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European regional assessment: Least Concern (LC)
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This species has a very large range, and hence does not approach the thresholds for Vulnerable under the 
range size criterion (Extent of Occurrence 10% in ten years or three generations, or with a specified 
population structure). Despite the fact that the population trend appears to be decreasing, the decline is not 
believed to be sufficiently rapid to approach the thresholds for Vulnerable under the population trend criterion 
(30% decline over ten years or three generations). For these reasons the species is evaluated as Least Concern 
in Europe.

The bird has a limited passage presence in the EU27 and is considered Not Applicable.

Occurrence
Countries/Territories of Occurrence
Native:
Armenia; Azerbaijan; Cyprus; Moldova; Russian Federation; Turkey; Ukraine
Vagrant:
Bulgaria; Croatia; Denmark; Finland; Germany; Greece; Hungary; Italy; Malta; Montenegro; Norway; 
Portugal; Romania; Serbia; Slovakia; Spain; Sweden

Population
The European population is estimated at 9,700-13,300 pairs, which equates to 19,400-26,500 mature 
individuals. The species does not occur in the EU27. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF
.

Trend
In Europe the population size is estimated to be decreasing by less than 25% in 33.6 years (three generations). 
For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Habitats and Ecology
In both its breeding and wintering ranges this species shows a preference for grassland habitats in close 
proximity to streams, shallow lakes and other wetlands, also frequenting desert areas where water is available 
(Archibald et al. 2013). In its breeding range the species inhabits grassy steppes of feather grass (Stipa) and 
fescue (Festuca), and dry areas dominated by wormwood (Artemisia), the essential habitat requirement being 
access to water for drinking. It can be found on hilly steppes along wide river valleys, shrubby steppes and 
semi-desert, forest edge habitats, and occasionally unvegetated alkaline flats, or large expanses of rock or 
gravel. It will often forage in damp marshes and swamps, and is regularly found in cultivated areas 
(Johnsgard 1983). It returns in flocks from its wintering areas to breed in March and April (sometimes as late 
as early-June in the north) (Archibald et al. 2013). The nest is a shallow scrape (Urban et al. 1986, Snow and 
Perrins 1998) (although often no attempt is made to find or construct a cavity) (Johnsgard 1983), on dry 
ground, lined or surrounded by pebbles and plant materials (eggs may be laid directly onto the ground). The 
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nest may be placed on gravel (Archibald et al. 2013) in areas partially or entirely free of vegetation 
(Johnsgard 1983), or in open patches of grass and cultivation, usually less than 1-2 km away from a source of 
water (Johnsgard 1983, Urban et al. 1986). Clutches are usually two eggs (Archibald et al. 2013). The diet of 
this species consists mainly of plant material (Snow and Perrins 1998), although lizards and small 
invertebrates such as large insects and worms (Archibald et al. 2013) are also taken during the summer (Snow 
and Perrins 1998). The species will forage in cultivated fields (Johnsgard 1983), feeding on ripening cereal 
crops in its breeding grounds (Johnsgard 1983) and peanuts, beans and other crops on migration (Meine and 
Archibald 1996). This species is fully migratory (Archibald et al. 2013).
Habitats & Altitude

Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence
Artificial/Aquatic - Ponds (below ha) suitable breeding
Artificial/Terrestrial - Arable Land suitable breeding
Artificial/Terrestrial - Pastureland suitable breeding
Grassland - Temperate major breeding
Rocky areas (eg. inland cliffs, mountain peaks) suitable breeding
Shrubland - Temperate suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Bogs, Marshes, Swamps, Fens, Peatlands suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Rivers/Streams/Creeks (includes waterfalls) suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Seasonal/Intermittent Saline, Brackish or Alkaline Lakes and 
Flats

suitable breeding

Altitude max. 2000 m Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
Habitat loss and degradation from agriculture (e.g. agricultural conversion of steppe grassland (Ellis et al. 
1996, Archibald et al. 2013), intensification of agricultural methods and changes in agricultural practices such 
as increased spring ploughing) (Meine and Archibald 1996) is the primary threat to this species throughout its 
range. Other threats include disturbance due to rising human populations (Ellis et al. 1996), intensive use of 
pesticides (Ellis et al. 1996, Meine and Archibald 1996, Archibald et al. 2013), and shooting and intentional 
poisoning in some areas where crop damage occurs (del Hoyo et al. 1996, Ellis et al. 1996, Meine and 
Archibald 1996). Many migratory habitats have also been lost through the building of dams and the drainage 
of wetlands (Meine and Archibald 1996).
Threats & Impacts

Threat (level 1) Threat (level 2) Impact and Stresses
Agriculture & 
aquaculture

Annual & perennial 
non-timber crops 
(scale unknown/
unrecorded)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Whole (>90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Ecosystem degradation; Species mortality; Species disturbance

Biological resource 
use

Hunting & trapping 
terrestrial animals 
(intentional use - 
species is the target)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Biological resource 
use

Hunting & trapping 
terrestrial animals 
(persecution/
control)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Human intrusions & 
disturbance

Work & other 
activities

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Species disturbance

Natural system 
modifications

Abstraction of 
surface water 
(unknown use)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation



Threats & Impacts
Threat (level 1) Threat (level 2) Impact and Stresses

Natural system 
modifications

Dams (size 
unknown)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Pollution Herbicides and 
pesticides

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation; Species mortality

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway
Bern Convention Appendix II. CMS Appendix II. A European Crane Working Group has been established. 
The species was included in the IUCN conservation action plan for cranes (Meine and Archibald 1996). The 
species is legally protected in Russia and Ukraine. The species is mostly found outside of protected areas. In 
recent years, only one pair from the Black Sea population has bred within a protected area, at Azov-Sivash 
National Park in Ukraine. Conservation programmes such as those in the Ukraine, have thus far, focused on 
analyzing the factors affecting the species in agricultural settings, and identifying methods to reduce negative 
impacts. Surveys have been undertaken in areas such as Ukraine and Georgia. In 1992, the Azov-Black Sea 
Ornithological Station in Ukraine established "The Virgo Programme" to monitor this and other rare and 
disappearing bird species of the Ukrainian steppes. Research has focused on distribution, population numbers, 
biology, flock movements, breeding ecology and migration patterns from various portions of its main 
breeding range. Education programs involving the species have also been initiated in Ukraine (Meine and 
Archibald 1996).

Conservation Actions Proposed
 The species would benefit from stronger protection of the Black Sea population and its habitats by 
strengthening the network of protected areas, as well as the protection of breeding habitat outside of protected 
areas by working with landholders to implement conservation measures. Long term monitoring should be 
continued and expanded and surveys conducted to determine the size of the Turkish population, assess its 
habitat and potential threats. Continue research, focusing on the breeding biology, range, migration, habitat 
requirements and threats to the species. Organize migration watches in the Balkan Peninsula and Cyprus. 
Educational programs for use throughout the population?s range should be developed. Examine the historic 
range and habitats of the Black Sea population, and the potential for its eventual re-establishment in areas 
from which it has been extirpated or now occurs only during migration. Enforcement of of existing hunting 
restrictions in Georgia should be strengthened (Meine and Archibald 1996).
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