Why do cranes stand on one leg?

T V Venkateswaran

Vigyan Prasar

“If they picked up the other leg they would fall over.”


Jokes apart, why, like a yogi in search of nirvana, cranes do tapasya by standing on one leg. The customary explanation adduces unwavering perseverance on the part of the crane as it awaits its prey. So much so, in Tamil people who are persistent and dogged in their aim are alluded to as ‘standing on one leg’. 


Standing on one leg may help to camouflage the crane, as the single leg resembles the reeds and grasses they stand in. The shadow of one leg looks more like a tree when it stands on one foot. You do not see too many trees with two long trunks, do you?


However the explanation appears to be naive. Cranes may need to cheat fish and camouflage themselves; however, given that flamingos eat plant matter, crustaceans, and molluscs, it seems unlikely that they need to develop camouflage to conceal themselves from prey animals. When one considers that the bodies of flamingos are also an outstanding and distinctive pink colour in the wild, it also seems like they may not be entirely successful at masquerading as reeds. It is not just cranes; most birds that have long legs and hunt their food wading in water stand on one leg-flamingos, ducks, geese, swans etc.


There are many plausible reasons to explain why wading birds stand on one foot. First, it allows the raised leg and foot to dry. If you immerse your leg or hand in water for a long time, the oily coat on the surface of the foot (or hand) is washed away. Your skin starts to wrinkle. The same thing can happen to the webbed feet of the flamingo. By changing the leg they stand on, these birds can allow their feet and legs to dry. 


The most likely factor, though, has to do with energy conservation. Bird’s feathers are good insulators of heat. They conserve the body heat, at the same time providing respite from cold ambient climate. The legs of birds like flamingos and cranes do not have feather cover. In cold weather, birds can lose a lot of heat through their legs because the blood vessels there are close to the surface. Moreover, a bird’s leg receives three times as much blood per heartbeat as its major muscles do.


Flamingos and cranes have very long legs, which provide a great deal of surface area for the loss of heat. Therefore there is a greater heat loss through the exposed skin of the legs/feet. Keeping one leg tucked inside their feathers and close to the warm body is another strategy to reduce heat loss.


In short, cranes stand on only one leg at times for much the same reason as we would plunge our hand into the warmth of our pockets on a cold day. But, what about the birds that live on trees? They all sleep with their unfeathered beaks tucked into their body feathers, perhaps for the very same reason. 


If energy conservation is the main factor, one would predict that flamingos would stand on one leg more frequently in winter than in summer. But data collected by ornithologists on captive birds show no significant difference in the proportion of flamingos standing on one leg between different seasons. Perhaps the answer is not simple and various other factors may be  involved. 


While we are not sure why they do it, there is an interesting anatomical mechanism that may help explain how they do it. A flamingo's ankle is where you would expect the knee to be - near the middle of the leg. The knee is actually so far up on the leg that is often hidden by the body. That ankle of a flamingo has something a human ankle does not. It has a joint that can actually snap shut to literally lock the foot-to-leg junction in place. Some scientists think this locking mechanism might be the key to a flamingo's incredible balancing act. 


It is well known that Australian aborigines stand on one leg as a matter of routine; also if one looks closely at a crowd of people standing still, it quickly becomes clear that many of them are standing with more weight on one leg than the other. The question we should perhaps be asking is: why do bipedal animals often rest with more weight on one leg than the other? The mystry is yet to be unravelled. 

