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The Corncrake (Crex crex) in Sweden

Richard Ottvall

1. Introduction

In the 19th century the corncrake Crex crex was
abundant in southern Sweden north to about
6030°N. It occurred in all suitable habitats and
particularly in meadows. The species suffered a
strong decline by the time of modernisation in
farming, that isin the period 1910-1940. In re-
cent times population size has been characteri-
zed by large yearly fluctuations. The main threat
tothesurvival of the corncrakein Swedenisear-
ly mowing of the preferred habitat which means
low breeding success.

2. Development of knowledge about
corncrakes

Thedeclinein Swedenispoorly documented but
corncrakeswere reported to disappear from for-
mer occupied areas aready by the late 1800s

Figure 1.: Important areas of corncrake population in
Sweden.

(Anonymus 1890). Inthe 1920s, distribution was
fragmented in most of the breeding range (Ji-
GERSKIOLD & KaLTHorF 1926). Further observati-
ons of the decline @l over Sweden in the 1930s
led to appealsin faunistic literature and the spe-
cieswas a cause of nation-wide concern (LONN-
BERG 1940).

Since 1968 the corncrake has been monito-
red on the Swedish mainland by spontaneousre-
ports from ornithologists. On three occasions
(1957, 1968 and 1994), SOF (Swedish Ornitho-
logical Society) have organised country-wide
surveys of corncrakes. On the Baltic island of
Oland a detailed survey was carried out in the
1970s. Inthe early 1990s Ottenby Bird Observa-
tory initiated aradio-telemetry study on the south-
ernpartsof Oland (OTTvALL & PeTTERSSON 1998).

3. Digtribution and important ar eas of
corncrake population

Corncrakesareregularly heard in South and Cen-
tral Sweden but rarely north of 6030°N. Three
important areas can be identified within the na-
tional population (Fig. 1). Two areas are found
inthe Baltic on theislands of Oland and Gotland.
The population on the Swedish mainlandis con-
centrated to the central parts and mostly to the
provinces of Uppland and V astmanland.

4. Size and development of national
cor ncrake population

4.1. Sze of national corncrake population

The 1994 SOF nation-wide survey recorded 365
calling corncrake males (Pertersson 1995). There
is reason to believe that 1994 was an exceptio-
nally bad year. The previous year, 1993, amost
500 singing maleswere reported on the Swedish
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mainland only. Thisisthe highest number of sin-
ging malesrecorded onthemainlandin asingle
year in modern times. About 250 males were
heard on Oland and Gotland together in 1994.
Thegood year of 1993 at least 800 males should
have been involved in that year's occurrence.
Numbers of singing corncrake males fluctuate
between 400-1 000 and the accuracy of this esti-
mation is 2 on ascale 0-3 (3 =acensus accurate
to 10 % of the true number).

4.2. Development of population

a. National population trend

Thereisamost no information of the population
sizebeforethe 1958 national census but probab-
ly the national population size reached the low
level of today aready by the late 1940s (RisserG
1988). The 1968 national census suggested are-
covery of the population from the 1950s (Ene-
MAR 1968). In thelast 10 years numbers seemto
haveincreased, at least on the Swedish mainland
(PetTeERSSON 1995).

b. Accuracy of data

The positive trend on the Swedish mainland du-
ring the 1990s is probably not explained by
increased ornithological activity. Oland was sur-
veyedin the 1970s and the 1990swith compara-
ble methodswhile annual fluctuationsin numbers
on Gotland are almost unknown. Hence, intotal,
the accuracy of existing dataisquite high.

c. Populationtrend in restricted areas

In the Springs of 1972-75 singing corncrake ma-
leswere surveyed on Oland and 239 maleswere
heard (RobesranD 1978). Inthe 1994 nation-wide
survey 137 males were reported on Oland (Per-
TERSSON 1994) and another survey in 1997 docu-
mented 90 singing males (OTTvALL & PETTERSSON
1998) and thus confirmed that a decline had oc-
curred on theisland. In the study area on south-
ern Oland, there is no clear trend in number of
calling corncrake males during the period 1972-
1997 (OtTvALL & PeTTERSSON 1998). Corncrakes
have almost completely disappeared along the
east coast of theisland and are restricted to two
rather small core areas.
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An estimation for Gotland suggested around
600 calling malesin thelate 1970s (SOF 1990).
The 1994 survey only recorded around 100 sin-
ging males (PerTersson 1995), indicating ahigh-
er loss than on Oland. Anincomplete survey in
1998, however, recorded about 100 singing ma-
les on arestricted part of the core area of Got-
land (OrTvALL in prep.), which indicatesthat year
by year fluctuations arelarge.

While corncrake numbers have declined on
Oland and Gotland, Central Sweden has gained
in numbersin the last 10 years. In Uppland for
example, 10-60 corncrake males were reported
annually in the period 1970-85, while 30-135
maleswere reported annually in 1986-1997.

d. Future national population trend

Yearly fluctuations of the national population size
is probably influenced by the influx of corncra-
kes from another source. In the short term the
rather stable population trendin Sweden will most
likely continue, unlessthereisacatastrophic de-
clinein corncrake numbersin Eastern Europe. In
thelong-term, however, asthedestiny of the pre-
sent abundant corncrake populationsisuncertain,
the population in Sweden isseverely threatened.

e. Reasonsfor stable population trend

Studies on Oland suggest low reproductive suc-
cess of corncrakes trying to breed there due to
early mowing (OttvaLL & PeTTERsson 1998).
There are few incidents of confirmed breedings
on the Swedish mainland in the past 20 years
(RisserG 1996). The median date of thefirst har-
vest of silage and hay fields hasbeen brought for-
ward morethan two weeksin Swedeninthelast
25 years (OrTvALL & PeTTERSSON 1998). Hence,
the development in farming practices has not been
beneficial to corncrakes. Indicationsthat the na-
tional populationisnot viablefavour theideathat
the population is supported by immigration.

5. Threatsto corncrake population

Themajor threat isearly mowing whichin most
cases prevents hatching of young in the prefer-
red habitat. The predominant method of mowing
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isoutside-in, towardsthe centre, whichisafurt-
her threat in the event there are young that are
not able to run fast enough.

Drainageand ahomogenousfarminglandscape
givefew alternative habitatsfor breeding attempts
to the grasd and managed for silage and hay.

Along the east coast on Oland intensive gra-
zing by cattle on shore meadows prevents corn-
crakesfrom settling in thispreviously used habi-
tat.

6. Conservation status

By law the corncrake is fully protected under a
schedule of the Wildlife Act. Inthelatest edition
of the Swedish Red Data Book (AHLEN et al.
1996) the corncrake was elevated from the cate-
gory " case-demanding” to " vulnerable’.

7. Conservation projects

Small subsidiesfrom alimited budget have been
paid to farmers in our study area on southern
Oland for corncrake-friendly management. Cor-
ners of fields have been set aside from mowing
or grazing during the corncrake breeding season.
Paymentshave worked well and corncrakeshave
been found to breed successfully in some of the
areas set aside.

8. Ongoing or planned conservation or
study projects

The Corncrake Project on southern Oland is in-
tended to continue, butinwhat formisdtill unclear.
Hopefully, it will be possible to undertake action
for corncrake-friendly management on Oland and
in Sweden on alarger scalein the near future. In
Centra Swedenfield work including redio-tracking
of corncrake males was conducted in 1998. This
project islikely to continue for some years.
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