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A Letter from Our PresidentA Letter from 
the President

Dear Friends,

I am both proud of the work that CCCC accomplished in 2023 and excited about 
our future! 

This past year we significantly expanded our educational programming to raise 
“crane awareness” and to teach children and adults about our Rocky Mountain 
Greater Sandhill Cranes. As a result, we succeeded in reaching thousands of people 
with our crane educational programs, more than in any previous year since CCCC 
was founded in 2012. 

Our on-the-ground habitat improvement program, Crops for Cranes, now includes 
195 acres and continues to expand as more farmers opt to participate in this 
program on behalf of cranes. The cranes have discovered these crops for cranes 
areas and are making good use of them during fall staging in the Yampa Valley. Our 
70-acre Crane Sanctuary that we lease from a crane-friendly farmer attracted more 
than 200 cranes in early September - just in time for crane-viewing activities that 
took place during the 12th annual Yampa Valley Crane Festival.

Our live-streaming nest camera project continues to attract an ever-expanding 
audience. 2023 saw a significant increase in the number of people who both 
watched the live stream and viewed the highlight videos. Over the three years that 
the nest camera has operated, there have been more than 40,000 views of the live 
stream and more than 38,000 views of the highlight videos. The live stream camera 
project allows the public to witness both the magic and the challenges of crane 
nesting and to gain a deeper appreciation of this iconic species. It also brings home 
the importance of wetland habitat for cranes and other wildlife.

The Yampa Valley Crane Festival continues to bring thousands of people into 
the Yampa Valley to experience the miracle of cranes and to learn about the 
important environmental issues that impact cranes and other wildlife. In 2023 the 
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festival consisted of more than 46 individual events that included expert speaker 
presentations, workshops, bird walks, films, family activities, and more. The 
excitement generated by the festival helps to attract more people every year to our 
crane cause.

In 2023 the CCCC board added four new dynamic directors to its line-up (See 
Board Director section of this impact report). Also in 2023, three long-serving 
board members who have been integral to the success of our organization stepped 
down from active to emeritus status. We are grateful for the dedication and service 
that our board members have given to the “crane cause” over the years.  In 2024, 
CCCC’s Board will continue to provide “big-picture” direction and strategy to 
ensure that our mission of protecting and conserving Rocky Mountain Greater 
Sandhill Cranes and their habitat is fulfilled.

Thank you to our staff, board, volunteers, and donors for your support of CCCC in 
2023. We could not do our work without your help. We look forward to 2024 and 
continuing our efforts to ensure these iconic birds will be here for our children and 
grandchildren to enjoy and appreciate.

Sincerely,

Nancy Merrill
President
Colorado Crane Conservation Coalition, Inc.

Photo by Linda Sussman
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COLORADO CRANE 
CONSERVATION COALITION

OUR MISSION
Colorado Crane Conservation Coalition (CCCC) conserves and 
protects the Rocky Mountain Population of Greater Sandhill 
Cranes and their habitat using science and education to connect 
people with this iconic species.

GOALS
•  Achieve crane awareness, education, and appreciation 

among people in Northwest Colorado and beyond

• Better ascertain the status of cranes in Northwest Colorado 
and increase conservation actions

•  Have a sustainable population of Greater Sandhill Cranes 
along the Rocky Mountain flyway with sufficient habitat 
available for them to thrive

OUR VISION 
CCCC is the collaborative leader in fostering long-term 
sustainability of the Rocky Mountain Population of Greater 
Sandhill Cranes.

02

03

01
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NEW THIS YEAR
CCCC expanded its staff by hiring its first 
part-time Operations Coordinator and first 
Executive Director.

CCCC held its first Crane Migration 
Celebration, an event to celebrate the return 
of cranes to Northwest Colorado in the spring 
and to help raise money for CCCC programs. 
The fundraiser attracted new friends to the 
“crane cause” and raised over $9,000 in its 
inaugural year.

For the second year in a row, CCCC was voted 
in the top three of non-profit organizations 
in the Yampa Valley in the Best of the Boat 
competition.

