams as the Zanskar, the Suru and the Dras.




In addition, there are several land-locked lakes and
pools in Ladak with water that is mostly brackish and
bitter.

At one time these lakes appear to have been
of fresh water and had outlets as can be deduced from
the abundance of fresh-water shells on their banks.
Their waters vaporised by sun and condensed by the cold
of the night could have produced rain in the plains and
snow on mountaln tops. That the reglon was once wetter
and consequently more verdant, may be deduced from the
exlstence of numerous vast ravines, many of them 150
meters deep and as many meters wide. These could possibly
have been formed by large, rushing glacial torrénts.
The entire rezion extending right into the Central
Aslan highlands could at one time possibly a great wet-
land.giving rise to a varied wetland avifauna. The
black-neck may possibly have come to evolve during this
fareen age', &nd 1is now precariously clinging to marshes
and bogs that are rapidly drying up. That the region 1is
experiencing a progressive desiccation can be witnessed
from the past levels of shorelines of lakes, which are

many meters higher than the present levels.

Status of Grus nigricollis in ladak

Even as recently as the 19th century, observers
did not fail to notice the variety and abundance of
waterfowl around marshes and lakes in Ladak{W. Moorcroft
& G. Trebect 1825, Cunningham 1840). First definite

sightings of G. nigricollis were however, reported by

Osmaston and Meinertzhagen in the twenties of the present



century(Osmaston 1925, Meinertzhagen 1927). No further
reports of the continuing exlistence of this crane in
Ladak came out till Dr Salim Ali led his expedition
there in 1976 and confirmed the existence and nesting
of this crane. This expedition explored the surroundings
of all the known marshes and lakes of Ladak except those
that lie athwart the India-China border. They located a
pair and a lone bird in marshes around Chushul and a
#P1¥ pair with a chick in the marsh at Hanle(See map.).
Infortunately the Chushul pair was robbed of its eggs
before the arrival of the expedition there and the birds
at Hanle had already in mid-July become independent of
the nest.

In 1978 the writer reached lLadak in early May
to search for a breeding pair. Areas surveyed in the sumnmer
of 1976 were re-surveyed. In addition, on reaching Leh, the
headquarters of Ladak, reports of the occurrence of cranes
were received from two places not previously surveyed viz.

a marsh near Thugj)e Gompa to the south-east of Tso(lake)

Kar and the plain of Howrang near Tangtse(See map).

These two places were also explored but as in 1976 crane
palrs were located only in Hanle and Chushul. The pair

at Chushul was found to be nesting. Lavkumar who followed
the writer into Ladak in the summer of 1978 located
another palr with a chick near the south end of Tso(lake)
Moriri. This makes three pairs and a chick to be the
latest tally for Ladak.

Breeding Habitat at Hanle and Chushul

Hanle: lLatitude N &2 47', Longitude E 79 4°',




altitude 4330 meters, is situated in one of the principal
plains in Ladak. This ten to thirteen kilometers wide
plain is overlooked by an impressive Buddhist (Lamaist)
monastery bullt on a hitllock. Small streams meander over
the surface of the plain. The surface is saline where
not swampy and is also very uneven being covered with
1ittle bumps encrusted with soda (probably hydrochlorate
of soda and hydrochlorate of magnegia). The saline
surface has given rise to little puddles of brackish
water wherever water from streams had spread into hollows
in the plain. A species of sedge 1s found all over the
plain. The fresh-water stream contalin fish, some mollusc,
@ specles of algae, submerged aquatic vegetation(Hydrilla
sp.) and some moss,

Chushul: Latitude N 33 356', Longitude E 78 43!
and altitude 4310 meters, lies south of the Pangong lake

in the corner of a vast sandy plain. There is also a

smaller plain to the west of Ghushul. Here a fresh-water

stream has created a sizeabie lake which is surrounded
by swampy ground to the east and meadows and Tibetan
furze to the south and west. The lake holds some tiny
islands and in 1976 a clutch of two crane eggs was
collected from the nest from one of these iglands.

In the vast sandy plain to the east of Chushul
are scattered a fresh-water stream, brackish poéls,
alkaline swamps and extensive stretches of grassland and
Tibetan furze. This plain is more alkaline than the one
to the west and has 1ittle freéh water. In 1976 a
solitary crane was seen here. In May 1978 a crane pair

was first located in the alkaline swamp. It was seen to




f1y in the direction of the fresh-water stream beyond
some high sand dunes. A samll pool overgrown with
aquatic vegetation was discovered beyond the and-dunes.
The pair of cranes had their nest in the centre of this

pool.

Arrival of Cranes in ladak

According to earlier observers nesting in
SW Tibet and ladak began in mid-June and continued into
July(Osmaston 1925, Meinerhatzhagen 1927 and All 1947).
As such in 1976 Dr Salim All's expedition reached ladak

by the end of June and explored the areas in July. They

found however, that in mid-July the chick had already

become independent of the nest, i. e. nesting began by
the end of May or early June. Hence the present writer
decided to go earlier i. e. reach lLadak by the end of
April to witness the arrival of cranes dn their breeding
ground .

According to Betts(1954) the cranes leave
their wintering ground in late February or early March
and Przewalski(1876) had reported that they arrived
around lake Koko Nor by late March. Schafer(1938)
considered the western China migration complete by mid-
April. Lavkumar Khacher(1980) in his field report from
Bhutan says that the cranes leave en masse in March. To
elicit information about the arrival of cranes in ladak,
black-neck crane photographs were used. The earliest
authentic report of the sighting of a crane palr came
from an army officer. He saw a pair on 18th April at
Dungti on the banks of the Indus near the southern tip
of ladak(See map). Another palr was seen at the same
place by the aame officer on 1lst May. On 5th May the

writer located a pair in the marsh at Hanle but was told




by local people that the palr was to be seen on the
marsh since a week before, 1. e. it must have reached
Hanle by the end of April. ‘Apparently the cranes
entered ladak from the south in the second fortnight
of April and reached the breeding marshes a few days
later.

Most of the sightings in lLadak refer to pairs
and not flocks. Pattern of sightings in lLadak appears to
show that a few pairs indig¢vidually straggle into lLadak

every year for breeding.

Pre-nesting Behaviour

Schafer(1938) had reported that birds arriving
on breeding grounds arrived as mated pairs and have then
been observed in nuptial displays(Ali 1947). The pair
that was located in the Hanle marsh on May 5§, 1978
though perhpas mated,‘was obviously not in a hurry to go
ahead with hest-construction. Indeed after a stay of
about a fortnight at this place the pair moved elsewhere.

