
Guinea-Bissau 

Some Observations on West African (Black) Crowned Crane, Balearica pavonina pavonina 

Mansôa District, August 2017 – August 2018 

 

A trio of West African Crowned Cranes at Mansôa, June 2018 – photo courtesy of Ignacio (Nacho) Morales (Spain) 

 

Synopsis 

From various sources, (principally, African Bird Club (ABC), Birdlife Int’l and Wetlands Int’l), I was alerted 

to the presence of a relatively large and stable population of the Near Threated West African pavonina 

sub-species of Black Crowned Crane, Balearica pavonina* in Guinea-Bissau.  Following are some random 

observations gleaned from four separate visits to the Mansôa district of Oio Region at regular intervals 

from 31 August 2017 until 26 August 2018.  On all four occasions the bird was present, but in varying 

numbers.  While the bird appears locally fairly common, in more than one area, it is threatened by 

farmers who hunt the bird for food and persecute it as a pest for damaging rice crops.  

 

* The one other sub-species, ceciliae, is found in eastern Africa from Chad eastwards. 



Description 

Black Crowned Crane seems to be quite well known, at least in central Guinea-Bissau, by its popular 

creole name, Ganga.  Most children in the Mansôa area recognize the bird by name and illustration and 

can probably lead the interested birder to find it.  Captured birds are sometimes sold in markets and 

kept in private gardens.  For the armchair birder, a small flock of captive birds can be seen at the smart 

La Paillote Hotel at Cap Skirring, Casamance, Senegal. 

 

Habitat 

I found the bird on each occasion at different sites around Mansôa township (within a radius of approx. 

10kms).   On the first occasion, (31 August 2017) a small flock was present in flooded habitat.  Later, 

greater numbers were encountered in the drier season (December – June).  The bird is a denizen of the 

bolanhas – Bissau-Guinean creole for the flat, floodplain rice fields that are typical of the topography of 

western Guinea-Bissau.  The entire region is very low-lying and can be periodically inundated by brackish 

waters from the swampy coast.  In some areas, the perimeters of the bolanhas are bordered by 

mangroves.  The fertile soils are managed through periodic draining and damming by local farmers for 

cultivation, mainly during the West African monsoon season: July – November.   The rest of the year, the 

fields lie dry and fallow. 

 

Typical bolanha habitat in dry season (December), most of the rice already harvested 



Locations 

According to the Guinea-Bissau representative of the African Bird Club, Hamilton Monteiro, the most 

accessible site in Guinea-Bissau to see the bird is in Mansôa district of Oio Region, (60 kms NE of the 

capital, Bissau).  Driving time on a (mostly) sealed road is around 1.5 hours.  

 

 

 

According to research published by Wetlands International*, the cranes in Guinea-Bissau are part of the 

same sub-population as those in the Casamance of Senegal, where they breed.  According to the same 

source, the Guinea-Bissau crane population has been recorded at four IBAs (Important Bird Areas): 

- Rio Mansôa and Gêba estuary 

- Lagoas de Cufada - (where I have twice visited but not seen any cranes) 

- Rio Tombali, Rio Cumbija and Ilha de Melo - (not visited) 

- Cantanhez Forests - (visited once, but cranes not observed). 

 

* Dodman, Barlow, Sá and Robertson: Important Birds Areas in Guinea-Bissau, Wetlands International, 2004   

 

Population  

The West African Crowned Crane is gregarious, highly mobile, and appears to move in tight flocks to 

preferred feeding sites.  It is easily spooked and generally keeps its distance from humankind.  It is 

reputed by the locals to roost as a close group in a copse of trees some distance from the Mansôa site, 

although this was not observed.  The number of birds observed on the four occasions varied (inasmuch 

that recordings were only made on one-day visits): 

31 August 2017: four birds observed in flight then landed to join a small group (10-12 birds) in rice fields.  

Only distant views were managed from the main bridge before Mansôa township.  The bolanhas were 

then muddy from the recent heavy rains. 

