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The Corncrake (Crex crex) in The Netherlands

Kees Koffijberg

1. Introduction

According to the numerous local names known
in various parts of the country, corncrakes once
probably bred in high numbers in The Nether-
lands.

2. Development of knowledge about the
corncrake in The Netherlands

Now, asin all of its breeding areas (GReen et
al. 1997), numbers have decreased due to the
impact of earlier and more frequent mowing
and habitat |oss. First reportson declineswere
aready made in the 1920s BraaksmMA 1962).
Figures on population size are only available
since the 1960s. After Braaksma's review
(1962), surveysin 1968 and 1969 revealed the
first actual estimate of the Dutch breeding po-
pulation of 875 calling males (VAN DER STRAA-
TEN & VAN DEN BercH 1970). In thisperiod, an
extensive ringing and survey programme was
started up along the Rhine and Waal rivers(Van
DEN BerGH 1974, 1991), which at that time held
the highest breeding densities. During the pro-
ject (which terminated in 1985) nearly 500 in-
dividuals were trapped and ringed (VAN DEN
BergH 1991). In the meantime, a second im-
portant concentration was discovered in the
Oldambt area in NE Groningen in the 1970s
(Van Eerpen 1983). This population has been
studied from 1979 onwards (VosLAMBER 1989).
Besides, national atlas projects (1973-77, Tei-
xeira,1979; 1978-83, SOVON, 1987) impro-
ved the knowledge on distribution and popu-
lation size. Since 1985, corncrakes are inclu-
ded in annual breeding bird surveys, coordina-
ted by SOVON Vogelonderzoek Nederland
(Bird Census Work The Netherlands).

3. Digtribution and important areas of
corncrake population

At present, there are only four areasin The Ne-
therlandswhich annually havecorncrakes (Fig.1).
Most of these are situated along the Rhine and
Waal rivers, in the provinces of Gelderland and
Overijssel. Apart from these, an important con-
centration isfound in the Oldambt region, in the
province of Groningen. These areastogether, on
average, hold more than 90% of the national po-
pulation. However, during influxes (like 1998)
corncrakes may also be found in other parts of
thecountry.

4. Size and development of national
corncrake population

4.1 Sizeof national corncrake population

As mentioned before, the first real estimate of
thenational population wasmade aslateas 1969,
resulting in an estimate of 875 calling males (Ta
ble1). Sincethen, muchlower numbershavebeen
recorded - in the 1990s even bel ow 100. Obvious-
ly, in 1997, and especially 1998, a marked influx
occurred, with 250 and 525 calling mal es respec-
tively.

4.2 Devel opment of population

Asin other parts of itsrange, corncrakes experi-
enced aseriousdeclineinthepast 50years. This
development can be attributed to earlier and more
frequent mowing, but also to major losses in
wetland habitat and changes of agricultural prac-
tices. Due to inaccuracy of data, estimates of
numbersformerly breeding inthe country remain
uncertain. The downward trend proceeded in the
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1970s and 1980s and reached rock bottom in
1996 (>80% decline). Thistrend is shown by the
numbersin two main corncrake areas, forelands
of the Rhine and Waal and Oldambt rivers (Fig.
2). Both experienced along-term decline - in the
Oldambt area perhaps even 25% annually bet-
ween 1984 and 1992. However, aso large fluc-
tuations occurred, with marked peaks in 1968-
69, 1972-73, 1979 (both areas), 1984 (both),
1985 (Oldambt) and 1997-98 (again both areas).
These peaks possibly are the result of influxes
elsewhere from the breeding range.

5. Habitat

Themost important habitat for corncrakesin The
Netherlands consistsof flood plain meadows, eg.
in 1998 about 65% of al caling males were re-
cordedin such habitats. Oftenthese meadowsare

part of nature reserves managed by the State
Forestry Service or NGOs. Improved grassland
without any protection hardly hold any corncra-
kes as they are already mown just before or du-
ring arrival of corncrakes in Spring (May).
Another large share of the populationisfoundin
crops (in 1998, 30%). However, this only occurs
in the Oldambt area in Groningen, where corn-
crakesexclusively breedin crops, reaching high-
est densitiesinlucerne (alfalfa) M edicago sativa,
caraway Carum carvi and grass-seed (2.5-3.5
calling males/100ha). According to numbers, also
Autumn-sown wheat Triticum aestivum and bar-
ley Hordeum vulgare serve as afavourabl e habi-
tat (35% and 28% of all territories respectively,
N=792 (Vodamber 1989; Koffijberg & Vodam-
ber in prep.). However, densities in these crops
are much lower (0.5-1 calling male/100 ha) com-
pared to the crops mentioned above. Especially
during an influx, small numbers may also inhabit
young forestsand even small uncultivated areas
along the edge of villagesand cities.