For the first time, CCCC offered a program 
to honor all its Crops for Cranes partners, 
featuring a talk by Clark Harshbarger, Director 
of Stewardship of MAD Agriculture, 
a regenerative agricultural 
consulting company.

Crane attire at the Crane Migration Celebration.

Board Member, Pam Rolfes, presenting at 
the Crane Migration Celebration

Erin Gelling, Executive Director and Steph Appel, 
Operations Coordinator at the Yampatika Fall 
Festival

Photo by Morning Light Photography

Photo by Morning Light Photography
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COMMUNITY EDUCATION PROGRAMS
CCCC educates Yampa Valley residents about cranes through community programs 
throughout the year. This year, CCCC presented a fun and engaging program to 16 
adults at Casey’s Pond about the wonderful characteristics of cranes. CCCC also 
presented an interactive program to 27 children ages 5-8 through the Yampatika 
summer camps focused on how cranes are part of the wetland food web and 
how they find food within a 
wetland.

For the second year, CCCC 
participated in the Youth 
Water Festival. During the 
Water Festival, four 5th grade 
classes totaling 93 students 
and teachers from across the 
Yampa Valley were taught 
about wetlands using CCCC’s 
unique interactive wetland 
model. Students learned about 
the different types of wetlands, 
the importance of wetlands 
to cranes, components of 
wetlands (including cranes), 
how wetlands function, and 
what happens when wetlands 
are destroyed by development.

Interactive Wetland Model at the Youth Water Festival

CCCC focuses on education through interactive presentations to people 
of all ages. We educate people about cranes, their habitat, the threats 
they face, and why cranes are important.

Education
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For the third year CCCC successfully offered the public a view of nesting cranes 
through our livestream Nest Camera that is used both as an educational and 
scientific tool. We had over 25,000 views of the livestream and over 13,000 views 
of the 59 highlight videos created this year. Thousands of people watched Rocky 
and Athena, this year’s Nest Camera stars, and sent comments and questions to 
our comment board. Viewers witnessed the cranes battle for their territory and 
navigate the lingering snow as the nesting season was delayed. Viewers also 
watched the cranes build their nest higher after rising water levels threatened the 
nest. And viewers watched the hatching of two chicks, Cinnamon and Sage, who 
were followed for a few weeks after hatching. All the highlight videos from the nest 
camera remain available on our website and YouTube channel and will continue to 
educate people about Sandhill Crane nesting for years to come.
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PROGRAMS ACROSS THE U.S.
This year, CCCC was asked to present at numerous crane festivals and birding 
organizations across the United States. CCCC’s Executive Director presented at 
two separate crane festivals, Monte Vista Crane Festival in South Central Colorado 
and Lodi Crane Festival in Lodi, California. Both presentations used videos from 
our livestream Crane Nest Camera to showcase Sandhill Crane behavior during the 
nesting season. These two presentations reached more than 250 people.

CCCC also presented to Colorado Field Ornithologists and Evergreen Audubon 
about Sandhill Crane conservation in Northwest Colorado. The same presentation 
was given at the 12th annual Yampa Valley Crane Festival, reaching more than 150 
people.

SCHOOL PROGRAMS
For more than 10 years, CCCC 
has educated 3rd grade 
students in the Yampa Valley 
through an interactive and fun 
presentation about Sandhill 
Cranes. This year, our 3rd 
grade program reached 360 
students in 18 classrooms 
throughout Routt and Moffat 
Counties.  This program 
teaches students about the 
cranes’ life cycle and unique 
physical characteristics, 
threats that cranes face, and 
how to tell cranes apart from 
other large birds.

Gisela Garrison and Nancy Merrill present to the Maybell 3rd grade classroom.

Education
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Gisela Garrison and Nancy Merrill present to the Maybell 3rd grade classroom.
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Awareness
CCCC focuses on awareness through annual contests directed at children, teens, 
and adults and through outreach events. Awareness helps instill appreciation and 
love of Sandhill Cranes and generates action to conserve cranes and their habitat.

