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G r u s  a m e r i c a n a &  G r u s  c a n a n d e n s i s

“Pssst...do you think anyone will notice me??”  You can bet on it, 
Whooping Crane!  This year nine Whoopers have joined more than 
9000 Sandhill Cranes to winter at Wheeler NWR.  For details see 
articles on pages 2 & 3  and be sure to come out to the Visitor Center 
and  Observation Building for a viewing spectacular!

Wheeler  nat ional
Wildl ife  Refuge

Calendar of Events 

January - March 2011

1  WHOOPER :  100+ SANDHILLS

All sorts of exciting events 
seemed to be happening before 
t he c lose o f t he ra the r 

harrowing year of 2010.   One of the 
b igges t  was the Wi lde rness 
designation of the Arctic National 
Wildlife Refuge which is celebrating 
its 50th birthday.  Talk about  once 
again creating some controversial 
discussion!   This gigantic, pristine 
parcel of land has long been sought 
after for exploratory oil and gas 
drilling.  

Of course, the Refuge System not 
only would dread the potential 
d i s a s t r o u s e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
ramif icat ions (created by the 
intrusion of man and his equipment 
and the likelihood of an accident), 
but worse yet, this decision would be 

setting a precedent  for exploitation of 
this and any other refuge system 
currently designated as Òoff limitsÓ to 
any man-made degradation in the 
quest for untapped energy supplies.
            
Considering our insatiable appetite 
for oil and gas and our deplorable 
dependence on foreign sources, it 
almost makes sense to jump on the 
band wagon and cheer on our oil 
companies in their never ending 
quest for new reserves.  But  at some 
point  we have to admit  that we need 
to develop, preferably sustainable, 
fuel alternatives. Oil and gas are 
f i n i t e commod i t i es and ou r 
burgeoning populations have a 
ravenous appetite for energy.

(See Prez... p. 2)

Saturday, January 22
2 PM, Visitor Center

WWRA Annua l Membe rsh ip 
Meeting & Waterfowl Tour
Become a member and join us for a 
guided waterfowl tour and annual 
meeting.

Saturday, February 5 
6:30 AM, VC & Observation Bldg.

Sunrise at the Wildlife Observation 
Building
Join us as we celebrate four decades of 
wildlife and waterfowl viewing at the 
wildlife observation building.  This is a 
special place, especially at sunrise!  
Watch in comfort as the Sandhill cranes, 
geese, ducks, and other birds and 
wildlife gather at the pond and Þelds 
surrounding the building.

Saturday, March 12
11 AM & 1 PM, Visitor Center

S.O.A.R. (Save Our American 
Raptors--South)
Several species or birds of prey including 
owls, hawks, a show stealing  black 
vulture, and the great American Bald 
Eagle, will be available for the audience 
to get a close up view of these 
magniÞcent birds.  
Due to the popul-
larity of this pro-
gram, we will be 
having two 
presentations.

From The President’s Corner.. Mary Rat l i f f
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when conservationists, led by Frank 
Chapman, posed an alternative to 
the traditional Christmas Day Òside 
huntÓ where teams competed to see 
who could shoot  the most  birds and 
small mammals.  On Christmas Day 
1900, 27 counters at 25 different 
locations identified and counted all 
birds they saw in what  is now 
recognized as Òthe worldÕs most 
s i g n i f i c a n t c i t i z e n - b a s e d 
conservation effortÓ.  According to 
the National Audubon Society, 
sponsors of the CBC program, 
60,753 volunteers from all 50 states, 
every Canadian province, Mexico, 
Centra l and South America, 
Bermuda, the Caribbean, and the 
Pacific Islands participated in 2160 
individual CBCs during the 110th 
Annual Christmas Count period 
extending from December 14, 2009 
to January 5, 2010, recording almost 
56 million birds.  For more 
information on the Christmas Bird 
C o u n t , g o t o h t t p : / /
www.audubon.org/bird/cbc.

This yearÕs Wheeler NWR CBC was 
held on December 18, 2010.  Thirty-
five participants recorded 122 
species, up from 119 species in 2009 
and just  shy of the record high of 
124 in 2004. Unusual species seen 
included RossÕs Goose (11), 
Cackling Goose (8), Blue-winged 
Teal (7), Common Merganser (4), 
American White Pelican (83), 
Merlin (2), Peregrine Falcon (5), 
Whooping Crane (9), Barn Owl (1), 
Brown-headed Nuthatch (3), Marsh 
Wren (3), Orange-crowned Warbler 
(3), Palm Warbler (1), Common 
Yellowthroat (2), LincolnÕs Sparrow 
(2), and BrewerÕs Blackbird (21). 
Few species were recorded in record 
high numbers including Sandhill 
C r a n e ( 6 4 1 0 ) , R e d - h e a d e d 
Woodpecker (75), and American 

52nd WNWR 
Christmas Bird Count

Pipit  (2006).   Unfortunately, several 
species were recorded in numbers well 
below their 20-year average, including 
Canada Goose (489), Northern Pintail 
(299), Lesser Scaup (41), Northern 
Bobwhite (1), Horned Grebe (1), and 
Loggerhead Shrike (1).  Common 
Loon and Lesser Yellowlegs were 
notable misses.  

