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The Corncrake (Crex crex) in Croatia

Dragan Radovic & Vlatka Dumbovic

1. Introduction

Historically, very littleresearch on corncrakeswas
donein Croatia. Written data about the ecology
and size of the corncrake population exists for
only one Croatian breeding site (ScHNEIDER-JA-
coBy 1991, R.ape 1991). Therefore, up to now
population estimates were based on rough as-
sumptions (Green et a. 1997). During the past
decade, some new breeding siteswere discover-
ed and investigated, and now a more accurate
estimation of the recent status of corncrakesin
Croatia can be given. As the majority of datais
not yet published, the name of the person who
gavethosedataisgivenin parenthesis.

2. Development of knowledge about the
corncrake population in Croatia

Thefirst data about corncrakesin Croatia dates
from the end of 19" century and were collected
by random observations during breeding and mi-
gration, but without accurate dataabout the size
of corncrake populations. The only conclusion
from this dataisthat corncrakes were abundant
as breeding birdsin the floodplains of the Sava,
Kupa and Drava rivers in lowland Croatia and
were recorded only as migrant in coastal wet-
lands (KraLJ 1997).

More precise data of the size of corncrake
population existsfor only two sitesin the flood-
plains of the Savariver. Datafor Lonjsko, Sunjs-
ko and Mokro polje between Sisak and Stara
GradiSkawere given by ScHNEIDER-JacoBy (1991,
120-200 sing. males) and FLADE (1991, 210-450
sing. males). Investigations of the wet meadows
in the Turopolje region (between the Sava and
Odrarivers near Zagreb) were conducted by the
Croatian Ornithological Society (with financial
support from the Regional Environmental Cent-

re for Central and Eastern Europe) in 1999. Ac-
cording to the counts, this site holds a popul ati-
on of 100-200 singing males.

In all other breeding sites (Fig. 1.) accurate
counts had not been conducted and exact sizes
of these populations are not known. Without
doubt there are even more corncrake breeding
sitesin Croatiato be identified.

3. Distribution and important areas of
corncrake population

Corncrakes breed in suitabl e habitats (meadows
of tall grass) in all three main geographical regi-
ons of Croatia (Fig. 1).

Lowland Croatia holds the most humerous
and somewhat better surveyed populations of
corncrakes. Corncrakes breed in moist, mostly
periodically inundated grasslands along the Sava
river from Zagreb to Stara Gradiska. These are
Turopolje and L onjsko, Sunjsko and Mokro pol-
j€ (ScHNelDER-JAcoBY 1991, R ADE 1991). Besi-
de these there are some smaller complexes of
meadows in the Sava floodplain near Samobor
(D. Radovic), Ivaniaggrad (M. Harcet pers. com.)
and in Jelas polje (M. Setina pers com). Besides
the Savavalley, there are only two known bree-
ding sites - along the Dravariver near Donji Mi-
holjac (Z. Tadic pers. com.) and along the Kupa
river in the Pokupsko basin (K. Leskovar and D.
Radovic pers. com.).

Thereare only three known breeding sitesin
Mountain Croatia - meadows on the Mala Ka-
pela mountains near Plitvice, (G. Lukac pers.
com.), on the Cicarijamountain near Lanisce (D.
Blaz ina pers. com.) and on the polje Krbavsko
polje (K. Leskovar pers. com.). These meadows
are situated at an altitude between 500 and 800
m adl.
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In Mediterranean Croatia only one site is
known. Thisis polje Pasko polje along the Ceti-
nariver (Fig.1. K. Leskovar and D. Radovic pers.
com.), a an atitude of 380 m adl.

Key Sites for corncrakes in Croatia are wet
pastures and hay meadowsin|low intensity agri-
cultural areasalongthe Savariver: Turopoljeand
Lonjsko, Sunjsko and Mokro polje. Habitats on
these sites are the most suitable for corncrakes
and hold the most numerous populations. For
example, density of calling corncrakesreaches 13
males/km in the Turopoljeregion (V. Dumbovic).
Grasslands in that part of the Sava river flood-
plainareused asaretentionbasinfor surplushigh
water from the Sava river in time of floods and
arenot appropriatefor intensive agriculture. Tra-
ditionally, extensive agriculture with low cattle
numbers and without intensive hay production
benefitsthe corncrakes.