Observations of this pair revealed that it was
using the Hanle marsh mainly as feeding and roosting
territory. The birds generally fed not far away from
flocks of grazing sheep. In the early morning they were
usually seen in the south-west corner where they used
probably to roost near a shallow stream. Then they
moved gradually towards north feeding intermittently. In
mid-morning they used to fly out of the marsh towards
north probably on a foraging expedition. They used to
return to the SW corner around mid-day. Normally whehv

one fed the other looked around. Sometimes 1f there was

no movement of shepherds nearby both would feed together,




The male who was a little taller than the female used
to stand normally behind the female. Most of the time
they moved together, keeping a distance of about one
and a half meters between them. Sometimes however, the
female walked a few paces away from the male only to
come back to join hlm a few minutes later.

They fed by probing with theilr bills in the
mud and plucking aquatic vegetation. Only the bill was
geen to be submerged in the shallow puddle where they
fed. They would probe two-three times in guick succe-
saion and then swallow. But no conspicuous 1limp that
travels slowly by peristalsis down the neck of the
bird, could be seen. The brackish puddle where they
usually fed, when examined, was found to contain a
specles of sedge(Cyperaceae), the same that was to be
found all over the plain. No tubers could be found.
The pair also fed 1n fresh-water streams running
through the plain. The streams contained fish, about
6 to 8 cm.s long, some mollusc, a gspecies of algae,
submerged g aquatlc Qegetation(ﬁydrilla sp. mainly)
and some moss. Several times they were seen to drink
water from the fresh-water streams. These obgervations

perhaps showed that the cranes fed mainly on the

sedge and other aquatic vegetation. To Lavkumar Khacher

(1980) who saw the pair at Chushul, the cranes
appeared to be feeding on some minute 1ife in water.
He surmised that the pair fed mainly on the huge
ghoals of shrimp-like larvae that teeded in all the
fregsh-water and brackish pools. These were picked up
near the surface and he did not observe the birds

submerging the bill and plucking out anything from

water.




. From tlme to time they shook their body,
fluffed their feathers and flapped their wings. They
would often preen thelr abdomenal and breast feathers
and also gave particular attention to wing-~feathers.
Several times the beak was rubbed on the feathers on the
breast and on the back. The top of the head was also
rubbed on the back. The birds were probably transferring
the oll from the uropygial gland to the various body
gurfaces.

On the whole the pair was very silent and

only once uttered a short alarm call followed by a

Joint flight of a few meters to get away from the péth

of a shepherd. However, the pair tolerated the presence
of local people around them. The writer managed to get

within twenty meters of the pair as he wés wearing the

local costume. Once when he tried to get closer, the

male uttered a throaty croak, croak and moved avay.

Thelr trumpeting ¥ call was heard only once when the
palr £ returned from their foraging expedition, They
descended calling once, facing the wind and turning and
twisting in the air.

Thelr nuptial display was also observed only
once at Hanle. One day as they returned to the marsh at
mid-day, the male, on landing, suddenly began waving his
long neck up and down and tip-toed three-four paces ahead.
Then he turned and spreading 1ts wings came dancing back,
still waving his neck, to face the female. He also
uttered a soft call as he began his display. When the
male came closer, the female responded by a similar up

and down motion of her neck. The male then turned again




to stand beside his mate, still waving his neck
ceremonially. The female however, did not respond this
time but stood still., They resumed feeding adter a few
seconds. A short courtship display of the pair that
nested near Chushul was also witnessed prior to the day
on which the nest was located. Probably thé clutch was
not complete till that day. On that day the male was
seen once to dance around the female with his wings
spread and with a short run tried to lead her. On another
occasion as the palr returned to their breeding area,
the birds faced eachother with wings spread on either

sides and with beaks pointing skywards, unison-called.

The Breeding Pair of Chushul

The pair at the Hanle Marsh subsequently moved
elsewhere and the search for the breeding pair had to be
continued. Success came during the last leg of the
expedition when a pair and thelr nest was located near

Chushul on 26th May 1978.

The Nest

Previous observers have noted that the nest of

G. nigricolllis comes in varied shapes, from a mere scrape

on a small island(Dresser 1906, Schafer 1938, Ludlow 1928),

a construction of reeds used yéar after yeaf(ﬁli 1947,

Osmaston 1925) to a mud-formed flamingo-like nest(Schafer
1939). That it nests also in company with bar-headed
goose(Anser indficus) was also noted(Bailey 1938).

The nest that was located near Chushul was
situated in a fresh-water pool overgrown with aquatic
vegetation. It was about 50 meters from the banks, in the

centre of the pool and could not be reached without wading




through half a meter deep ice-cold water. A platform
of aguatic vegetation, it was about 0.25 meters high,
1.5 meters long and about 0.8 meters wide. It was made
entirely of one kind of aguatic plant(local name Zema,
a Hydrilla sp.). The nesting material had yellowed and
dried and was probably from last year's growth. There

appeared to be no addition of fresh green material.

Probable Date of Egg-laying

In south-central Tibet and Szechwan observers
have reported that eggs were laid from late May to mid-
June(Ludlow 1928, Baker 1928, Schafer 1938). S. Ali
(1947) ascribes mid-June as the probable egg~-laying

period for SW Tibet. For lLadak, Osmaston(1925) and

Meinertzhagen(1927) were of the opinion that nesting

begins by mid-June and continued in July. When the
present nest was located on 26th May, two eggs have
already been laid. But from the freshness of the eggs
they appeared to be not more than a day or two old; for
in the next two days they became quite sullied as the
birds tried to shuffle them with their muddy, wet fest.
It is also interesting to note that on the previous day
(256 th May) the erane pair was located about 3 km.s
away from the nest and was absent from the vieinity of
the nest for a long time. This probably shows that the
full clutch had not been laid till that date and
incubation had not really begun. The clutch was probably
completed on 25th evening or 26th morning for the pair
stérted incubation right in earnest from 26th May

onwards.




. The base colour of the eggs was creamy with
brown bloteches and they appeared to be more than twice as

large as an ordinary chicken egg.

Behaviour at the Nest

Both the birds were found to incubate eggs
alternately. They were seen to take almost an equal share

in incubation. Out of the total period of 24 hours that the

nest was observed, the female incubated for 10 hrs. 15 m.

the male for 9 hours 50 me« and the nest remained unattended
for almost a period of 4 hours, At such times both the
birds would either feed or preen near the edge of the pool.
The non-incubating bird would generally remain feeding
near the periphery of the pool. The pair was extremely
wary and susplciommus and dld not tolerate the presence

of even local people, LEven if a local shepherd or a horse-
man appeared some 200 meters away the incubating bird
would slink off the nest. Once a bird thus left the nest,
he would not return but his mate would come forward and
settle on the eggs, Sometimes this change-over was quite
quick, the incubating bird leaving the eggs within 15 to
20 .minutes of taking over and his mate who had perhaps sat
on the egass for more than an hour, obliged to come back

to the nest.

