
Cranes and climate

change in France

Alain Salvi



- migrations :

spectacular increase of Cranes crossing the Western Europe

huge concentrations of birds on some places when staging

earlier spring migration as previously

frequent « late component » during autumn migration 

Efficient survey of Eurasian Cranes in France since 30-35 years

shows important evolutions :

frequent « late component » during autumn migration 

- wintering :

emergence and important development in diverse parts of the 

country (generally staging areas)

- breeding :

come back after at least 150 years



Different kinds of factors are supposed to partly explain these 

evolutions :

- effective measures for the protection of the species

- “new” agricultural practices

- transformation of landscapes

- climate change

- …

Each factor can obviously combine with each other at various 

levels

What about the climate explanation ?



The reality of climate change in France

Example : Lorraine

- Important study on climate 

- Traditionally known as one of the 

« colder » regions in France

- Important study on climate 

change conducted by the regional 

administration and the university 

of Metz (2007-2009) 

- Important area for Cranes in 

France (staging, wintering, 

breeding)



Evolution of mean yearly temperature

in Paris (1901-2000) in Lorraine (1879-2007)

� in Lorraine from 1879 to 2007 warming can be estimated 

to 1.2 – 1.3° C

�Lorraine has virtually moved 200-300 km southwards…  



Difference between the annual maximum temperature and the mean 

temperature 1961-1990 

Difference between the annual minimum temperature and the mean 

temperature 1961-1990 

Lorraine : warming affects maximum as well as minimum temperatures



Winter

Spring

Summer

Autumn

Difference between the annual minimum temperature and the mean 

temperature 1961-1990 for each season

Lorraine : 

warming affects 

all seasons



Lorraine : snow cover has been reduced both in duration and 

thickness

Thickness of snow at the highest point of Lorraine (1362 m)

NB : mean altitude of the Crane areas 210 m

Less snow but more rain…



Till 1975 : wintering Cranes are exceptional in France

sometimes single birds, most often young or injured 

adults, are observed 

From 1975 :  wintering of small flocks is observed in 3 different

regions (maximum some hundreds)

Eurasian Cranes : new habits in winter in France

regions (maximum some hundreds)

1983 : sudden increase (3500 Cranes) less or more stable 

during 10 years

From 1993 :  constant increase until 2010…



Wintering places for Eurasian Cranes in France

A. Lorraine (Woëvre)

B. Champagne Humide

C. Central France (Cher, 

Nièvre, Allier)

D. Aquitaine (Gascogne)



Lorraine

First wintering : 31 Cranes in 1977-78

Maximum observed number : 3070 Cranes in 2009-10 (at least 7 places) 



Champagne

First wintering : 31 Cranes in 1976-77

Maximum observed number : 24 130 Cranes in 2009-10 (at least 3 places) 



Central France

First wintering : less than 100 Cranes in 1999-2000

Maximum observed number : 12 000 Cranes in 2009-10 (at least 3 places) 



Aquitaine

First wintering : 25 Cranes in 1977-78

Maximum observed number : 50 500 Cranes in 2009-10 (at least 5 places) 



Other places

Baie de l’Aiguillon : first wintering

observed in 1982-1983

Less than 100 Cranes each year

Puydarrieux lake : first wintering in

the late 1990ies 

158 Cranes in 2001-02 increasing to

2 500 in 2009-10 

Camargue : unknown before the 1990ies

(outside the migratory route), some tens after, 

then some hundreds up to 1 000 in 2009-10 



Total numbers of Eurasian Cranes 

wintering in France

Considering a total population on the western flyway of about 

250 000 Cranes, more than a third spent last winter in France.



Wintering Cranes and 

evolution of minimum 

temperatures in 

Lorraine 



Wintering Cranes in 

France and evolution of 

minimum temperatures in 

France



years 3 au 7 8 au 12 13 au 17 18 au 22 23 au 27 28 au 4 5 au 9 10 au 14 15 au 19 20 au 24 25 au 29

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1998

February March

1998

1999

2000

2002

2003

2004

more than 50 %

more than 40 %

more than 30 %

more than 20 %

more than 10 %

less than 10 %

Chronology of spring migration in

Lorraine in the last 20 years

(% of Cranes observed for 5-days periods)



Conclusion

• Climate warming have already evident consequences on Cranes in 
France as observed too in other countries of western Europe

• Winter temperature increase, decrease of snow thickness and 
duration (without a decrease of water quantity) have positive effects 
on Crane staging and then wintering

• Combined to other factors (food availability, transformation of 
landscapes) climate change contributes to the spectacular evolution 
in Crane numbers and new habits

• Considering the damage induced in some regions, it should be 
useful to understand the limits of this evolution



Thank you for attention !