4. Size and development of national
corncrake population

4. 1. Size of national corncrake population

Realistic estimates of the population of corncra-
kes are known for two key sites. The Turopolje
region holds 100-200 singing males (authors,
1999) and L onjsko, Sunjsko and Mokro poljeheld
210-450 in 1990. (FLApe 1991). Accurate data
on numbers on other sites are unknown and we
canonly estimatethesizeof population based on
recent sporadic daytime counts. Ivanicgrad, the
Pokupsko basin, Jelas polje, Donji Miholjac, Plit-
vice and Krbavsko polje hold populations of at
least 20-40 singing males and Samobor, Cicarija
and Pasko polje hold 10-20 singing males. Ap-
propriate counts of corncrakesonthesesiteswill
probably result in larger numbers because habi-

Figure is not available

Figur e 1: Distribution of breeding sitesof Corncrakein Croatiain the period 1990-2000.

50



Rapovic, D. & Dumsovic,V.: The Corncrake (Crex crex) in Croatia, p. XX-XX

tats are good for the breeding of corncrake and
only small parts of these areas were surveyed.
Beside that, there are suitable grassland areas,
especially in Mountain Croatia, on which acorn-
crake survey was never conducted. We assume
that there are popul ationsto be discovered.

Based on these data, our estimate of the po-
pulation sizein Croatiais 460-940 singing males
(accuracy of anestimate: 1). Thisestimate agrees
with an estimate of a Croatian corncrake popula-
tion of 500-1000 singing males in 1990 (GrReeN
etal, 1997), although the most breeding sitesthat
hold small popul ation were discovered inthelast
five years and were unknown during the estima-
tion for Green's article. Real population size is
probably larger and we assume that there are
considerably more than 1000 males. For examp-
le, sporadic daytime countsin Turopolje gavean
estimation of 10 breeding pairs (HEaTH & BEvaNs
2000), but after systematic counts on the 800 ha
of meadows and pastures in 1999 and 2000 the
size of the population was estimated at 100-200
singingmales.

4.2. Development of population

Thedevel opment of population cannot be asses-
sed because there are no data about the size of
population of corncrakes before 1990. We can
only say that at the beginning of 20" century corn-
crakes were more numerous in Lowland Croa-
tia. Themain reason for the negativetrend isthe
intensification of agriculture after World War 11.
Occasionally or regularly flooded wet grasslands
on which corncrakes certainly bred, were trans-
formedinto arableland dueto drainage and flood
prevention schemes. Asan example, near Kopacki
rit (wetland in NE Croatia, at the mouth of the
Drava river into the Danube) corncrakes were
not seen after the middle of 1960s. Today, there
are no suitable breeding habitats for corncrakes
in that region (J. & T. Mikuska pers. com.). A
similar exampleisknown in Mediterranean Croa-
tiaz on wet meadows at Vrana lake (near Bio-
grad) corncrakes were last noticed in 1985. In
spite of the declaration of the Special Ornitholo-
gical Reserve, intensification of agriculture took

place, which resulted in loss of suitable habitat
and disappearance of breeding corncrakes. To-
day, Pasko poljeisthe only known breeding site
inthewholeof Mediterranean Croatia. That small
population (10-20 singing males) probably sur-
vived because of thevicinity of thelarge popul a-
tion of corncrakesin neighbouring Livanjsko polje
(inBosniaand Herzegovina). Therewere at least
1000 singing malesin Livanjsko polje before the
recent war in Bosniaand Herzegovina (D. Rado-
vic). During the war, there were very intense war
operations in this area, and we do not have re-
cent dataabout the size of the corncrake popul a-
tion.

5. Threats to the corncrake population

Principal threatsfor corncrakesin Croatiaareloss
of wetlands, abandonment of farming, lossof hay-
meadows, mechani sed mowing, and hunting.