The change-over even when it was taking place
normally, was not seen to be accompanied by any ceremony.
Normally each bird would incubate eggs for a period of one
to one and half hours. When the bird had finished feeding,
he would slowly come forward, would approach the sitting

bird from behind and climb on to the nest. The sitting




bird would then stand and both would start re-arranging
the nesting material. The sitting bird would slowly
shift and the incoming bird take up his position, all
the while re-arranging nesting material. When the latter
was on the ezgs, he would sit down shuffling the egus
into position. The former who now stood with his tail
over the head of the sitting bird, went on re-arranging
material as he slowly descended the platform. He then
would flap his wings, streteh his body and slowly move
away to the edge pf the pool.

On the whole the nesting pair was extremely
silent. Only once when their nest was approached for
closer examlnation and photography, did the incubating

bird utter a short alarm call.

The egzs remained unattended often and some-

times for long periods when the birds apprehended some
disturbance. When the nest was discovered the incubating
bird moved away. It took three hours for the bird to
return to the nest and start lncubating once again,
Subsequently, whenever the incubating bird apprehended
disturbance, it would go away from the nest and it would
take about 25 minutes for the other bird to come back to
the nest. As the evening approached the birds did not
leave the egags for a longer time. In late evenings the
bird returned to incubate within five minutes.

Night observation revealed that the incubating
bird sat on eggs for longer periods and the other would
rest within two meters from the nest, standing often on
one leg for a s much as 45 minutes at a time, Cnce or

twice very early in the morning i. e. around 4.30, the




the sitting bird stood up, stretched his legs and sat
down again. When it was clear day-light the bird was seen
rising and going away to joln his mate standing at the
edge of the pool. Together they stood for about ten
minutes preening their feathers. The other bird then
slowly came forward and sat to incubate.

The sitting bird would normally sit facing
the sun, his beak resting on his chest and the nape
touching his back. But often he would extend his neck
to look on all sides. While feeding the birds would
many times splash water wlth sideways sweeps of their

bills as if they wanted to wipe off mud adhering to their

beaks. Sometimes they would immerse thelr heads complete-

iy in watér and splash water on their own body, as if

they were taking a wash.
Predation

Even if the eggs remained unattended for as
much as half an hour, no predatory birds were seen to
attack the nest. In fact predatory birds like ravens
(Corvus corax) were not eviéent in the nesting area,

A pair of brown-headed gulls(Larus brunneicephalus)

and three pairs of common terns(Sterna hirundo)
appeared to be residents of this marsh., Normally these
birds remainéd quite indifferent to the presence of the
nest and the nesting pair of cranes. Only once the gull
was observed to swoop down on the incubating bird who
ducked to avoid its attack. Once when the bird had left
the nest, a pair of common terns landed on the nest
platform but they did no damage. Three pairs of ruddy
shelducks(Tadorha ferruginea) were also normally seen
feeding around. They were extremely wary and raised an
alarm on the slightest suspicion. In a way they helped

the breeding pair by warning them of danger.




Post-hatching Period

The egss located in 1978 at Chushul were
subsequently believed to be lost either to predators
l1ike raven or to human beings or to unseasonal rains
and consequent floodslate in the summer of that year.
Hence post-hatching behaviour could not be observed.
However, in 1978 certain behavioural patterns were
observed of a pair that had a chick. The chick was
a ball of orange-brown down and its helght(at about
20 days of age) was roughly 25 cm.s. During day time
the chick was seen to move between hi parents and was
apparently able to plck up food on its own. The pair
was éxtremely wary and at one time when the writer
tried to approach closer, the male feigned injury and
with lowered neck, drooping wings and a halting gait
tried to lead him away from the chick who took shelter
in grass. The male and female birds then flew a short

distance and began giving alarm calls. After the writer

withdrew they flew back to the approximate place where

the chick was hiding and the chick ran up to join them.

Consgervation

Apparently the number of crane pairs in ladak
was never iarge. In 1925 Osmaston had recorded 13 cranes
while in 1027 Meineftzhagen had seen 12 birds. In recent
years only two or three paieps have been located. As
such collection of eggs from several nests to start a
breeding programme as earlier visualised in the Project
could not become a nractiéal‘proposition. The main
problem in ladak 1is how to give protection to this

small number of breeding palirs and their habitat.




In lLadak the Thung Thung or the blackneck

crane is considered to be a bird of good omen and is

never molested by local people. However, there have

been occasional instances of birds having been killed

for sport by people who do not share the local religious

sentiments. Also before the study project commenced,

rarity of this bird was not known generally and one

welcome effect of the continuance of this study has been

to generate among civil and military officials of that

area, an awareness of the importance of this bird to

the world of science. Coroperation of these officials

is essential for any conservation measures to succeed.
The bird is alreay included in the Schedule

I of the Wildlife Protection Act and is thus legaiiﬁ\

fully protected. Once this status of the bird becomes

generally known(Distribution of pictures of cranes with

appeals to give 1t protection, is being initiated)stray
poaching is likely to stop. The army has already issued
strict orders prohibiting shooting of all wildlife. The
ma jor threat to the bird then comes from disturbance %o
its breeding areas. In all these areas, grazing of sheep
horses and yaks has been heavy. Flocks of sheep undoub-
tedly provide a certain amount of protection to the
cranes, as a foraging crane is extremely difficult to
locate in a flock of sheep. But an inerease in the
movement of sheep and shepherds is bound to affect the
privacy of a nesting pair.

It is essential that at least a part of the

marshes and meadows should be kept free of these animals.




o

This may be achieved by building mud or stone-chip
walds around the core of these areas, as is the
practice in lLadak, for demarcating cultivated plots.
Grass from the core areas may be allowed to be cut in
autumn or after the birds have left for their winter
homes. It 1s also necessary to discourage human
aettlements in close proximity to these wetlands.

This 1s especially necessary at Hanle and Chushul.
People and animals may be allowed to use definite paths

and areas for movement. This can be achieved by

declaring these wetlands as water-bird sanctuaries.
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27 June Diskit to Leh
28, 29 June
30 June orinagar by ailr
1 July At
2 July orinagar to Pune by air
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to summarize and collate %

ormulate recommendations

Crane(3

the Blacknecked

report subpmlitted earler deals

followed and highlights the

ndings at each place. It now remains
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he findinegs with a view to

for the propagation and conservation
"us nigricollis) and its breeding

1978 a

nest of a
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’he hatching out of
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success breeding

= nore sltes and nesting families of
Cranes; and

3 an ecological study of crane breeding by
collecting botanical and animal specimens in order to see

achleving this objective t
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he nest was located in Chushul, the ilncubation
was: already on. It was possible that the last egg was laid
on 25th May and incubatlion'started immediately thereafter.
The cranes were seecn to follow the sechedule that they
followed 1n 1978,

ihe incubating palr was kept under observation for

1

three days. Incubating behaviour differed llttle from that
observed in 1978 except that the male was seen to take far
less share in incubatlion than the'female. Especlally :in the
evening there ‘was' no change ‘over ‘and the female continued
to lncubate all through the'eveningi

A lone crane, probably a female, was located in the
marsh to the west of Chushul. It quietly foraged the whole f
day, but was very wary and flew and circled high over the
marsh, giving alarm calls, when it was approached.