CCCC reached thousands of people through awareness and outreach events this 
year, including Yampatika’s Fall Fest, Welcome Tent at the Farmer’s Market, Earth 
Day Celebration, 4th of July Parades,  and annual contests. 

During Fall Fest, more than 130 families and children learned about crane migration 
with a fun migration game that follows our Yampa Valley cranes as they migrate 
south to New Mexico.

CCCC had a booth at the Earth Day 
Celebration and Farmer’s Market, both in 
Steamboat Springs, and connected 
with more than 250 locals and visitors 
to spread awareness about Sandhill 
Cranes and the threats that they 
continue to face today.

CCCC donated five framed art photos 
of Sandhill Cranes by photographer 
Abby Jensen to community buildings 
across the Yampa Valley as part of 
the Crane Awareness Project. The 
photos were hung in prominent places 
to raise awareness about these local 
iconic birds.

In September, CCCC worked with 
the Bud Werner Library to display 
a children’s crane book, A Busy 
Week for Salvador the Sandhill 
Crane, in StoryWalk©. Pages of this 
delightful book were showcased on 
stands placed along the core trail in 
Steamboat Springs. The StoryWalk© 
encouraged reading, getting outside, 
and awareness about cranes. StoryWalk© display pages along the Core Trail in Steamboat 

Springs, CO.

4th of July Parade Dancers in Steamboat Springs

You can watch the 4th of 
July Dance here:
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The first week of March was again proclaimed Greater Sandhill Crane Week in both 
Routt and Moffat Counties. This proclamation increases awareness of 
cranes as they are returning to the Yampa Valley. 

         Learn more by watching here:

Read the 
Article here: 
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Contests

CCCC holds 5 annual contests for children, teens, and adults to raise awareness 
of Sandhill Cranes. The contests are: First Crane Sighting Contest, Crane-inspired 
Creative Arts Scholarship Contest, Yampa Valley Crane Festival Poster Contest, 
Crane Photo Contest, and Crane Coloring Contest.

01 The Yampa Valley Crane Festival Poster 
Contest, aimed at 10-15 year-old children, 
encourages the arts, promotes our 
Yampa Valley Crane Festival, and creates 
awareness about cranes in the younger 
generation. We received 12 stunning entries 
from across the United States. The winning 
poster was created by a 14-year-old girl 
who lives in the Yampa Valley.

02

03

The First Crane Sighting Contest helps 
create awareness and excitement about 
cranes returning to their breeding grounds in the Yampa Valley in 
early spring. This year we had 44 entries. The earliest date cranes were 
spotted was March 14th in Moffat County.

The Crane-inspired Creative Arts Scholarship Contest encourages 
Routt and Moffat County high school seniors to learn about Rocky 
Mountain Sandhill Cranes and then to create a work of written or 
visual art that is inspired by these cranes. This year we had 19 entries 
and awarded a total of $10,000 in scholarships to the winners of this 
contest. Both written and visual entries were displayed for the month of 
April in The Depot Art Center in Steamboat Springs.

The winning poster was created by 
14-year-old Antigone Loomis who lives 
in the Yampa Valley.
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04

05

The Crane Coloring Contest 
creates awareness about 
cranes for children of all 
ages inside and outside of 
the Yampa Valley. We had 

over 200 entries this year. All entries 
were displayed at festival headquarters 
throughout the Yampa Valley Crane 
Festival.

The Crane Photo Contest is for both amateur and professional 
photographers and helps create awareness and appreciation of cranes 
and their environment. We received 39 entries in 4 categories this year. 
Photos were taken within the Yampa Valley and throughout the range 
of the Rocky Mountain Population of Greater Sandhill Cranes.

 Taking Turns on Their Precious Egg by Sally Thurston Cranes Go Crazy For Colorado Grass by Randy Weinstein

Sampling of 2023 Coloring Contest Entries

You can see all the photo entries here:
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YAMPA VALLEY 
CRANE FESTIVAL

We presented a successful 12th 
annual Yampa Valley Crane 
Festival in Northwest Colorado 
over Labor Day weekend. 
The festival is CCCC’s largest 
and most significant program 
for raising awareness and 
educating the public about 
Rocky Mountain Greater Sandhill 
Cranes. 

