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Managers Corner ð by Dan Alonso, Refuge Manager 

The drought continues to be a force to reckon with as the refuge received a meager 9.54 inches of precipitation from January 
through August. The average annual precipitation for the refuge is 37 inches.  The few remaining waterholes with water were 
reaching hyper-saline conditions with salinities of 70 parts per thousand, which is not useable by most species of wildlife. 
Anticipating this problem the Refuge increased the effort to provide fresh water by launching the òWater for Wildlife Pro-
jectó with the financial assistance of FAMI. Thanks to Annie Clayton and Cindi Barrett who were instrumental in moving the 
project forward. The project includes rehabilitating additional water wells and waterholes in critical areas without water. A 
bulldozer is being used to remove sediment, encroaching vegetation and reshape the holes to their original contour.  To date, 
19 waterholes on the Blackjack have been rehabilitated with the expert assistance of Mr. Frank Cortez, a former refuge 
Heavy Equipment Operator. Mr. Cortez was able to get water to seep into some of the waterholes by carefully clearing the 
accumulation of sediment. During one of these successful productions of water, Frank witnessed an amazing event: a 
whooping crane, one of two cranes which did not migrate north this summer, appeared out of the brush and helped itself to 
a long drink of fresh water while Frank operated the dozer. 

The refuge continues to prepare for the return of the 
whoopers by monitoring acorn production, blue crab 
availability, planning prescribed burns, researching 
nutritious supplemental feeds if needed, and the pos-
sibility of conducting a radio telemetry study in asso-
ciation with the Crane Foundation. Tomõs Stehnõs 
recent trip to the craneõs nesting grounds in Canada 
revealed 52 chicks in 62 nests, but unfortunately, 
Canada biologists recently reported that only 22 
chicks (an average of .35 chicks/nest) currently sur-
vive. This production is not nearly sufficient to offset 
last yearõs total loss. We optimistically hope for a no 
net loss and return of 247 from last yearõs final tally 
of 247. 

The newly constructed observation tower failed its 
final inspection due to excessive sway or deflection 
of the vertical columns. The tower will remain closed 
until the contractor remedies the problem. The text 
and illustrations of the interpretive panels for the 
tour loop have been approved and will enter produc-
tion. 

The Matagorda Island contaminant beach clean-up contract has been awarded to Clean Harbors Inc. of Houston, TX and 
work is scheduled to start in mid September. The refuge will be seeking volunteers to assist in the collection of other remain-
ing trash which may pose entanglement or injury to wildlife soon after all containments have been removed by the contrac-
tor.  Volunteers can contact Vicki Muller at  Barto2357@hotmail.com for more information. 

The official position of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service on the long-standing issue of dredging Cedar Bayou (natural fish 
pass on the south boundary of Matagorda Island) is: the Service is not opposed to the dredging and restoring natural flows 
between the Gulf and the bays but careful consideration must be given to how and where the spoil is removed and placed. 
The presence of endangered species and the federal nexus associated with the project require compliance with the Endan-
gered Species Act and other federal statutes.  The Refuge and the USFWS Ecological Services office in Corpus Christi are 
working with the Army Corp of Engineers and others to address the issue. 

Recent additions to the Refuge staff include Jonny Giles, Refuge Law Enforcement Officer and Denise Ruffino, Deputy Pro-
ject Leader. 
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Aerial whooping crane surveys in Wood Buffalo National Park were conducted the week of August 17th by Brian Johns 

and Kathy St. Laurent of the Canadian Wildlife Service. The surveys are done when the chicks are fledging, a time period 

after which chick survival increases dramatically as they can fly to escape predators. Thus, the mid-August surveys are usu-

ally a good indicator of what number of chicks will make it to Aransas in the fall. 