 

   



24 December 2017:  Excellent views of a large group (60-70) in dry bolanhas just south of Mansôa.  Near 

the flock was a large group of Glossy Ibis, Plegadis falcinellus, (50+) which according to my companion, 

ABC Rep. Monteiro, was highly unusual to see so many of these locally uncommon birds together.  

Another sighting of only three birds was made at a traditionally reliable site for the birds near a village 

east of Mansôa.  Here we encountered hunting pressure from local farmers (see commentary below). 

 

 

Part of a large party of cranes (50+) feeding in grassland dotted with mangroves (December) 



 

30 June 2018: Another highly satisfying visit, this time with companion Nacho Morales (to whom I owe a 

vote of thanks for the use of his photos).  Some 50+ birds observed at the edge of a bolanha north-west 

of Mansôa.  This being the dry season, it was easier to cross the bolanhas to obtain photos. 

 

The crane can be at times quite confiding, but this is rarely the case – photo by Ignacio Morales 

 

25 August 2018: Only five birds observed in a flooded field from the bridge by the roadside south of 

Mansôa (same site as previous August).  Visits to the other sites (December and June) were unsuccessful 

in finding any cranes. 



My observations tend to confirm the Wetlands International research that the birds are more commonly 

encountered in the drier December – April period.    

 

Threats and Conservation 

On our visit to good crane habitat in December, we discovered that there was heavy hunting pressure 

on the local crane population by local farmers shooting the birds.  Quizzed by the ABC Rep. Monteiro 

and myself, the local headman claimed that the cranes needed to be shot because they were damaging 

rice crops by landing in the fields and flattening the rice stalks.  (Undoubtedly, the cranes also serve as a 

secondary food source).  We visited one farmer who proudly showed us the heads of two cranes he had 

shot earlier the previous morning. 

Hamilton requested a meeting with the local authorities to discuss the matter.  In the meeting, the ABC 

Rep. urged the headmen to alert local communities of the near threatened status of the bird and to try 

and introduce a sensitization campaign to educate local farmers of the need to conserve the species.  

However, without sustained financial support and incentives for conservation, including from the 

government conservation authorities, the crane will undoubtedly continue to be persecuted. 

 

 

Hamilton grimly inspects the remains of two birds shot by a local farmer 



 

 

ABC Guinea-Bissau Rep. Hamilton Monteiro educating a local farmer on conservation for the cranes 

 



Other common avian species 

During our searches for the Crowned Crane, we encountered a rich variety of bird life attracted to the 

wetlands and grassy habitat.  The principal non-migratory species almost always encountered in, or 

close to, the bolanha habitat of the Crowned Crane were: 

Long-tailed Cormorant, Phalacrocorax africanus 

Pink-backed Pelican, Pelecanus rufescens 

 

Pelicans, Little Egret, Egretta garzetta, and Black Herons, Egretta ardesiaca – the abundance of avian life was impressive 

 

Grey Heron, Ardea cinerea 

Black-headed Heron, Ardea melanocephala 

Squacco Heron, Ardeola ralloides 

Cattle Egret, Bubulcus ibis 

Intermediate Egret, Egretta intermedia 

Green-backed (striated) Heron, Butorides striata 

Sacred Ibis, Threskiornis aethiopica 

Hamerkop, Scopus umbretta 

Glossy Ibis, Plegadis falcinellus – only encountered on the December visit 



 

Bonalha hosting a large flock of Glossy Ibis (50+) in December 

 

White-faced Whistling Duck, Dendrocygna viduata 

Spur-winged Goose, Plectropterus gambensis 

Hooded Vulture, Necrosyrtes monachus 

Eurasian Marsh Harrier, Circus aeruginosus 

Black Crake, Amaurornis flavirostra 

Allen’s Gallinule, Porphyrio alleni 

 

Juvenile Allen’s Gallinule (left) and sub-adult (right) – (?) 

African Jacana, Actophilornis africana 

Senegal Thick-Knee, Burhinus senegalensis 

African Wattled Lapwing, Vanellus senegallus 

Spur-winged Lapwing, Vanellus spinosus 



  

 

 

A local fisherman punts his canoe through wetlands at the edge of the bolanhas at Mansôa 
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