
Nation al Wild life Refu ge in Ca lifornia had a liver lead level of less than 0 .3 
ppm. An immature female sandhill illegally shor in Wisconsin in October 1979 
had a lead residue of 1.9 ppm in its liver. Nineteen lessersandhill cranes found 
dead near a power line on March 31, 1981. on the Platte River ncar Kearney, 
Nebraska , had liver lead levels below 1.0 ppm as d id three others found on the 
Platt e in the spr ing of th ree othe r years (1977, 1979, and 1980). Two san dh ill 
cranes that d ied from lightning strikes in Ne braska in March 1978 h ad liver lead 
levels of 1.6 ppm and 1.2 ppm and anothe r crane fou nd dead from an u nk nown 
cause on the Platte River had a lead level of 4.3 ppm detecte d in its liver. Three 
crane carcasses found on the Plane River in March 1982 had liver lead levels 
of 5.6 ppm , 4.3 ppm , and 2.6 ppm . Trauma was determ ined as cause of death 
for the first two cases and myositis diagnosed in the third crane . 

Captive Cases. 

Two of three captive-reared, juvenile sandhill cranes kept for public display 
at a county park ncar Stevens Point , Wisconsin, died within five days of each 
other six months after their arrival at the park. 

At necropsy, both birds were in excellent body condition with good deposits 
of su bcut aneous and mesenteric far. One weigh ed 4. 2 kg an d th e other 4 .6 kg. 

Gizzard pads of both birds were leathery. One crane's gizzard con ta ined two 
macerate d , unspent . 22 caliber rifle camidges. The gallbladd er of th is hird was 
engorged with bile. Chemical analysis of the liver for lead was 30. 0 ppm and 
coppe r was 6. 7 ppm (we t weight). 

The second crane had obvious bile staining of the vent area and the gizzard 
pads were bile-stained . A well-worn, copper-coated penny was found in the giz­
zard con tents. Lead concentration of the liver was 24.0 ppm and the copper 
level was 9. ) ppm (wet weight). Tests conducted on spleens, intestines, livers, 
and kidneys were negative for pathogenic bacteria. Histological examination 
showed a mild nephrosis and hepatic hemosiderosis. The final diagnoses for both 
captive cranes was lead poisoning. 

Experimental Case. 
A crippled adu lt female greater sandhill crane , fou nd in th e wild with a por­

tion of its left wing missing was submitted by the In ternat ional Crane Founda­
tion to the NW HL onJu ly 2 , 1976. Th e wing stu b had healed , but weight of 
the bird (3. 2 kg) was less than no rma l. O n J ul y 5, three No. 4 lead shot (61 3 
mg) were give n pe r os (crane weight 3.4 kg). Blood lead levels remain ed low 
« 1.0 ppm) for 18 da ys and the bird con tinued to gain weigh t. On J u ly 23, 
the crane weigh ed 3.8 kg and an ad ditional dosage of lead . a 59 gm pellet and 
three No . 4 lead sho t. was admi niste red. W irh in 6 days blood lead levels in­
creased from 0 .77 pp m to 9. 7 ppm an d by 10 da ys to 15.0 ppm . By Aug ust 
7, the bod y weight was down to 3.6 kg and blood lead levels had risen to 23.8 
ppm. Respirato ry d ifficul ry was obse rved at this tim e and the bird h ad difficul ­
t}' ho ld ing its head erect. The righ t wing was d rooping no ticeably. Th e follow ­
ing day the crane was found dead and a necropsy was performed . 

Examination of the carcass showed severe pectoral muscle atrophy. The giz­
zard was one-half its normal size. The gizzard pads were hardened and easily 
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pulled from the mucosa. Th e gallbladde r was sligh tly enl arged and liver stained 
from bile retention . No significant bacteria. viruses. or parasites werefound upon 
laboratory assays. 

- Lead concentrations in tissues were liver 26.3 ppm, spleen 10.6 ppm, kidney 
13.2 ppm , brain 12.3 pp m, and bone 37.2 ppm . No acid fast int ranuclear in­
clusion bodies similar to those often found in lead poisoned mallards were found 
upon m icroscop ic examinat ion of the liver and kid ney (Locke et at. 1966). 

DI SCUSSION 
Lead concentrations in the livers of sandhill cranes we diagnosed as dying 

from lead poisoning are compatible with that reported by Kennedy ct at. (1977) 
from a crane that di ed following ingestion of lead -based paint. Similarily, the 
level of lead concentrations from these sandhill cranes has been reportedforother 
avian species d ying of lead toxicity (Bagley er at. 1967, Clausen and W olstt up 
1979, Cook and Trainer 1966 , Del Bono and Bracha 1973). Common loons 
(Cavia im m er) that had accide nt ally ingested fish ing sinkers had liver lead con­
centrations similar to those we detected in the cranes (Locke et al. 1982). The 
sandhill crane found in th e wild and sub sequ ently euthanized (Case Two) in­
dicates that some individuals may develop high levels of lead in the tissues before 
finally dying. This crane was obviously impaired as was evidenced by its severely 
emaciated state. 

Diagnoses of lead poisoning in two captive cranes on display in a park em­
phasizes the importance of informing the public of the potential hazard of throw­
ing shiny objects containing lead into pens where such birds are retained . 
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