Brian Johns was quoted as saying,  òKathy St. Laurent and I completed surveys for fledgling whooping cranes and found 

22 family groups, each with a single young. Habitat conditions were excellent with water levels higher than I have ever seen 

them at this time of year. In order to achieve these high water levels a much higher than average amount of rain fell during 

June (113.6mm or 2.5 times normal) and July (86mm or 1.5 times normal). Although the rain was welcome it came at a 

time when the young were still vulnerable to cool wet conditions and may have contributed to the lower than average sur-

vival of chicks to fledging age (0.35 chicks/nest vs 0.47). The high water levels will however, ensure that spring 2010 condi-

tions are favorable. Given the number of young produced this year and the number of adults and subadults that were lost 

last winter, the population will decline in 2009.ó 

Wood Buffalo Whooping Crane Updates 
By: Tom Stehn, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
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Exchange Trip to China                                 BY: Vicki Muller 

In July, I was chosen to participate in a US Fish & Wildlife Service information exchange trip to China.  The Service assem-

bled a ten person delegation made up of managers and biologists from around the country.  China has areas called National 

Nature Reserves (NNR) they manage for a variety of wildlife species like refuges in the US.  I flew from San Francisco on a 

12 hour direct flight to Beijing.  The State Forestry Administration oversees the National Nature Reserves and threw a wel-

come banquet for our arrival.  We were all pretty tired from traveling, not to mention it was 4 A.M. Texas time!  The dinner 

was on a huge roundtable holding about 20 different Chinese dishes.  Real Chinese food does not resemble American style 

Chinese food.  They eat a lot of fish, tofu and chicken dishes with rice or noodles.  There was so much food but I soon real-

ized this was just the beginning of good food and great hospitality. 

We traveled for two weeks on a tour of nine different nature reserves in Jilin and Heilongji-

ang provinces of Northeast China.  We went to Changbaishan NNR on the China/North 

Korea border.  This area has beautiful picturesque mountains; it looked very similar to Cra-

ter Lake National Park.  We went for a hike in a stand of birch trees and saw a handful of 

songbirds, the most notable being an Eastern great tit.  We also visited the Beijicun NNR, 

referred to as the òNorth Poleó of China which is along the Russian border.  There were 

many Northern ravens and golden eagles flying back and forth across the border which is 

delineated by the Amur River.  My favorite reserve we visited in the two weeks was Xiang-

hai NNR.  This area was made up of flat terrain full of freshwater marshes hosting a pleth-

ora of bird species.  Some of these species included Eastern spot-billed duck, mandarin 

duck, Eurasian spoonbill, yellow bittern, purple heron, whiskered tern, white-winged tern, 

and my personal favorite, the northern lapwing.  We spent an hour over this wetland bird 

watching one evening when all of a sudden the shorebirds behavior started to change.  

Then I spotted an Amur falcon!  It swooped down attempting to capture a meal but 

missed.  It was really nice to see such a thriving ecosystem.  China is trying to incorporate 

more habitat management techniques and that was our main purpose of this trip. 

After our first two weeks of travel, eight of the ten people in our group 

travelled back to the USA, while myself and a biologist from Rachel 

Carson National Wildlife Refuge in Maine stayed for an additional two 

weeks.  We travelled to Zhalong NNR, approximately 20 miles from the 

city of Qiqihar.  We worked with the reserve employees to learn about 

their lands and the species of animals in which they protect.  The re-

serve is about 519,000 acres in size and has 296 bird species.  It is made 

up of a complex of permanent and seasonal freshwater wetlands, with 

the dominant species being Phragmites australis (common reed).   They 

are known for the red-crowned cranes, which consist of a natural migra-

tory flock and a captive breeding non-migratory flock.  China manages 

nature reserves by protecting the cranes.  The state owns the land.  The 

local villagers conduct activities which include reed harvesting for paper 

production, fishing and grazing.  Without this land, these people would 

have no livelihood and would face starvation or relocation.  This differs 

from the US tradition where land is set aside as refuges and almost all 

human activities are precluded.  This was a very educational, interesting 

learning experience in which I gained memories that will last a lifetime! 

Photos: A special thanks goes to FAMI for donating the whooping 

crane picture and matting for a gift to Zhalong NNR which I am pre-

senting to their director, Mr. Lee. 

Second photo: Red-crowned crane at Zhalong NNR. Photos by: Vicki Muller 
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