The 4-day festival featured 46 
events, including 3 mornings 
of crane-viewings, 4 films, 
numerous bird walks, several 
workshops, and free speaker 
presentations. Five outstanding 
speakers, all experts in their 
fields, presented talks on 
topics including 50 years of 
crane conservation by the 
International Crane Foundation, 
inspiration for writing birder 
murder mystery novels, cranes 
of the world, the history of the 
Aldo Leopold Foundation, and 
crane conservation in Northwest 
Colorado. Crane-viewing events 
featured cranes flying to and 
from the Yampa River and 
feeding in the fields, as well as 
beautiful rainbows. 

Rich Beilfuss leads a birdwalk on the Core Trail in Steamboat Springs, CO

Festival participants enjoy an early morning crane viewing with Erin Gelling.

Festival participants partake in the annual Carpenter Ranch Picnic
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In 2023 attendance topped 2,492 across all 
festival events by people of all ages.

As part of the festival, we hold 
a Crane Yard Art Display and 
Auction to help raise “crane 
awareness” as well as funds for 
the festival. Twenty-five yard 
art cranes were beautifully 
decorated by local artists 
and auctioned off during the 
festival. We raised $5,775 at 
this year’s auction that will go 
toward covering the cost of 
next year’s festival.

Crane-viewing during the 12th annual Yampa Valley Crane Festival

Participants spot female Cedar Waxwings while on a guided bird walk.

To close the festival a double rainbow graced the skies. 

The Featured Crane was created by local fabric 
artist Lynn Wunder.
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Science & Conservation
CCCC focuses on science to 
better understand Sandhill Cranes 
and their habitat and focuses on 
conservation to improve and restore 
their habitat in Northwest Colorado.

At the end of August CCCC 
conducted its second official Fall 
Staging Count of cranes on their 
staging grounds in the Yampa 
Valley. Eight volunteers counted 417 
cranes in late August. This count 
allows us to monitor cranes during 
fall staging over the long-term and 
also helps us better understand 
which areas cranes use during this 
critical time. Cranes arrived at their 
staging areas later than usual near 
Steamboat Springs, Hayden, and 
Craig this year.

CCCC participates in restoration projects with private landowners, government 
agencies, and other nonprofits across Northwest Colorado. For the second year, 
CCCC worked in coordination with the U.S. Forest Service and Yampa Valley 
Sustainability Council on a wet meadow restoration project in California Park. 
California Park is a Special Interest Area located north of Hayden and important 
breeding area for Sandhill Cranes. CCCC assisted in building rock dams to create 
wet meadows along creeks where cranes nest and raise their colts. Wet meadows 
help to retain water on drier landscapes, creating areas rich in plant and animal 
life that help sustain cranes and other species and benefit the overall health of the 
ecosystem.

CCCC is partnering with Colorado Parks and Wildlife on a Sandhill Crane Nesting 
Database. This database will allow monitoring of crane nests and the local 
population and provide knowledge to help us plan restoration and/or other habitat 
improvement projects. While still in its infancy, volunteers helped record the 
location of dozens of crane nests throughout the Yampa Valley.

Volunteers and scientists partner to create rock dams and wet meadows.
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For three years CCCC’s Crane Nest Camera has provided important insights into 
the behavior of nesting Sandhill Cranes. This year the Nest Camera followed 
crane pair Rocky and Athena as they defended their territory, successfully nested, 
hatched two eggs, and raised two chicks named Cinnamon and Sage. This past 
year the long winter and lingering snow in April delayed the cranes nesting by a full 
week and the eggs were not laid until April 23. Fewer predators were observed at 
the nest this year compared to previous years. Both eggs hatched on the same day, 
May 25, even though the eggs typically hatch one or two days apart. After hatching 
the family left the nest but stayed near the nest for the first few weeks and brooded 
the chicks right in front of the camera.  