When we returned to Chushilil on 17th June, the lone
ecrane was still in the marsh.

11) Search for other nests:

A11 the known areas from where occurrence of Black-
necked cranes was reported, were visited.

The Hanle marsh harboured no crane pailr in 1980. A
lone crane was observed here foraging in different parts of
the marsh. It was noted that movement of people and dome-
stic animals had increased considerably. This factor might
have inihibited nesting of cranes here. It appears that
the cranes have stoppned using this marsh for nesting ad
even 1in 1878 no nest was reported from here,

A nest was however, found near the Purple lountailn
meadows. In 1978 1t was noted that the meadows offered no
protection to a nesting palr and could hardly be expected

to be used for nesting.
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The nest that was Tfound in 1980 was nowhere in the

the midst of the shallow but swift-

e

adows but was built

i

flowling Hanle river. The two e

&

ggs rested on a small earthen

¢

hump which was heaped over by lMyriophyllum plant, the same

one used by the Chushul pair for nest-making.

On 1lst June we had seen the crane pair quietly
foraging in the meadows and hardly suspected that they would
soon nests On 3rd June when we found the nest, the clutch
was complete and the female was incubating. It was posskble

-
b

b) A -, 5 a3 ~ Y C ¥ T L AaaY T
that the last egg wds lald ‘on 2nd Juneé or in the 8arly

orning of the third and ‘incubation started thereafter.
The shallow river afforded scant protection to the
nest. One egs from the clutch was subsequently stolen but

the forest guard who was keeping a vatch on the site was

successfTul in apprehending the theif and confiscating the Bk

Two crane apirs were-located near Thucje Gompa on

Vs o It T iy ool el
the Tso Kar and one pair was

Tso lloriri, Soth were not nesting. But one more nesting pair

M

ed from Lam.Tso still further south.

nd post-hateching behaviour of crane

probably a period of 18 to 19 days of

) o - +
2 ik e S, o s e 1o 3 S s iy 4. = _
ilncubation. second ezg hatched on the late evening of
L £
0 i = 4 1 1 = Az e | - %
12th Yune. bot the chicks were out of esss within a

beriod ol 20 daysse

+he remalning egg at the Purple lMountain meadows

4

hatehed out on: 26 th-June which gives''a g1
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eriod oi incubation,; 24 days.The nest-site beinc verv
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much expesed, the palr mic

aced constant distur-
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The chiok o0® *he Diarnl o M- A R
Lne cnlck of the Purple Mountaln meadows

nd grew up to be a Juventile. Thus out or

nair

the 3

known chicks, one grew up giving a survival rate of about

J8 DeC .

nesting palr is not known.

Let us now summarise what 1s so far know

breeding blology of the blacknecked crane nesting

a) Blacknecked cranes arrive in Ladakh from the g
the Indus river as their flyway, in the second

of April. They arrive in pairs and not in floec

n of the
in ladakh:

outh using
fortnight

ks.

b) They reach their breeding grounds in end of April or in

the first week of lay.
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On arrival the pairs stay and move around their nesting
sites during the day. Sometimes they also fly away to other
favourable feeding areas but return to breeding marshes
for roosting.

On the whole the pairs remain quiet, giving alarm calls

1f threatened but courtship, dancing, bugling and other
animated forms of behaviour are not much evident.
Nest-construction has not been observed but probably takes
place in the third week of May. Share of sexes in nest-
construction is not known.

The nests observed are of two types: one a platform of
aquatic vegetation built in a shallow pool and the other
1s a small heap of aquatic vegetation on a tiny island in
a lake(1976) or in a shallow river.

Two eggs are laid with an interbal of 12 to 24 hours.,

Both sexes incubate eggs but the share of the female
appears to be greater. The non-incubating bird feeds and
roosts near the nest.

The eggs hatch within 18 to 24 days of laying. +he inter-
val between the two hatchings is probably 24 to 36 hours.
‘he chicks are precocious and can leave the nest within

a few hours of hatching out.

Ihe chicks are fed by both parents on small animal matter.,
The female takes a larger share and seldom goes away from
the chicks.

A8 thelr movements increase, chcikks are exposed to greater

risks and succumb. Their survival rate is low, seen to be

N

O
')

3’» D.C. j.n 1—')80

¢

Chicks that survive grow up rapldly and are ready to leave

Ladakh with their varents in late October as winter sets in.
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*, 1t provides sustenance to
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ast as well as in 1980. Though some

flocks of sheep and

meagre pastures in thls basin, their number 1s unlikely to

increase

(4]

gubstant ly and the lake believe, will continue

to provide

for birds

however
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Tso which drains out in the former. Hundreds of Brownheaded

7

Js

gulls(Larus brunneicephalus), Great crested grebes(Podiceps

—

cristatus) breed on it and some Barheaded geese and Brahminy

Ducks breed in the surrounding cliffs. The lake is

63)
oy
[43]
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full of aquatic vegetation, an important food source.

o

appear to be no human factors threatening this habi
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l's wedl advised to produce a

fruitfully collaborate with the Gowvt. in produeing it.

epartment should have in Ladakh a

th trained zuards to monitor movements of these cranes
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from April to October and to protect nesting palrs from

disturbance. Guards should have roving duties so that

"
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remote areas are under continuous observation.

he WWF-T can perhaps help here by organising

PRSI

a short orientation cocurse for the zuards in the ornitho-

logy ©f the ecrane and other rare species lilke Barheaded
geese,

Management plans with an accent on water-management, fo
the breeding marshes of Chushul and Hanlé are urgently
needed. One of the objlectlives of the plans should be to
channel more water in certain shallow places to create
pools which can provide a safer nesting habitat for the

crane and other bird-species.

‘he plans should aim at demarcating areas that are to be

left for use by man and his animals and areas that are to ba

reserved for wildlife.
Artificial rafts located in these pools can provide
safer and additional nesting places for water-birds.

it 7

s}

necegsary that the marshes at Hanle and Chushul

are declared as protected places and army and para-mili-

tary persommel are actively involved in their protection.

A system of honorary wildlife wardens drawn from these

agencles may g0 a long way 1n achieving effective prote-

ction.

Number of Blacknecked cranes in Ladakh c¢ontinues to be
low and the survival rate of chicks is also poor. To
augment this number it may be necessary to try breeding
of these cranes in captivity. This may be initiated by
collecting one egg from each of the breeding palrs and
bringing them to Leh for brooding by a hen or a goosse.