Loss of wetlands is the main reason for the
disappearance of corncrakes during the last 50
years. There are no huge drainage projects in
Croatianow and loss of wetlandsis not a prima-
ry threat. Most of areas that were suitable for
drainageand conversionto arableland arealrea-
dy lost to corncrakes. Building of accumulation
lakes along remaining natural river flows is an
existing threat for corncrakes.

Abandonment of farming is probably the
most important threat. Recent changesin socio-
economic factors caused abandonment of tradi-
tional management of grasslands(hay production
and cattle breeding), which maintained the gras-
slands in good condition for corncrakes. This
threat is the most obvious on key sites for the
corncrakes in the Sava river floodplain. Huge
areas of hay meadows and pastures are abando-
ned: grazing ishighly reduced because the num-
ber of cattle is low and there is no mowing of
grass for hay production in some areas at all. It
resultsin scrub growing, which probably causes
corncrake disappearance. In the Turopolje regi-
on only 30 to 40 % of grasslands are mowed or
grazed every year with amore negative trend in
future (V. Dumbovic). A similar situation exists
inthewhole of Croatia- the worst situationisin
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regions that were influenced by war operations
(1991-1995), which caused total abandonment
of cattle production, once widespread in Moun-
tain and Mediterranean Croatia (breeding sites
Mlitvice, Krbavsko and Pasko polje, Fig. 1). Toa
certain degree, thereisalso loss of hay meadows
caused by forest plantation.

Mechanised mowing. Hay meadows in
Croatia are mowed by tractor-drawn mowing
machines, which causereductioninthebreeding
success of corncrakes. We can assume that on
key sitesat | east first clutchesare not influenced
by thisthreat because mowing startsmostly after
12 July, mowing isslow dueto roughnessof gras-
slandsand it isnot conducted simultaneously over
the whole area.

Hunting. A certain number of corncrakesare
killed during the hunting season for Quail Cotur-
nix coturnix (from 16" August - 30" November).
In Croatia, quails are mostly hunted by Italian
huntersusingillegal methods, (ie, tapelures) even
killing protected species, which local hunters of -
ten tolerate.

6. Conservation status

Corncrakes arefully protected from hunting and
destruction of nests, eggs, and chicksby theNa-
ture Conservation Law (1994) and the Bird Con-
servation Act (1995). Among important breeding
localities, only Lonjsko poljeislegally protected
(Nature Park). A Red Data Book for Birds in
Croatiaisnot published yet.

7. Conservation projects

The only conservation project in Croatia was
conducted by the Croatian Ornithol ogical Socie-
ty inthe Turopoljeregion (key sitesfor corncra-
kes). Raising public awareness, education of far-
mers and promotion corncrake-friendly mowing
was conducted during 2000 with financial sup-
port from the Regional Environmental Centre for
Central and East Europe. The project was ac-
companied by a leaflet with an explanation of
corncrake-friendly agricultural methods. The
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Croatian Ornithological Society with the assi-
stance of the Ministry of Environment organised
the workshop “ The Role of Traditional Agricul-
turein the Conservation of the Corncrake” . Par-
ticipants at that meeting were biologists, agro-
nomistsand local authority representatives. The
conclusions from the workshop and the results
of our corncrake survey will be the basis for fu-
turelegal protection of hay meadows and pastu-
resonwhich corncrake breed. Unfortunately, the-
re is no subsidised programme for farmers that
practice corncrake-friendly farming.

8. Ongoing or planned conservation or
study projects

Preparation of a“ Croatian Action Plan for Corn-
crakes” haspriority in“ Strategy of Conservation
of Biological and Countryside Diversity in Croa-
tia’ (Rabovic 1999) published by the Croatian
government, but theformer still doesn’t exist nor
isitin preparation phase. The Croatian Ornitho-
logical Society plansto continue survey of corn-
crakesin the Turopolje region and in other bree-
ding sites in Croatia. The extent of future work
depends upon the financial situation of the So-

ciety.
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