Figure 1

6. Conservation status and threats to
corncrake population

Corncrakes are fully protected under The Natio-
nal Bird Act 1936, ie. shooting, collection of eggs
land young and deliberate disturbance are prohi-
bited. Moreover, since 1985 this speciesisinclu-
ded as Endangered and Vulnerable in the Red
Data book Osieck & HusTings 1994). Main
threatsto corncrakesstill consist of mowing prac-
tices. Although many corncrakes breed in flood
plain meadows with aprotected status (especial-
ly aimed at meadow birds like the black-tailed
Godwit), thesemeadowsactually often aremown
during corncrake presence, around the 15th or
20th of June.

7. Conservation projects

However, the high numbers present in 1997 and

Figure 1: Situation of main Corncrakeareasin The
Netherlands, (1) Oldambt, Groningen; (2) forelandsof
river 1Jssel; (3) Forelands of river Rhine and (4)
forelandsof river Waal.
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1998 have stimulated many of the conservational
bodies to undertake actions to prevent (part of)
the reservesfrom being mown in June, and force
adelay till 1st August. Thus, the situation with
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respect to mowing may gradually improveinthe
yearsto come. Moreover, along therivers, many
corncrakes settle in areas which are currently
subject to ecological restoration projects. These
proj ectsinclude abandonment of agricultural ac-
tivitiesand restoration of theoriginal river dyna-
mics. At least in theinitial stage they offer good

breeding opportunitiesfor corncrakes asno mo-
wing occurs. The crop-breeding population in
Groningen only to some extent isendangered by
mowing. Only birds which settle in lucerne are
expected to fail almost completely (as this crop
is mown 3-4 times in June-September). The lar-
ge numbers which are found in Autumn-sown

Tablel: Estimatesof corncrakepopul ationin The Netherlandsin 1969-98. Number refersto calling males. Note
that figuresfor 1997 and 1998 are preliminary asnot all datahave beenreceived yet.

Period Number Accuracy Sour ce

1969 875 1 VAN DER STRAATEN & VAN DEN BERGH 1970

1973-77 100 2 TEIXEIRA 1979

1978-86 150-200/400-600 2 SOVON 1987

1989-91 50-150 3 OSIECK & HUSTINGS 1994

1992 70-90 3 VAN DIXK et a. 1994

1993 50-60 3 VAN DIXK et al. 1996a

1994 50-60 3 VAN DIX et al. 1996b

1995 80-100 3 VAN DIX etal. 1997

1996 40-60 3 VAN DIX et al. 1998

1997 250 3 SOVON unpubl. (preliminary)

1998 525 3 SOVON unpubl. (preliminary)
Figure 2

Figure 2: Trend in Corncrake numbers (number of calling males) intheforelandsof riversRhineand Waal
(River Digtrict)(datavandenBergh, L.M.J. & SOV ON) andinthe Oldambt areain Groningen (dataK . K offijberg
& B.Voslamber, seea so Voslamber (1989), Koffijberg (1993)).
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cereals are not subject to mowing until the end
of July and the beginning of August, and thus
will not be disturbed at all in the main part of the
breeding season. However, actual differencesin
breeding success between various crops are at
present not available dueto alack of field data.