The eggs can be transported on one of the routine army

Startsapuk Tso, Lam Tso and other
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TITLE _OF PROJECT &

An Inquiry into the Ecology, Distribution, and Behaviour

of the Blacknecked Crane, Grus nigricoliis, in India.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION :

Intpéduction - Since its inception in 1973 as a public, non-

profit organization, the International Crane Foundation (ICF)
has sponsored and conducted research projects on cranes in
Australia, Canada, India, Iran, Japan, Korea, the U.S., and
the U.8.8.R. In addition, ICF has encouraged co-operation
emeng crane blologists throughout the worlid, and in 1975 hosted
an International Crance Workshop at ite headquarters near KB
Barebec, Wisconsin. The purpose of the workshop was to pool
information on the distribution, status aud blology of Eranes

and te focus attention on particularly impcrtant conservation

’ problems. Over 65 sclenticts from Japan, Candda and the U.S.

attended the workshop, and papers from a dozen other nations
were read as well.

During the workshop, Oesting and Archibald (in press)
prosented a literature review on the Blacknecked Crane, Grus
nigricollis. Thelr exhaustive report made it clear that very

little information is available on the ecology, behaviour and
status of this crane and that a pressing need exists for &an
indepth study of the gpecles in the fleld.

This proposal outlines a study which should provide a
great deal of data on the natural history of the Blacknecked
Crane, including separate studies of the breeding and wintering
scology of tnls bird. Phase I, a winter study in Arunachal
Pradesh and Bhutan, will be conducted by Mr. Lavkumar Khacher,
Education Officer of the World wildlife Fund - India. Mr.
Khacher has extensive experience with Himalayan fauna and was

the earliest sclentlist to urge a detailed survey of the high

'plateau communities in lLadakh.




Phase II of the study will be conducted on ths breeding
grounds of the Blacknecked Crane in eastern Ladakh.

During Phase II of the study, an attempt will te made to
establish a captive population of Blacknecked Cranes by re-
noving eggs from the nests of wild pairs., This technigue has
proven very successful in the past for other specles of cranes;
ICF has established captive populations of five different crane
forms using thls method : three subspecies of SahdhilluCranes,

Grus canadensis, in co-operation with the U.S. and Canadian

Govts; a captive population of common Cranes, G.grus, in co-
opsration with the Govt. of Sweden; and in June of 1977, ICF
inported four eggs of the endangered Siberian Crane through

a co-opsrative agresment on environmental protection between
the U.5. Dept. of the Interior and the Central Laboratory for
Nature Conssrvation of the U.S.S.R.'s Ministry of Agriculture.
The Siberian Cranes produced from these gggs will be used later
t0 restock areas of western Siberia through co-operative agree-

msnhe with the U.S8.5.R. and Iran.

OBJECTIVES 3 The study has the followling objectives :

1. To dafine the distribution and stutus of the Blacknecksd

erane in India with a view %o 3

a) Locating wintering flocks 1ln one or more place in
Arunachal Pradesh and Bhutan. ' |

b) Determining the braediﬁg locations and estimating the
numbers of nesting pairs 1n lLadakh.

¢) Idsntifying possible wintering habitat in Ladakh.

To determine the habitat requirements of the specles in

summer and wint2r habltats.

To study the breeding biclogy of the erane, viz.

&) Territorall behaviour
b) Nupt#8l behavicur (dancing, copulation, unison-calling)
¢) Nestinz behaviour (site, nest construction)

d) Incubation (onset, duration, male and female incubation
duties)




- L.

e@ Hatehing and reaking of young ( mortality factors, food)

f) Holts and development of flight in molting adults and
in the chicks. ,

g) Congregation into flocka in late summer and migration
departure.

h) Feeding and roosting sites of nonbredding birds and
their general behaviour from spring through autumn.

4. To identify a captive bréeding population by :
a) Collecting twelve eggs from nests with two-egg clutches.

b) Hatching and rearing resulting chicks under expert
ICF aupervision.

Be To identifly possible localliiies in Ladakh and Arunachal
pradesh for sanctuarles and prepare rscommendations to

the Gowt. of India for implementation.

JUSTIFICATION 3

Of the 15 apeciee of cranes, the Tibetan or Blacknecked ,
Crans 1s the jeast known. This species, ths last crane to be
scientifically deseribed, inhabits the hiszh plateaus of Tiber,
iadakh and Central China where it breeds in tke vacinity of
alpine lakes and bogs (Prjewaleky, 1878). The remove and often

and the traditionally

inacceasible nature of this crane's habltat

xenophoble attitude of the Jibetan Govt. long prevented scientists

om conducting gustematic surveys of the flora and fauna of Tibet
the 1little information we do have of the Blacknecked crange before
1660, when Tlbet came under Chinese Influsnce, 13 limited to a

few British Offlcers cn official duty in Tibet or to the rare
missionary or botanist who managed to enter the 'Forbldden King-
dom'and to do some bird study on the side. Raports of this species
coms mainly from southern and far eastern Tibet, and virtually

nothing 1s known of the vaat Chanthang Plateau north of the Brahma -
putra River where this crane undoubtedly extend itas range.

After the consolidation of Chinese control over most of the
Tibetan Plateau in 1959, former restricticns on travel by forel-
gners wWere made even stricter, execluding virtually all visitors

to this interesting and little-known pert of the world.




Mr. lLavkumar #hacher, co-originator of this project, was the
last ornitheclogist to travel in Tibet before the Chinese
takeover (lavkumar, 1285).

The remoter areas of Ladakh borderins‘Tibet consist of
high plateau country and habitat typical of the contiguous
Chanthang and 1t is hereby that the westermost ragge of the
Blacknecked Crane extends into India. That these cranes breed
in ladakh was reported by Osmaston in 1627, but the area remained
unimportant and little-frequented. After Indian independance
in 19047, repid pelitical developments in southern Asla conspired
to malle Ladakh a sensitive arez and visitcors, even fndian national
were discouraged. It was not until the summer of 1976 that a
WWF/BNHS team headed by Dr. Salim Ali confirmed the continued
existence and breeding status of this crane in esastern Ladakh
(WWF - India Report, 19%6).

The Pactors which kept the Blagimeckod Crane sugusstersd
frop the zttention cof orrithologistes alsc provided for its pro-
tecticn., The remete, barren nature of the high plateaus, the
traditional protectionist attitudea of the Tibetan peoples, &
latefogcnversion of the area into & polftical 'no-men's-land'
allvﬁarkeﬂ to ensure the survival of the crans.

