
Notes on the behavior of the common 

crane (grus-grus) reproductive pair and 

the feather loss and coming of age of 

individual youngters during hibernation 

Evolution the plumage in the grus-grus 

birds during the wintertime 

Autor: 

Luis Salguero 



















NOTES ON THE BEHAVIOR OF THE 

COMMON CRANE (GRUS GRUS) 

REPRODUCIVE PAIR AND THE FEATHER 

LOSS AND COMING OF AGE OF INDIVIDUAL 

YOUGSTERS DURING HIBERNATION 

 
 

 
  

AUTOR: 

LUIS SALGUERO BAEZ 

 
TRANSLATER: 

EVA MARIA DÁVALOS LÓPEZ-IBARRA 

 



The reproductive period of the common crane (grus grus) is one of the longest in the biology of all 

birds; between the different phases of growth of the chicks (birth, first flight migratory moves hibernation 

and feather loss), they are obliged to be under parental tutelage for nine months approximately. This long 

period talces place in different habitats and environments geographically separated, so that the only rest 

time for the adult reproducing birds is during the prenuptual moves, indicating a new reproductive cycle 

once the reproductive areas are physically reached. 

The phenomenon of hibernation acquires a decisive role in a migratory bird with a long reproductive 

period like the common crane and its evaluation depends on two important parameters: 

· One , the state in which the birds take a new cycle. 

· Two, coming to age of the youngster. 

Hibernation is not a static function in time and space; these very areas of hibernation show fluctuations 

depending on the number of birds not only between years but also during the time of hibernation. These 

variations develop within daily rhythms that include movement between areas of feeding during the day, 

and rest during the noon (nap time) hours the return to eating and the return during the afternoon to the 

nests, once the eating places are reached, the birds disperse across the area forming pretty dense groups, 

autonomous families and small family groups that, during hibernation, can be classified in the following 

categories: 

a) Adult pairs with youth. 

b) Adult pairs without youth, for example non-reproductive pairs or those who have not yet 

reproduced, those who have lost their charge for some reason, and those whose chicks have already left 

the nest. 

c) Birds with adult feathers that form hetero geneous groups with a strong grouping instinct where the 

rest of the hibernating population found, including birds in last age. 

The dynamics of the variance of the above is complicated, every group tends to behave in different 

ways, and the causes that provoke these situations are unknown. 



The characteristics of the groups that make up variant C are aggregate with fierce competition for 

food, including frequent aggression between certain individuals, with no type of connection between 

them except for with the coupled birds (when at the same time various groups coincide eating near 

each other the flow of examples is almost even between both bands). Within these groups the have 

been some examples of non-paired dominants that with strong calls trumpeting indicate where they are 

located, in disturbances serve as a refuge for the rest of the birds. These dominant examples tends to 

very active and do not necessitate to resort to evidence ganging up with the birds that cross this path. 

That red Pileo plays an important role in the aggression of the adult birds, which tends to appear 

beginning at two years of age. This region of the head is on occasion the determinant factor in 

resolving conflicts and the growing at intensity at the colour increases the chances of a victory. 

Similarly, some intimidating postures use the red with an arching of the neck and head when the bird is 

walking or stopped. Observations from the field point to a variety of postures, which accompany 

aggression including direct contact with the Beal. 

Field notes signal that there is a high percentage variant A and B that tend to distance themselves 

from the larger group. This autonomy starts from the very moment of arrival to the hibernation area 

and last until departure from them. 

Prolonged observation of couples in determined places during hibernation over various years allows 

us to assume that a possible territoriality exist. That world explains the expulsion of those individuals 

that try to penetrate the microhabitat. 

There are no data on the dimensions of these territories and not all birds demonstrate the territorial 

characteristics, and it may have to do with their previous reproductive experience.  

When the number 0 disturbances grows and provokes the accumulation of birds around the group, 

generally in the noon-time sleeping areas and night-time sleeping areas, the tendency of couples with 

parental responsibility or without is to occupy the border areas of the groups. 



While the causes are not certain, adults with chicks invest more time guarding than the rest of the 

birds, this behaviour has been observed also in category B couples, those with out family responsibility. 

These couples tend to take flight together, walk very close together, etc. The mechanism which makes 

possible the autonomous tendency of most of the couples is not known, and, and just as on earlier 

occasions, the answer should be in the reproductive experience awed to a strategy acquire once the 

couples have been solidified, after numerous birth cycles. 