8. Future prospects

Although the corncrake population in The Ne-
therlands at present seemsto bethriving, popu-
|ation developments over the past decadeshave
shown that such peak-occurrences often termi-
nated and were followed by steep declines (Fig.
2). According to this pattern, it seems that the
annual population size has become highly de-
pendent on popul ation devel opments el sewhere
in the breeding range (typical for asinking po-
pulation). On the other hand, the recent influ-
xesin 1997 and 1998 have raised much concern
about disturbance and mowing, which may sub-
sequently result in adapted contractsconcerning
mowing in nature reserves in the near future.
Moreover, more and more areas situated on the
river flood plains (one of the main breeding are-
as) become part in the ecological restoration
programme mentioned before. Both adapted
mowing practices and establishment of nature
reserves along therivershopefully will enhance
breeding opportunities for corncrakes and pro-
vide a firm basis for restoration of the Dutch
corncrake population.

KeesKoffijberg

\bgel bescherming Nederland
P.O. Box 925

NL-3700AX

Zeist

TheNetherlands

or:
SOV ON Vogel onderzoek Nederland
Rijksstraatweg 178

NL-6573 DG

Beek-Ubbergen

TheNetherlands

e-mail sovon@inter.nl.net

92

References

VAN DEN BercH, L.M.J. (1974): Resultaten van
het Kwartelkoning-onderzoek in 1973 en
voorgaande jaren. - Report, Vogelwerkgroep
Grote Rivieren.

VAN DEN BercH, L.M.J. (1991): Status,
distribution and research on Corncrakesin the
Netherlands. - Die Vogelwelt 112: 78-83.

Braaksma, S. (1962): Voorkomen en
levensgewoonten van deKwartelkoning ( Crex
crex L.). - Limosa 35: 230-259.

Van Dix, A.J., HusTtings, E & VERsSTRAEL, T.
(1994): SOVON broedvogelverslag 1992. -
SOV ON-monitoringrapport 1994/03.
SOVON, Beek-Ubbergen.

Van Dix, A.J., Hustines F, Serpsema, H. &
VERSTRAEL, T. (1996a): SOVON
broedvogelverslag 1993. - SOVON-
monitoringrapport 1996/02. SOVON, Beek-
Ubbergen.

Van Dix, A.J., Histings F, SERDSEMA, H. &
VERSTRAEL, T. (1996b): SOVON broedvogel-
verslag 1994. - SOV ON-monitoringrapport
1996/06. SOVON, Beek-Ubbergen.

Van Dix, A.J.,, Hustines F, SeErDpsemA, H. &
MEIER, R. (1997): Kolonievogel sen zeldzame
broedvogels in 1995. - SOVON-
monitoringrapport 1997/06. SOVON, Beek-
Ubbergen.

VaN Dix, A.J., BoeELE, A., ZOETEBIER, D. &
MEelgER, R. (1998): Koloniebroedvogels en
zeldzame broedvogels in 1996. - SOVON-
monitoringrapport 1998/07. SOVON, Beek-
Ubbergen.

VAN Eerpen, M.R. (1983): Kwartelkoning. - In:
Boekema, E.J.,, GAas, P. & HuLscHER, J.B.
(1983) (eds): Vogels van Groningen. -
Bouma' s Boekhuis, Groningen.

Green, R.E., Pocamora, G. & SHAFFER, N.
(1997): Populations, ecology and threats to
the Corncrake Crex crex in Europe. - Die
Vogelwelt 118: 117-134.

KorriBerG, K. Verdwijnt de Kwartelkoning uit
Oost-Groningen? - Limosa 66: 31.



Komeers, K.: TheCorncrake (Crex crex) in The Netherlands, p. xx-xx

Osieck, E.R. & Hustings, F (1994): Rode lijst
van bedreigde soorten en blauwe lijst van
belangrijke soorten in Nederland. - Techn.
rapport Vogelbescherming Nederland 13.
V ogel bescherming Nederland, Zeist.

SOVON (1987): Atlas van de Nederlandse
vogels. - SOVON, Arnhem.

VAN DER STRAATEN, J. & VAN DEN BErGH, L.M.J.
(1970): Voorkomen van de Kwartelkoning
(Crex crex) in Nederland in 1969. - Limosa
43: 138-151.

TeixelrA, RM. (1979): Atlasvan de Nederlandse
broedvogels. - Natuurmonumenten/SOV ON,
‘s Graveland.

VosLAMBER, B. (1989): De Kwartelkoning Crex
crex) in het Oldambt: aantallen en biotoop-
keuze. - Limosa 62: 15-24.

93