In the last two decades, nowever, the status of the 'Roof-
top of the»Wbrld' hag changed dramaticaliy and ths security cnce
enjoyed by Tibetan avifauna no longer exista. The hlsh‘pldteaua
are now open to motorized transport and a considsrable number
of men holding none of the logal sentiments toward wlldlife carry
firearms throughout the area. This, addsed to experiments at
draining scme of ths larger bogs for expansion of pastures &nd
cultlvation, and the possibility of largs-scale mining operations
in the area in the near futurs, make the doom of conspicuous and
speciaiilzed §p00198 like the crane a real dangsr in the foreseeabl
future. ‘ .

Ironically, the Indlan Govt.'s easing of restrictions on
travel and commerce in Ladakh also provides the first opportunity
for an indepth study of the breeding biology of the Blacknecked
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Crane. In addition, there are recent reports of this speciles
wintering in the Api Tanl Valley of Arunachal Pradesh as well as
in Bhutan, thus providing an apportunity for & stuédy of the win-
tering blology of the crane as well.

Another of the principal aims of this project will be the
establishment of a captiVe'popuiation of Blacknecked Cranes.
Cranee do well in captivity; they adjust quickly to captive
conditione and reprcduce freely. Currently a captive population
of 14 cf the world's 15 species of cranes 1s being maintained at
the International Crane Foundation's headquarters in Baraboo,
Wisconsin. ¥These birds are used for behavicrasl, physiological,
and educatlional purposes and as & safegmard sgainst the pcossible
extinction of any specles 1n the wild. Progsncy produced by this
captive flock will eventually be used to regtock former corane
habltat. e

The technicue to be used to establish a captive popg};ﬁign
of Blackrecked Cranes 1g one which has prcvaﬁ completg}g/succesardl
in producing captive flocke of other spacles of crgaé;, including

the extremely rare crane-Whooping crane, QGrus qméricana. This

technigue involves leocahting nests of severa;/ﬁg&ra cf oranes &
remgvfﬁé one egg from each neat can@ainlﬂg’two egss (oceasicnal
neste having ons egg will neo¥ be diatuyrbed.) Eggzs remcved from
the nests are hatched in incubatords and the chicks reared in
eaptivity. The remaining eggs are left to the natural parents
to hatch and raisse normally.

Research on several 5pecles of cranes has shown that this
methed does net adveraexﬁ affact there prcductive rate of these
birds (Erieckson, 19768). Although crane pairs normally lay a
eluteh of two eges Auring each breeding season, they seldom railse
more than nne shigk. This ie particularly true of species which
nestin harsh, rigoerous, envircnments, or those having long migra-
tion routes. Fvidently, the survival rate of each chick 1is low

" in such situations and the prebﬁbility of both chicks surviving
to maturity from a single sluteh (41.8. ths product of the separate

auchudwad
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gurvival rates) is extremely small. This hypothesis is borne

out by observations on the Siberian Crane, &. leucogeranus, &

the Whogping Crane, both of which neat in far northern latitudes
and fly thousands of miles tc their wintering grounds. No 'twins'
have heen reported in either species for nearly & decade, though
both appear to bhe reproducing normally (V.S.Caxeng, perscnal

communication; D. Blankenshlip, personal communication.)

METHODOLOGY _AND TIMETABLE 2

Tne 9tudy’w111 be conducted in 1978 and in two phases :
Phase I - January through February in the Apé Tani Valley in
Arunachal Pradssh and possibly in the Tashl Yangste Valley in
eastorn Bhutan; Phese II ~ April through Aupgust 1678, In Ladskh.

PHASS I ¢ The present status of the crane -- lust reported
in the winter of 1948 (Bettis, 1954) - will be determined for the
Apl Tani Vailey and posslibly eastern Bhutene Once & flock is
located, day-long viglis éi;i be conducted to observe :

i. Feeding habite. An attempt wiil be made to ddentify Tood
ttens through & powerful scope and all organic matier will be
golilected for identificatlion. 7

2. lMoVements between roosting and feeding areas.

3. Maintenence activities dAurine resting periods.

4, Agonistic behaviour. Tapes and movies of the crsnedé' beha-
vior willlbe taken.

5. Ratlios between adults and juveniles, particularly between
chicks and their parents.

An attempt will be made to ascertaln the presence of other

wintering flocks in adjacent valleys, and to evaluts the effect

of humen activity on the wintsringz ponulations. Only one 1nvsst1-'
gator, Mr. Khacher, will he in the field. He will attemnt to
interest local people in the study programﬁe. :

PHASE II : The breeding blology of the crane will be ohser-
ved throuzh scopes and behaviour recorded on movie film and tape.
Particular care will be takeg to record :

1. Econlogy of breeding biﬁdi. A collection will be made %




i

_of plant and anim&l material within the habitat.

2. Behgyiour or breeding adults. Dancing, copulation, nest-
sitm/iﬁiinx selection, nest constructiocn, incubation, nest defence
territotiality, and other behaviour patterns related to repro-
duction will be recorded.
3. Clutch size and hatching success. Factors affecting the latte
will be carefully recorded.

f chiske, feeding, energy budgets of young birds,

Ly 18 ra,
5. Response to human intrusion at all stages of nesting
activivy.
8. Agagdstic resctions batween pairs of cranes and batwsen

iarger birds such ss Strope Ragles, Aquils nipalensis,snd Raven

dorvus corax, will also be recorded.

If ehick mortality destermined during Phase I is comparable
o Whooping & Sibertan Oranes, twelve eggs will be collscted,
one fron each nest containlng two oggs. The ecollectlion will be
made about three weeks after start bf incubation by parents and
the ezgs transported to Leh where Mr. fauvey will organise the
incubation and post-hatehiang care. Mr. Fhnscher will operate
within the restricted zonas; #Hr. Sav

/""‘/J
= ‘M ~ outsids ihs zone and take caro

activities in leh.
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THE BLACKNIECKXED - CRANK

{Rapre-and least known erane in the world)

th May 1980 the World wildlife Fund-India
offlece in Bumbay recelved a message. A palr of Blacknetked
Crarne (ﬁrﬁswﬁigrlcollla) wag sighted in Ladak, the
porthernmost revion «of India, bordering Tibet. I was in
r,'ﬁha~capi al of Kashwir, when, an hour later, this
méssame-was Pelayedl to me. The mniext plane ride found me in
woaatn o third -encdunter with blackenecked cranes.
THE Hiandsone blatknecksd crane stands about 4 Teet
satch of bare red skin on its forehead.
Wivay and syes yellow with tufts of white
Pedthers belithd them. The plunage is greyish white but the
long bBlesk peck and elongaléd black lnner secondaries give
- ggppearance. The only difference between
male wil Temale ¢rares e in helght, the male being
slightily tallBi THan Tenale.
Srpee $996 1 Wad-boen observing.and studylng these
birds-«--afil Hot withiout & Yeason, For these cranes have

the'SG&Ewhit”&ék”auﬁ%ﬁigtiﬁctioﬁgof being the least known

ef‘thmwli Spities of orane Tound in the world. They are the

only- high-g18ltude cranes breseding around lakes and swamps
at an alttbddssof ‘0¥er 14,000 féet in the highlands of
Pibetrand wintering in valleys bétween nine and ten thousand
feets

Even the existence of this erane was, till recently,
unknown to the scientiffc world, It was 'discovered' only in
1876 by Przewalski, Russian naturalist and explorer, who
saw ‘several crane palrs near lake Koko Nor in northeastern

Tibet, Other observers like Schaefer and Dolan who penetrated
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Tibet in the thirtles of the present century, saw the
crane breeding 1in southwest Tibet and in northwest
Szechwan and wintering around Lhasa and to the areas
gsouth and east of it. One flock even went as far as
Vietnam in winter while a few birds travelled through the
northeastern tip of India to winter in the Apa Tanl valley
of Arunachal Pradesh(erstwhile North East Frontier Agency).

