
North American bald eagles have 
been fl ying without a net since Aug. 8, 
the effective date of the U.S. Interior 
secretary’s June 28 decision to remove 
them from the endangered-species 
list. 

An estimated 11,000 bald-eagle 
breeding pairs will be monitored by 
state wildlife programs for the next 
fi ve years in the states they occupy (all 
but Hawaii); Arizona’s eagles number 
fewer than 50 breeding pairs. 

The delisting designation has spurred 
little debate elsewhere, but in Arizona 
it has provoked notable push-back, 
ranging from discussions among tribal 
leaders to a bruising letter from a former 
state eagle-program manager and a 
lawsuit brought by conservationists 
aiming to get Arizona’s desert-nesting 
bald eagles another shot at endangered-
species protection. 

On Feb. 5, the case will be heard in 
U.S. District Court in Phoenix. 

“The government did not follow 
protocol,” said attorney Justin 
Augustine of the Center for Biological 
Diversity, which filed the action 
in January 2007 with Maricopa 
Audubon. 
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The complaint charges that federal 
authorities ignored key evidence in 
deciding against the conservationists’ 
earlier petition to have the Arizona’s 
smaller, lighter eagles designated as a 
distinct population segment that makes 
a unique contribution to the survival of 
the species. The Endangered Species 
Act protects distinct populations. 

Conservationists charge government 
biologists were ordered to make 
scientifi c reports that would lead to 
delisting and play down the loss of 
lake and river habitat for eagles and 
their prey.

Managers of U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service and its parent agency, the U.S. 
Interior Department, both targeted by 
the suit, deny the allegations.

Since the eagle’s change of status, the 
story has made a few turns:

• Richard Glinski, a Tempe biologist 
who led the state’s eagle program 
in the 1980s, wrote to U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Director H. Dale Hall, 
protesting that Arizona eagles were 
improperly assessed in the delisting 
process, having neglected to conduct 
DNA tests and other gambits.

•  Shortly before the delist ing 
announcement, Arizona Gov. Janet 
Napolitano wrote to Interior Secretary 

Dirk  Kempthorne ,  reques t ing 
endangered-species protection 
continue for Arizona eagles at least 
until state tribal leaders were more 
fully consulted. 

• A Fish and Wildlife spokeswoman 
this week said that Southwest regional 
director Benjamin Tuggle met with 
leaders from three tribes since June, the 
Havasupai Nation, the Fort McDowell 
Yavapai-Apache Nation and the 
Gila River Indian Community. No 
agreements were made.

• Arizona eagles continue to be 
supported by the Southwestern Bald 
Eagle Management Committee, a 
collaboration of government, business 
and tribal groups that grew out of a 
1970s program started by Maricopa 
Audubon and the U.S.  Forest 
Service. 
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