Weather always plays a role in the 
count and this year was no exception.  
Below freezing temperatures and 
snow flurries before dawn resulted in 
a chilly morning.  However, by noon 
skies cleared and temperatures 
increased to a ÒbalmyÓ 43o by mid-
afternoon.  Yet, participants seemed to 
enjoy the count judging by their 
remarks and hearty appetites at 
evening compilation!

This yearÕs CBC continued to 
document a phenomenal increase in 
the number of Sandhill Cranes 
wintering on the Refuge, as well as, 
the RefugeÕs potential importance to 
Whooping Cranes from Operation 
Migration.  Little did we know in 
1993, when the first  three were 
recorded on the CBC, that Wheeler 
NWR would become a major Sandhill 
Crane wintering site - numbers have 
increased dramatically each year with 
6410 recorded this year.   Likewise, 
we were elated when three Whooping 
Cranes were found on the 2004 CBC.  
In 2006, they began to winter 
regularly here Ð nine were found this 
year.  Who knows what the future 
holds here for these two species.  See 
page 3  for Bird Count Summaries 
from 2001 -2010.

From the Refuge ManagerÕs Desk...
by Dwight Cooley  

T he Christmas Bird Count had its 
inception over a century ago

Youth Birding Event 
a Success

Connecting children with nature is a 
r e c u r r i n g t h e m e i n t o d a y Õs 
conservation community and a U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service priority.  In 
an effort  to contribute to that  effort, 
the Wheeler Wildl i fe Refuge 
Assoc ia t ion , Nor th A labama 
BirdwatcherÕs Society and Wheeler 
NWR hosted a Youth Birding Event 
on December 4.  We kicked-off the 
event  at the Visitor Center at  8:00 
AM with a short  presentation on 
common birds of the area followed 
by a short  visit  by ÒHawkeyeÓ and 
Ranger Daphne, attended by 42 
people.  All sixteen of the attendees 
between the ages of 5-12 received 
the book ÒFifty Common Birds of 
City and TownÓ containing pictures 
and natural history information on 
bird species most  likely to be 
encountered in the area.

We then made the short walk to the 
Wildlife Observation Building where 
we recorded 29 species, including 
Snow and Canada Geese, Mallards, 
Shovelers, Green-winged Teal, 
Buffleheads, Hooded Mergansers 
and Kestrels.  Seeing a Whooping 
Crane among 2500 Sandhill Cranes 
had to be the highlight of our one 
hour stay.  Many of the group then 
traveled to Garth Slough by caravan 
where we were treated to 600 White 
Pelicans as they flew leisurely by us, 
two more Whooping Cranes in flight 
and an immature Bald Eagle.  We 
ended the event  at noon along the 
Tennessee River near Mussel Camp.  
Our cumulative list of bird species 
seen at the Visitor Center/Wildlife 
Observation Building and along 
Garth Slough was 44 Ð a success by 
any measure.

Prez...(contÕd from page 1)   So, letÕs not prolong the inevitable.  Urge your 
U.S. Senators and Representative to protect this amazing coastal plain by 
designating it  as a Wilderness.  For almost 30 years, advocates like us have 
managed to stave off the drilling.  LetÕs make it permanent this time.  

Hope your holidays were wonderful! If youÕre making New YearÕs resolutions 
please make one of them to join WWRA--we need you.  In the meantime, 
please check the calendar of events and come on out to the refuge at some 
point to enjoy the wading birds.  The sandhill cranes are wonderful....

http://www.audubon.org/bird/cbc
http://www.audubon.org/bird/cbc
http://www.audubon.org/bird/cbc
http://www.audubon.org/bird/cbc


Whoopers Visit from Wisconsin
by Lisa Lehnhoff,WNWR Biological Technician

heeler NWR has new 
a r r i v a l s t h i s y e a r , 
Whooping Cranes from 

WisconsinÕs Necedah NWR.  Three 
Whoopers, first  found on November 
28, are being seen consistently from 
the Wildlife Observation Building.  
These cranes and any others found 
on the Refuge, are part  of the Eastern 
migratory flock of birds established 
in 2000 in an effort to help secure 
and broaden the Whooping Crane 
population in eastern North America.

