
WATTLED CRANE REARING PROTOCOL 
 

Treehaven Waterfowl Trust, South Africa. Heidi Cline. 
(Protocol also used successfully on Blue & Crowned Cranes.) 

 
 
SETTING UP A BROODER/REARING PEN FOR A NEWLY HATCHED CRANE CHICK 
 
The brooder should be thoroughly washed and then disinfected before use. Use Virkon and then diluted bleach. Cover the floor with 
coarse washed river sand. The size of the pen should be about 40cm by 100cm initially. A 250 watt infrarubin lamp should be placed in 
the center of the pen about 30cm above the floor. Place a light coloured towel directly below the heating lamp so that initial droppings 
can be closely monitored. Make sure the towel has no frayed edges which the chick could ingest or get tangled on. Also ensure that at 
least the two long sides of the towel are held down firmly by a barrier. A plastic invertible drinker with fresh water should be placed in 
the centre of one half of the pen. A flat bowl with dampened food should be placed in the centre of the other half of the pen. A mirror 
(25 X 25cm) should be placed at one end of the pen. For the first 5 days, the chick needs to be free from any draft so it is best to keep all 
outside doors closed.  
 
Newly hatched chicks need only be given water, dribbled onto their beak every two hours, until the first feces are passed. Only after the 
first feces, begin offering food, fully costumed, from a crane puppet with a red (optional but it helps!) spoon every 2 hours (6am to 
10pm). 
 
From day 2 or 3 (depending on individual chicks’ strength) regular daily exercise must begin according to the crane rearing timetable.  
 
As the chick gets older, the rearing pen size may be increased and the chick may be allowed to utilize an outdoor extension of their pen 
for a portion of the day and in between exercise sessions. 
 
 
COMMON PROBLEMS 
 

1) Constipation in chicks up till 7 days of age as they change over from eating yolk to solid food: As soon as droppings stop and/or 
appetite decreases, stop feeding and take chick to a small basin of warm (30˚C) water of 12 to 15cm depth. Let chick swim for 5 minutes 
(or less if a dropping is passed). Dry off chick with paper towel. Continue this process every hour until a dropping is passed. 
 

2) If a chick has fluid in the respiratory tract it is noticeable by a soft clicking or gurgling noise heard on every breath. Administer 0,1 cc 
of corticosteroid IM such as Prednisolone into the breast, once a day for 3 days unless the noise ceases before that. 
 

3) Daily and close observation of leg development is essential. If there is any doubt as to whether the legs are developing straight, 
increase the exercise of that chick. This is very much an observation>response>result issue and there are no rules but generally a 
dramatic increase in exercise has a dramatic effect on leg growth. For specific leg problems and corrections thereof, please refer to the 
International Crane Foundation crane manual. 
 
 



 
GENERAL 
 
At age 90 days the following procedures should be conducted: 
 
General health check 
De-worm 
De-lice (if necessary) 
Take blood for DNA sexing 
Insert microchip behind the neck or in breast muscle 
 
From this age it is advised to start socializing chicks together. Watch out for aggression but at this age it is unusual.   
 
For any questions, please do not hesitate to contact Heidi Cline on ak_explorer@hotmail.com 

 
         See below for crane rearing timetable. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
AGE FOOD HEATING WEIGHING COSTUME HUMAN VOICE EXERCISE VISUAL STIMULATION 

1 day 

50% starter crumbles + 
pronutro 50% + pinch of shell 
grit (all moistened.) 10 
mealworms/day, moistened 
on crumbles. Offer food 
every 2 hrs (6am to 10pm). 

Infra-rubin lamp 
30cm above floor 

Daily. Chick should 
lose weight on first 
two days. 

Full costume and 
puppet at all times 
when with chicks. 

No human 
voices. 

2 short walks of 50 m 
per day. None. 

3 
days     

Daily. Should put 
on 5 to 10% body 
wt per day. More 
than 10% per day 
means the chick is 
not exercising 
enough.     

4 walks daily of 100 
m.   

5 
days           

4 walks daily of 200 
m. 

Visual exposure to adult 
cranes is good. 

10 
days 

Mix dry pellets w/food. Chick 
should eat on own. Offer 
food each time you are there 
to make sure it gets enough. 

Lamp up to 50cm 
above floor.       

4 walks daily of 400 
m.   

14 
days 

Try go onto 100% pellets, 
with shell grit. (If chick gets 
sick go back to crumbles to 
get it to eat again.) Offer 
chopped spinach or lucerne 
sprinkled over dry food. 

Enlarge pen to 
full size and take 
towel out. 

Weigh every 
second day.     

3 walks daily of 1000 
m. Include swimming 
in wetland but don't 
let the chick get cold.   

21 
days 

MUST be eating only pellets. 
Stop the mealworms. Must 
always have pellets 
available, unless there are 
abnormal leg developments 
caused by growing too fast. 

Raise lamp to 
50cm above 
chick's head. 

Stop weighing 
unless a walk on 
scale is available. 
Weighing in a box 
is too dangerous 
for leg breakages.     

3 long walks daily. 
Length depends on 
chick's strength and 
leg growth (ideally at 
least 1 hour per 
walk.) 

Chick should be allowed 
into outdoor pen during 
part of the day so it can 
see adults and chicks 
next door. 

30 
days   

Raise heat lamp 
to 80cm above 
chicks head and 
continue to 
adjust to this 
distance as chick 
grows.     

Allowed to hear 
human voices 
now. 

2 longer wallks daily 
depending on chick's 
strength and leg 
development (ideally 
at least 2 hours per 
walk.) 

On warm winter days, 
the chick can have 
access to outdoor pen 
10am to 3pm. 

60 
days       

Keepers clean the 
pen without 
costume while 
chick is in pen. Do 
not talk to or 
interact with chick 
& avoid eye 
contact.   

Chick must spend as 
much time outdoors 
as possible w/as 
much walking as 
possible.  

In good weather, chick 
can have access to the 
outdoor pen all day and 
night (heat lamp still 
on.) 

90 
days           

Can leave chick in 
wetland during day. If 
conditions are 
dry/warm enough, 
chick can sleep 
outside.   

 