Tt will be clear that the biacknecked crane's :
ma jor breeding areas fall in regions presently under the
sovereignty of People's Republic of China and are still
closed to the world's scientific community. Indeed George
Archibald who investigated the status of this bird for
the International Cbuncil for Bird Preservation, had to
conclude that the last report of wild blacknecked cranes
dated from 1948 i.e. before the Chinese takeover of Tibet,
Thaﬂ the birds bred in Ladak was first reported by two
British ornithologists, Osmaston and Meinertzhagen, who
went to Ladak in 1923 and 1925. But thereafter, there was
no report from Ladakfg/as hardly any ornithologist ever
visited the remote breeding-groﬁnﬁs of this crane.

Then in the seventies, the US-based Intérnatlonal

Crane Foundation, dedicated to the conservation of cranes

" and keen to collect 1nformationyon all the crane-specles,

decided to approach Dr Salim All, the well-known Indian
ornithologist,fAssisted by a grant from the ICF, Dr All
was able to lead an expedition to Ladak in 1976 to

investigate afresh the status of this bird. I travelled

with Dr Ali as a member of his téam.‘

~ ladak, administratively a part of the state of
Kashmir, 1g repuﬁed to,be‘one of the most elevated plateaus
inhabited4by,mén. This high plétéau(mean elevation over
13,000 fest) 1s a cold desert as it falls undér,the :




Himalayan rain shadow and consequently receives only a few
inches of rainfall annually. Its climate is most singular,
burning heat by day followed by plercing cold at night.
Vegetation 1s restricted to a few species of willow and
poplar that grow along streams flowing down the high
Himalayan peaks. Above 13,000 feet plant 1life comes in the
shape of sparse grass, herbaceous plants and low thorny
scrub. The only shrub growing above 14,000 feet, the
altitude where the crane nests, is the Tibetan PFurze, a
specles of Caragana, resembling IEZnglish gorse.

Parallel mountain ranges run through lLadak from
_southeast to northwest. Space between the mountains is
occupled by level plains filled with sand and gravel. In .
these shallow depressions meander mountain streams giving
rise to wide swamps around which most of the bird and animal
lide is concentrated. Another feature of lLadak is the
rexistence of huge land-locked lakes like the Pangong and the
Tso Moriri. They are brackish and have no outlets, a result
of past tectonic movements.

Why 1s this crane restricted to such high and
inhospitable regioﬁs? Probably the crane evolved at a time
when this region was far more wet and verdant. 4 few million
-yeérs ago the lakes had outlets and contained freshwater as
- evidenced by the abundance of freshwater shells on thelr
banks. In those times the reglon received plenty of bainfall
and snow on higher mountains. large, glacial torrents flowed
down the ﬁoubtainé creating deep and wide ravines that can
be seen even to—day, The entire region extending right into

the central Aeian'hlshlands was at one time a great wetland

‘giﬁins rise to a varied wetland avifauna.(Ancient rock
carvings at Tangtse show primitive men huntihg stags with

bow and'arrow.'The stag is an animal found only in foreasted




reglons). The crane which evolved during this 'green age',
i1s now precariously clinging to marshes and bogs which are
rapidly drying up as the region is being progressively
desiccated.

Follwing Osmaston and Meinertzhagen, Dr 4li's
expedition explored all the known marshes and lakes of Ladak,
in July 1976. But we could find only two pairs of blacknecked
crane, one pair with a chick at Hanle in the south and the
other in Chushul to the east. The nest of the latter was
found to be rifled by egz-collectors.

Apparently 1n July, the nesting season was over.
Therefore, in 1978 I went to Ladak in April, early enaugh to
observe the arrival of cranes in lLadak from thelr winter
quarters. Cranes appeared to enter Ladak from the south, using
the Indus river as thelr flyway. The first crane palr was
sighted in the deep south on 18th April. Perhaps the same
palr reached the breeding marsh at Hanle, further north, by
the end of April. Another pair was sighted on the Indus on
1st May.

I watched the pair at Hanle. In the field I was
wearing the local costume normally put on by shepherds of
Ladak, and mingled with flocks of sheep grazing in the Hanle
marsh., In this dress the cranes will allow you to come close
for they are not afrald of the local people who consider the
birds sacred and do not molest them.

For most of the day the crane palr foraged in the

vast, swampy plain at Hanle. It fed mainly on the abundant

sedge(a speclies of Carex) with a tuberlike root growing in

the brackish pools. They searched for aquatiec insects,
molluscs and shrimps in the marsh and drank water from
freshwater streams. They also flew to some meadows nearby

byt returned to the marsh in the afternoon for roosting.




One day I was privileged to cbserve their coubtshlp.
A8 the pair returned to the marsh in the afternoon, the
male suddenly began pumping his neck up and down and tip-
toed a few paces ahead. Then he turned and spreading his
wings, came dancing back, his neck still in ceremonial
motion, to face the female. He also uttered a soft note as
he began his display. As the male came closer, the female
responded by a similar up and down motion of her neck. Both
resumed feeding at the end of the ecstacy.

The pair however, did not nest in the marsh shat
year, but left Hanle a fortnight later.

It was at the end of May 1978 that I was able to
locate a nest near Chushul. Chushul 1s a tiny village,
situated near India's border with Tibet and’was the scene
of a flerce, hand to hand combat between Indlan and Chinese
troops in 1962. There are vast, sandy plains to the east
and west of Chushul. In the extensive plain to the east, are
scattered freshwater streams, brackish pools, alkaline
swamps and wide stretches of grassland and Tlibetan Furze.
A8 I started exploring the plain, I came across a line of
high sand dunes, Carefully negotiating the dunes I looked
beyond. A small pool overgrown with aquatic vegetation lay
beofre me. A palr of blacknecked crane had their nest in
the center of this pool.