Volunteers and scientists partner to create rock dams and wet meadows.

California Park wet meadow restoration.

You can watch the 2023 Nest 
Camera Review here:
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Crops for Cranes
CCCC’s longstanding habitat improvement program, 
Crops for Cranes, works with ranchers, farmers, 
private landowners, and conservation organizations 
to grow and leave grain crops for Sandhill Cranes 
during the fall staging season. Sandhill Cranes that 
stage in the Yampa Valley, especially the young of the 
year, rely on waste grain crops to provide adequate 
nutrition for successful migration to their wintering 
grounds. As grain production has significantly 
decreased in the Yampa Valley, food supplies have 
declined during this critical time when cranes are 
preparing for their migration south. CCCC now has 
195 acres devoted to Crops for Cranes across Hayden 
and Craig, CO.

In 2023 CCCC began leasing and managing its own 
Crops for Cranes field located near Hayden, CO.  
CCCC planted about 30 acres of wheat and 5 acres 
of Kernza, an experimental perennial grain crop that 
does not require tilling and planting year after year. 
More than 200 cranes were seen using this property 
during fall staging.

Learn more about Crops for Cranes here:
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Financials

The Colorado Crane Conservation Coalition, Inc. is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. Gifts are tax 
deductible to the extent allowed by law.

CCCC will continue to provide the public with new opportunities to learn about Sandhill Cranes and the 
threats that they face today. We also will continue to add to the scientific knowledge base in order to better 
protect cranes and their habitat. To do so, we rely on the generosity of volunteers, sponsors, and private 
individuals.

REVENUE SOURCES

Corporations
Other Sources
Fundraising Benefit
Foundations/Non-Profits
Sponsorships
Program Revenue
Individual Donors

6%

8%

9%

73%

1%

3%
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REVENUE USES

Programs
Conservation and Research 
Education and Awareness
Yampa Valley Crane Festival

22%

12% 69%

27%

5%

35%

Administration 
Fundraising
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CCCC
The Colorado Crane Conservation Coalition, Inc. is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
organization. Gifts are tax deductible to the extent allowed by law.

CCCC will continue to provide the public with new opportunities to learn about 
Sandhill Cranes and the threats that they face today. We also will continue to 
add to the scientific knowledge base in order to better protect cranes and their 
habitat. To do so, we rely on the generosity of volunteers, sponsors, and private 
individuals.

STAFF
Erin Gelling, Executive Director
Steph Appel, Operations Coordinator

BOARD OF DIRECTORS OFFICERS
Nancy Merrill, President, Hayden, CO
Van Graham, Vice President, Grand Junction, CO
Karen Whitney, Secretary, Steamboat Springs, CO
GaryPickens, Treasurer, Steamboat Springs and Chicago, IL

DIRECTORS
Harvey Goertz, Steamboat Springs, CO
Barry Kaplan, Steamboat Springs, CO
Karl Mayer, Steamboat Springs, CO
Pam Rolfes, Steamboat Springs, CO
Katie Weeks, Steamboat Springs, CO

DIRECTORS EMERITUS
Barbara Hughes, Steamboat Springs, CO
Abby Jensen, Steamboat Springs, CO
Sharon Jost, Hayden, CO
Gail Kellogg, Steamboat Springs, CO & Chicago, IL
Laura Shindler, Steamboat Springs, CO & Glencoe, IL

CO-FOUNDERS
Barbara Hughes, Steamboat Springs, CO
Nancy Merrill, Hayden, CO

Thank you!
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Thank you!

Photo by Tresa Moulton



Colorado Crane Conservation Coalition, Inc.
40625 CR 69A Hayden, Colorado 81639

970-276-1933

info@coloradocranes.org

ColoradoCranes.org

Colorado Crane 
Conservation Coalition, 

Inc. works to conserve and 
protect Rocky Mountain 

Greater Sandhill Cranes and 
their habitat through science 

and education.

Photo by Pablo Hadzeriga