Another unresolved question is the existence of associations or family clans that some couples form, 

observing certain groups of adults with their children that in the cases of the disturbances each one goes 

to their parent .The variety of birds that conform to this association consists of all of the listed variants 

but principally to all adult couples regardless of number of offspring. Another type of association 

observed are the groups made up of four or five individuals corresponding to parents of birds. 

The establishment of a possible territoriality in the use of space, like the tendency of adults couples 

to occupy border areas in large groups not in a linear process common to all birds involved in 

reproductive chares with independence of having offspring or not, there is undetermined percentage of 

couples with family responsibility that do not show this behaviour, living attached gregarious groups. 

When the number 0 disturbances grows and provokes the accumulation of birds around the group, 

generally in the noon-time sleeping areas and night-time sleeping areas, the tendency of couples with 

parental responsibility or without is to occupy the border areas of the groups.  

While the causes are not certain, adults with chicks invest more time guarding than the rest of the 

birds, this behaviour has been observed also in category B couples, those with out family responsibility. 

These couples tend to take flight together, walk very close together, etc. The mechanism which makes 

possible the autonomous tendency of most of the couples is not known, and, and just as on earlier 

occasions, the answer should be in the reproductive experience awed to a strategy acquire once the 

couples have been solidified, after numerous birth cycles. 



Another unresolved question is the existence of associations or family clans that some couples 

form, observing certain groups of adults with their children that in the cases of the disturbances each 

one goes to their parent .The variety of birds that conform to this association consists of all of the listed 

variants but principally to all adult couples regardless of number of offspring. Another type of 

association observed are the groups made up of four or five individuals corresponding to parents of 

birds. 

The establishment of a possible territoriality in the use of space, like the tendency of adults couples 

to occupy border areas in large groups not in a linear process common to all birds involved in 

reproductive chares with independence of having offspring or not, there is undetermined percentage of 

couples with family responsibility that do not show this behaviour, living attached gregarious groups. 

What is certain that is the majority of adult couples with or without chicks behave, during 

hibernation in autonomous way or in a territorial way under normal conditions, although, the analysis 

of the extent of disturbances, such as indicate of the familiarity with the area is determinant to the 

development and maintenance of this behaviour, not knowing the influence which food can have 

without adult it should in some way condition this attitude. 

The existence of the hibernation environment is explained by the bonds and the necessity of the 

presence of large groups (variant C), given that in a certain way they turn into look out spots and 

refuges in which to go in the case of disturbances or danger.  

We do not know the mechanism establishing a concrete area, for example, it the same birds use the 

same area year after year and if the bond affects all of the variants or if it does not, how its affect each 

of them. 

Many of these questions have their origin in the repeated absences of identified examples of rings in 

different areas identified at the beginning, some do not know how the phenomenon known as SHORT -

STTOPING affects the cranes when birds from different hibernation areas pair up. 



 COMING OF AGE OF THE YOUNG COMMON CRANE (GRUS-GRUS) 

  
Hibernation acquires a fundamental value is the development and coming of age of individual 

youngsters, the majority at them live watched over and cared for their parents until the return to the 

reproduction areas. There are two types of juvenile birds: 

· The youngster that the for reason has lost Its parents or has come of age and left the nest 

prematurely and carries on a gregarious existence with a self-sufficient social behaviour, not only 'in 

acquiring food but also in relations with the other birds on occasion they provoke fights and are the 

recipients of aggression with respect to youngster-Adult or Adult-Adult variants. 

On occasions, juvenile birds have been detected to be solitary, which may have to do with the 

physical state of bird. 

· Youth that forms part of family unit with two variants: 

    a) Youth accompanied by It's parents integrated within a heterogeneous group with social 

behaviour such as: 

      - Obliging the parents to spent more watching them, perhaps these juveniles along with. 

      - Those who come of age first. 

    b) Youths that form part of family with independent or territorial behaviours. Within the variable 

of "family unit" is the group that stands out the most, motivated perhaps by the ease of detection in the 

field, where as the families integrated within the heterogeneous groups are difficult to detect, above all 

it the juvenile bird is very active. 

These families tend to use places far removed from large groups, they tend to lead a monotonous 

life and their daily rhythms are marked by the youths barely having with the rest of the population, 

except for when they return to their sleeping places, resting at mid-day, or any other activity which 

requires a big concentration. Because of this, they are the last to come of age. 