The nest was a platform of aquatic vegetation

heaped to a height of about a foot above water. It was flve

feet long and two feet wide;,The nest was made of entirely
of one aquatic plant, a specles of Myriophyllum, with
tough 1eéthary stems having a head like an erect plume and
with tangled masses of hairlike roots that lie submerged in

water. In local language the plant 1s called Zema. The




blacknecked ceranes build other types of nests also. Some
are mere scrapes in the ground on an island, while others
are mounds of mud similar to those bullt by flamingoes. In
May 1980 I found another nest in Ladak. It was constructed
on a small hump in the middle of a shallow but swift-flowing
river. The mound was heaped over by Myriophyllum stems.
Normally two sggs are lald by the female, probably
at an interval of 24 to 36 hpars. The base colour of the
egg-shell 1is pale grey speckled with brown blotches all over.

Both sexes incubate the eggs, the female taking a

'larger share. The non-incubatingvbird forages nearby in the

marsh and roosts near the nest, standing in water, often on
one leg only. The change-over at the nest 1is simple and
without any ceremony.

At this stage the palr 1s extremely wary, leaving
the nest at the merest hint of danger. They do not tolerate
the presence of people even in local costfime. The pair
remains silent on the whole, gliving short alarm calls 1if
danger threatens. Except man and to a lesser extent raven,
there are few predators that may threaten the nest.

The eggs hatch within 20 days only, with an
interval of 24 hours between the two. The precocious chicks
leave the nest within a few hours of hatching out and
start following their parents around the marsh on their
wobbly feet. Both parents feed the chicks on tiny animal
matter such as freshwater gasﬁropods, water bugs and ditiscus
beetles. The chicks take these from the parental beak. At
noon the family comes to a rather open, loafing spot to
have their siesta. While the chicks sleep soundly, the

parents glve a thorough preening to thelir feathers.




The family feeds actively till late in the evening.
As darkness begins to engulf the marsh the mother crane sits
down at the edge of the marsh and the chlcks run over to take
shelter under her comforting wings. The father crane, after
a gratifying look at the family g=oes about in search of
his dinner. Sc ends a day in the 1life of the crane famlly.

As the chicks grow, the family enlarges the area
of their movement and is no longer restricted to the breeding
marsh. But once the security of the marsh is lost, they have
to face enemles, more numerous and more powerful, like
wolves and foxes. The survival rate of chicks is not high,
In fact both in 1978 and 1980 none of the chicks of the
Chuehul family survived. The family leaves lLadak by October
end(in 1980 the Chushul palr left on 22nd October) as winter
sets in and pools and marshlands are frozen.

Where does the blackmecked crane migrate in winter?
The nnly known wintering areas outside China and Tibet were
Vietnam(the plain of Hanol) and the Apa Tani valley in the
north-eastern corner of Indlia, from where a flock of about
30 blacknecked cranes was reported by Colonel Betts in 1955.
But Lavkumar, an Indian ornithologist, who visited the Apa
Tanl valley in the winter of 1978 falled to find any cranes
there, He found that with the introduction of firearms 1in the
valley, the tribals began persecuting the cranes and the
flock has stopped coming to the valley. But there were reports
of sightings from the adjacent kingdom of Bhutan and Lavkumar
did succeed in locating a flock of 20 cranes iIn the Boomthang
valley in central Bhutan.

In Boomthang Lavkumar saw the cranes foraging in

widely separated pairs and famlly parties but roosting in a

flock in a small area of marshland. During the day the cranes
gleaned fallen grain from stubble fields and dug up earthworms

and hibernating frogs from boggy areas. Some of the pairs




defended feeding territories by ousting other cranes if
they tried to encroach.

I visited Boomthang in February 1981. I did see
the wintering flock of about 20 birds there, but the
marsh where the flock used to roost was no more. It was
reclaimed and 1s now a cultivated field. The cranes have to
adapt their behaviour by roosting in drier areas along a
mountain slope, not in one flock but several small groups.

Then my enquiries among the local people in Bhutan
led me to another valley, Popshika, in west-central Bhutan.
This picturesque valley, like Boomthang, 1s situated at an
altitude of 10,000 feet, but unlike Boomthang is only
sparsely populated. In fact, the entire valley floor 1is an
extensive marsh, perhaps the blggest in Bhutan, only
reclaimed at the edges at certain places, for agriculture,
In this valley I saw 13 blacknecked cranes. But my£ stay in
Popshika was short and I could not explore the whole marsh
which undoubtedly remains an ideal ground for many more
crane pairs to winter.

As in Boomthang, the cranes 1in Popshlka were
foraging in fields and boggy areas in widely separated pairs
and small groups. Fields wefe greener here than in Boomthang
and eranes were consuming vegetable matter in addition to
their winter food of iﬁsects and frogs.

' The wintering flocks that myself and Lavkumar saw

in Bhutan showed a predominance of adults over chicks. Only

a couple of families were accompanied by Jjuvenile birds,
confirming our fears that the survival rate of young birds is
very low. If the cranes are to be saved from a progressive
decline in numbers, something has to be done>and that too

immediately.




In June 1980 I had gons to lLadak again and
succeeded in locating six pairs and two lone cranes 1in
different parts of the region(see map) « Though only three
pairs nested, the number was the largest in recent yemrs and
was even greater than the one cbserved by Osmaston 1in 1923.
Are we succeeding in rehabilitating the blacknecked crane
in Ladak?

Though the crane 1s not molested by local people in
Ladak, occasional instances B8 have occurred of birds having
been killed for sport by people who do not share the local
religious sentiments. But thanks to efforts made by World
wWildlfie Fund-India and to the perseverance of international
expert bodies like the International Crane Foundation, the
Government of India have now fully protected the blacknecked
erane. Strict orders have gone to the troops not to indulge
in shooting of any wild life in Ladak. To educate the publie
and to avoid stray instances of shooting due to lack of
information, I distributed large, colourful crane posters
made from beautiful photographs provided by the ICF. The
cranes are perhaps responding to the greater measure of
security available to them. =

The threat to the crane's breeding habitat is
however, not easy to avold. It comes from the excessive

movement of men and grazling animals, shesp, yaks and ponies,

in and around the breeding marshes. The crane has stopped

nesting in the Hanle marsh as the movement of men and
animals there haé increased perQSptibly. It may be necessary
to keep at least large parts of thése marshes free of man
and his domestic animals. The World Wildlife Fund-Indla has
recommended to the Government of India and of Kashmir that
the marshes at Hénle and Chushul should be declared as

aanctuérles for waterbirds.




In mountaineous Bhutan, flat land is at a premium,

and all marshlands are looke/lupon as potential cultivated

flelds. In fact a scheme is on the anvil of draining the

g

Popshika marsh. But the Forest Directorate of Butan has
shown a lively interest in cranes and there are hopes that
this scheme will be substantially modified.

If all these governmmbhs act quickly and
declisively, the future of the blacknecked crane, though

not rosy, will remain hopeful.
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