
In 2012, the International Crane Foundation (ICF) was awarded an AZA Conservation Grants 
Fund award to help develop a novel telemetry system for cranes, specifically the endangered 
whooping crane. ICF is a lead partner in the historic reintroduction of this species along the east-

ern flyway of North America. To maximize success of this reintroduction, we need to develop new 
techniques that allow us to gather information throughout the cranes’ annual cycle. Technologies 
available now (Vhf radios and satellite transmitters) are effective, but have substantial cost and 
logistical limitations.

The goal of this project was to evaluate the 
Crane Tracker, developed by the University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) and ICF, that in-
cludes a GPS for location and a six-axis inertial 
measurement unit (IMU) to gather movement 
data. Because it includes a cellular chip, the 
tracker can transfer collected information any 
time it establishes a cell tower connection.

ICF used its study population of Sandhill 
Cranes in south-central Wisconsin as sur-
rogates to test the Crane Trackers, attach-
ing units to nine cranes. Monitoring showed 
that the harness systems used to attach the 
units did not impede the birds’ flight or 
other behaviors, or cause health problems. 
Behavioral observations were compared with 
the IMU movement. To assess the value of 
Crane Trackers to study whooping cranes’ 
use of various habitats after release, we com-
pared the collected GPS data to the observed 
locations of the cranes. In this study, the 
locational accuracy was as good as or better 
than conventional GPS satellite transmitters.  
Based on these positive results, ICF now plans 
to use transmitters to study captive-reared 
whooping cranes released in Wisconsin.

In the long term, Crane Tracker and other 
cellular-based transmitters have the potential 
to provide cost-effective, accurate monitoring 
that can be used for study and management of 
a wide range of species of conservation con-
cern. ICF is grateful for the AZA Conservation 
Grants Fund’s and Disney Worldwide 
Conservation Fund’s generous support of this 
research to support whooping crane conser-
vation efforts. 
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