The Whooping Crane Eastern 
Partnership (WCEP) is responsible 
for the hatching, rearing, ultralight 
led migration, and tracking of 
whooping cranes within the eastern 
migratory flock.  The birds that are 
here were hatched and reared under 
the care of WCEP and were then lead 
by an ultralight flight team for their 
first  migration to Florida.  After the 
first  led winter migration flight, the 
WCEP lets the birds find their own 
way to an area for the winter.  Like 
the birds here at  Wheeler NWR, not 
all whooping cranes choose to winter 
in Florida.  Whooping cranes from 
the eastern migratory flock can also 
be found in Illinois, Indiana, 
Kentucky, Tennessee, and Alabama.

The WCEP is comprised of many 
partners, including the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service.  Part  of our 
responsibility in management and 
protection includes radio tracking of 
the cranes while they are in the area.  
When Wheeler NWR staff first 
identifies a Whooping Crane, our 
first  task is to learn which bird it is 
by looking at its leg bands.  The 
WCEP uses a combination of white, 
green, and red colors on leg bands to 
identify individual birds.  Each bird 
will have a leg band on both legs 
which is located above the ÒkneeÓ 
and on many of the birds a radio 
transmitter is also attached.  Birds 
are numbered by the WCEP by egg 
number and then by hatch year.  For 
example, one of the birds here is 
number 13-08.  It  was collected egg 
number 13 and its hatch year was 
2008.  Once we know the bird 
number, we can then look on a table 
to f ind i ts radio t ransmit ter 
frequency.  Staff members track the 
whooping cranes 2 Ð 3 times a week. 

While tracking the Whooping 
Cranes, general information is 
collected.  This includes approximate 
GPS coordinates, habitat type, 
activity of the bird, time of day, and 
if Sandhill Cranes were present.  The 
information is compiled in to two 
electronic forms.  One is an excel file 
created by the WCEP detailing 
information they use in creating 
management guidelines and the 
second is an ArcView shapefile.  At 
any time staff members can open the 
shapefile and visual see where the 
Whooping Cranes are spending their 
time.  This helps us in planning 
where to plant  and leave corn shares 
and in water management.

Like the Sandhill Cranes, the 
Whooping Cranes can be spooked 
easily.  Due to the importance of the 
project and the sensitivity of the 
Whoop ing Cranes to human 
disturbance, we do not reveal the 
locations of cranes wintering on the 
Refuge.  We also ask that  if you do 
see them on the Refuge, please give 
them a wide berth Ð harassment 
carries stiff penalties!  The best  place 
to safely view the birds is at our 
Wildlife Observation Building.  The 
whooping cranes are seen almost 
daily in early morning and late 
afternoon in the corn fields feeding 
with the sand hill cranes.

W
Whooping Crane

Grus americana
Photo, George W. Ponder III

Scenes around the refuge
Photos courtesy George W. Ponder III

Beaux Point Photograp hy, http://
www.pbase.com/beauxpoint/

wheelerrefuge

Visit our websites!
Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge

http://www.fws.gov/wheeler/
Wheeler Wildlife Refuge Association

http://www.friendsofwheelerrefuge.org/

Summary of WNWR Christmas Bird Counts, 2001 - 2010

Year

2001

2002
2003
2004

2005
2006

2007
2008
2009

2010

Species

114

121
122
124

119
122

117
118
119

122

Individuals

103,787

90,349
64,786
132,887

212,532
61,317

56,591
116,821
133,841

128,145

Observers

30

33
36
41

36
39

31
31
30

35
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http://www.pbase.com/beauxpoint/wheelerrefuge
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http://www.pbase.com/beauxpoint/wheelerrefuge
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http://www.fws.gov/wheeler/
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National Wildlife Refuge 
Associations are independent 

non-proÞt organizations whose 
mission is to conserve AmericaÕs 

wildlife heritage for future 
generations through strategic 

programs that protect, enhance, 
and expand the National Wildlife 

Refuge System and the 
landscapes beyond its 

boundaries that secure its 
ecological integrity.  

WonÕt you please join us?

Wheeler Wildlife Watch

Wheeler Wildlife Refuge Association

P.O. Box 239

Decatur, Alabama 35603

     Membership Information 

If you have not renewed your membership for 2011, please show your 
support by sending in your tax deductible renewal donation or give a loved 

one or friend the gift of  membership!.  We really need your support!

Hooded Merganser 
Photo courtesy George W. Ponder III

Address Correction Requested

    Friend of Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge

Name: _________________________________________________

Address: ______________________________________________

City, State & ZIP:  _____________________________________

Individual:  $20 ______     Family:  $25 _____   
Lifetime:  $250 _______       Benefactor:  $500 ______ 

Patron:  $1,000 _______

 Please mail your tax deductible membership renewal 
to:

WWRA
P.O. Box 239

Decatur, AL  35603
                               