 CONCLUSIONS 

  

Throughout the hibernation, except for previously cited variants, the youths tend to 

stay with their parents and the family break-ups happen over the return route to the 

reproductive areas and the majority before abandoning the Iberian Peninsula, although the 

exact moment is difficult to pin-point. The families and family groups or clans tend to 

unite during "practices" of the actual trip, which tends to consist of short flights with the 

intention of exercising the muscles of the wings and the reuniting birds that integrated 

into migration groups. Perhaps it is these flights that teaches the youngster, which is 

immersed in the dynamic of excitation and gregariousness, the moment of the family 

break-up, given that the families abandon the complete hibernation zones, where as in 

intermediate zones, such as the central area of Extremadura and Gallocanta lake (Aragón), 

which act as entrance and exit collection zones for southwestern Spain, some groups are 

composed exclusively of young birds, this way the coming of age is independent of 

feather development. So these to do not follow a linear process, the differences observed 

in the color tone such as the final development of the feathers could have a relationship 

with the latitude of the birthplace. 



  

(SEE THE POSTER ON THE EVALUATION OF 

THE DESIGN OF THE FEATHERS) 

 

  

· if there is manifestation of territoriality, under what conditions is there? 

· Does the reproductive experience of the adults determine the establishment of a possible 

territoriality in the areas of hibernation? Does it have to do with occupying the zones on the 

border of the groups? 

· During what period of time is autonomy shown? 

· What type of advantages do the families have because of territoriality and association 

between family pairs or clans? Does it bring with it some relation to the reproductive areas? 

· We are missing an answer to the phenomenon known as SHORT -STOPPING. 

· What relationship exits between parents and they're offspring born in the spring and if they 

accompany their parents during the second hibernation in some cases? 
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The phases of evolution in the youthful grus-grus birds during the wintertime, does not follow a 

linear process common in all of them. An ample variety of tones and developments in many of the 

observed birds exist that can have their explanation in the different latitudes as well as the location 

of there production places, that it to say young with a development like in the figure number (1), 

would come from areas of reproduction located to the south whereas the image number (2) would 

belong to a birds been born to the north of its areas of distribution. 

The work that is exposed next tries to explain the evolution of the youthful development towards 

the adult stage, with the difficulty and risk that as supposed to make a fieldwork with free birds. 

Most of the youthful grus-grus birds observed in the Iberian Peninsula the beginning of the 

winter season, number (3) present /display characteristics similar to the image. These birds 

present/display a size and coloration in the rest of the body similar to one of its parents, emphasize 

its tail but its cut and with some "leonados" tones, the head is the part of the body which changes the 

most. 

The black color characteristic of the adult birds begins to later appear in the forehead, extending 

towards the chin and the throat, clarifying itself as it advances towards the chest. In multitude of 

occasions it has been observed that the black color appears of darker irregular form and in tonalities. 

The white color of the auricular zone is borne in the center and appears with brown tones, the nape 

of the neck to this age presents/displays "leonados" tonalities. 

Image number (4) corresponds to a bird with an approximate age of 40 weeks, where already the 

target of the auricular zone is made more visible and extended towards the eye, it begins to lose the 

"leonado" tone of the nape of the neck, and the black color of the forehead, chin and throat become 

more remarkable, even conserves the characteristics black, visible eye at a distance, the changes in 

the rest of the body as soon as they undergo transformation.  



In ring-shaped observation of birds in image number (5) represents a bird in its second 

autumn/winter, with a design very similar to an adult bird, conserving some youthful 

characteristics like the nape of the neck that even conserves tones "leonados" although the 

already predominant color is the black, the red "pi1eo" characteristic of the adult birds 

begins to become visible, although this is not possible unless the birds are close to the 

observer. 

The black color has extended by the forehead, the chin and, the throat with dimensions 

like an adult bird, the auricular zone completely white is extended by the rest of the neck, 

the eye is or of orange color. 

In spite of using a reduced sample and given to the difficulties of observations in the 

field everything it seems to indicate that cranes does not acquire a complete design at least 

until the third autumn/winter or perhaps until the quarter, image number (5) and (6), also 

have detected differences in the size of pileo, which can be interpreted at least like a 

maturation indicative during the first years of life of the bird.  


