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Cuckoo Migration 
from Mongolia to 
Zambia and Back

How far would you journey for your favourite 
meal? Well, one cuckoo travelled an incredible 
12,000km!

Scientists have been tracking cuckoos in 
Mongolia and have observed one migrate an 
incredible round trip of 26,000km.

To engage children with cuckoos and their 
migration, scientists collected four cuckoos and 
put tags on them. The tags allowed them to 
watch where the birds travelled. 

They then asked children at a local school to 
name the birds and follow their journeys. 

They decided to call one particular bird Onon. 
They named it after a river nearby.

The birds set off in June last year and were 
carefully tracked. Onon flew from Mongolia all 
the way to Zambia, in southern Africa. That is a 
distance of 12,000km.

Because the cuckoo travelled such a long way, 
it was not expected that Onon would survive the 
journey back. He had to overcome long distances, 
bad weather and predators.

It was, therefore, exciting news in May 
when Onon arrived back in Mongolia. Birding 
Beijing, one of the groups involved in the 
project, commented on social media, ‘‘After an 
epic 26,000km round trip, including 27 border 
crossings, involving 16 countries, ONON is back.’’ 

So, why do cuckoos travel so far? Well, 

according to Chris Hewson, one of the 
researchers on the project, they are following 
their stomachs.

 Cuckoos like to feast on caterpillars. These 
can be found in warm, wet climates. This is the 
climate in Mongolia during the summer. They 
then follow the monsoon season in India to find 
more to eat and then later the wind to the east 
of Africa where there is even more caterpillars to 
find. This keeps them well fed for the year. 

Now that Onon is back, it is time for him to 
set up his territory and have a well-earned rest.  

Photo: A cuckoo. 

Glossary

migrate When animals travel a long 
distance with the change of 
seasons.

round trip Travelling somewhere and then 
back again.

border A real or artificial line that 
separates two countries. 

monsoon The season in Southern Asia when 
there is a lot of very heavy rain.
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What are cuckoos?

• Cuckoos are dove-sized birds. They can be found in 
Europe as well as Africa and Asia. 

• They lay eggs in the nests of other birds. The other 
birds think the new egg is theirs, so they feed the 
chick when it hatches and until it leaves the nest.
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Questions
1. How many countries did Onon travel through? 

   27
   12,000
   18
   16

2. Why was it a shock that Onon completed his journey?  

 

 

 

3. Why did the author use the phrase ‘well-earned rest’ in the final paragraph?  

 

 

 

4. Tick each statement to show whether it is true or false. 
True False 

Onon is named after a local river.
Cuckoos fly so far to exercise. 
Onon set off in July.
Cuckoos can be found in Europe. 

 

5. What do you think the scientists will do next?  

 

 

 

6. Summarise the key information in this story in 15 words or fewer.   
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Answers
1. How many countries did Onon travel through? 

   27
   12,000
   18
   16

2. Why was it a shock that Onon completed his journey?  
Accept any reasonable answer that refers to the following: He could have faced 
bad weather; he could have been caught by a predator; because he travelled such a 
long way. 

3. Why did the author use the phrase ‘well-earned rest’ in the final paragraph?  
Accept any reasonable answer that refers to the fact that Onon travelled a very long 
way and deserves a chance to rest, e.g. I think the author used the phrase ‘well-earned 
rest’ because it must be tiring to travel 26,000km and he will need to recover. 

4. Tick each statement to show whether it is true or false. 
True False 

Onon is named after a local river. ✓

Cuckoos fly so far to exercise. ✓

Onon set off in July. ✓

Cuckoos can be found in Europe. ✓

 

5. What do you think the scientists will do next?  
Accept any reasonable answer that suggests that they will continue to study the 
migration of cuckoos, e.g. I think scientists will tag and track more cuckoos to see if 
Onon’s migration is unusual. 

6. Summarise the key information in this story in 15 words or fewer.   
Accept any reasoanble answer that summarises the information from the news article 
in 15 words or fewer, e.g. Onon the cuckoo migrated an impressive 26,000km from 
Mongolia to Zambia and back. 
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