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These are just a few of the adjectives used to describe the sandhill 
crane, which has been a welcome inhabitant of wetlands for roughly 

2.5 million years. A bird known for its loud rattling call, tendency to 
mate for life, and capacity to dance, the sandhill crane has been celebrat-
ed in many cultures as a representation of long life, fertility, and good 
fortune. 
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Counting Cranes 
From the 1980s through the early 2000s the low number of sandhill 

cranes in Ohio made it relatively easy to track their nests and breeding 
productivity, but as their population expanded this became more diffi-
cult. In 2020, the International Crane Foundation (ICF), based in Bara-
boo, Wisconsin, asked the Ohio Division of Wildlife to participate in 
the Midwest Crane Count. The Midwest Crane Count is a citizen-sci-
ence effort that counts sandhill cranes one weekend in April, early in 
their breeding season. The effort started in Wisconsin in the 1970s and 
expanded into other states in the 1990s. 

With the state’s increasing breeding population, it made sense to in-
clude Ohio in the region-wide effort to track the sandhill population. 
In the spring of 2021, with the assistance of ICF and the Ohio Bird 
Conservation Initiative, the Division of Wildlife organized a pilot sur-
vey in 5 counties— Geauga, Holmes, Summit, Trumbull, and Wayne. 
The crane count included additional counties in 2022. This spring, 
approximately 250 volunteers counted over 300 cranes in 26 counties 
during the two-hour survey.  

Although sandhill cranes continue to do well throughout the Mid-
west and Ohio, wetland conservation and good water quality are criti-
cal to sustaining these improvements. You can help by buying an Ohio 
Wetlands Habitat Stamp, the proceeds of which go directly to wetland 
habitat protection and restoration. Getting to glimpse this regal bird 
and listen to its bugling call are well worth the trip to Wayne County or 
another wetland this winter. Save the date for the next Midwest Crane 
Count on Saturday, April 15, 2023. You too can be a part of this incred-
ible conservation story.  

Ohio Crane History 
Requiring a mix of wetlands and uplands, breeding sandhill 

cranes had disappeared from Ohio by the mid-1900s due to 
the loss of habitat and overhunting of the population. The last 
confirmed nest was in Huron County in 1926. However, as 
sandhill crane populations recovered in northern states like 
Wisconsin and Michigan where wetlands are abundant, the 
cranes trickled back into Ohio. Nesting was once again docu-
mented in 1987 in Wayne County.  

The breeding population continued to grow in this region 
in the 1990s and expanded into other parts of Ohio as wet-
land restoration efforts continued. Wetland protection laws 
and the development of the Wetlands Reserve Program (now 
known as the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program) 
encouraged the restoration of wetlands, which in turn benefit-
ted cranes and other wetland-dependent wildlife. As of 2021, 
the breeding population of cranes in Ohio was estimated at 
85 pairs.  
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The sandhill crane has been 
celebrated in many cultures as a 
representation of long life, fertility, 

and good fortune. 
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Birds display by stretching their wings, pumping 
their heads, and bowing and leaping into the air. Sandhill crane feathers

Sandhill cranes choose their mate by 
performing elaborate mating dances. PHOTO BY FENG YU
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Sandhill cranes are one of Ohio’s largest bird species. 
These gray birds sport a red crown and stand about four 
feet tall, have a 6-foot wingspan, and weigh 10-12 pounds. 
Males are slightly larger than females. Breeding typically 
begins in March, followed by a 30-day period of incubating 
two eggs on a large ground nest. Soon after the tan fuzzy 
chicks hatch, they can walk and swim. When they begin 
flying 60 days later, they are as tall as their parents but lack 
the distinct red crown.  

Once the young cranes, called colts, have mastered 
flight, the family may migrate south to Tennessee, Geor-
gia, or Florida for the winter. Sandhill cranes are one of the 
last bird species to fly south, and peak migration through 
Ohio is typically in November. However, some cranes do 
brave Ohio during the coldest months. Killbuck and Funk 
Bottoms wildlife areas in Wayne County, where flocks of 
200 or more cranes may gather, are preferred for wintering 
cranes.     

Help us count cranes!

Check out OBCI’s website 
for more information.

Go to wildohio.gov to purchase your 

Ohio WETLANDS HABITAT STAMP
Along with a collectible stamp, license sales 
fund wetland habitat restoration and provide 
recreational opportunities.

8


