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North American bald eagles will continue being protected by the Endangered Species Act at least until June 29. 

A Minnesota federal judge Wednesday extended a Feb. 16 deadline for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to decide whether to
remove the bald eagle from the act's protection. 

Fish and Wildlife first proposed delisting the bald eagle in 1999, but the plan, beset by protests and lawsuits, several times has been
shelved for further study.

Listed as endangered or threatened since 1978, bald eagles have recovered from a national population of 417 pairs in the 1960s to
an estimated 10,000 pairs now in the contiguous states.

Minnesota District Judge John Tunheim initially ordered the February deadline to settle a lawsuit involving proposed development of
land that contains eagle habitat, which the Endangered Species Act protects. 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service requested the June deadline to complete additional analysis of guidelines proposed for eagle
management after delisting, according to a Fish and Wildlife spokesman.

In Arizona, where eagle delisting is the subject of a federal lawsuit and the state recently completed a new plan to manage eagles,
the new deadline brought harmony to a sometimes acrimonious sphere.

"It's a very interesting area of discussion. We're interested to see the outcome," said Eric Gardner, chief of non-game species at the
Arizona Game and Fish Department, which supports delisting. 

He said the new deadline will not affect eagle management in the state.

"Delaying the delisting of the bald eagle is a wise move," said Kieran Suckling of the Center for Biological Diversity. The Tucson
conservation group is suing Fish and Wildlife Director H. Dale Hall and his superiors for ignoring the advice of biologists to extend
endangered species protection to Arizona's eagles, which currently number around 40 breeding pairs. 

Suckling supports delisting eagles nationally, but joins a considerable chorus of protest against a key provision in Fish and Wildlife's
postdelisting plan.

The provision has been publicly criticized by top eagle biologists and privately by Hall in an internal document, although Hall said he
supports the plan approved by his superiors in the Department of Interior.

The debate hinges on the meaning of the word "disturb." A federal law that would protect eagles after delisting bans the "taking" of an
eagle, which includes disturbing the birds.

Fish and Wildlife has proposed a new view of what constitutes a disturbance. 

The proposed guidelines would allow developers to mow down trees, build and conduct other activities around eagle nests. Activities
would stop only if they resulted in an eagle's death or injury or abandonment of its nest. 

Wildlife biologists have recommended continuing to use the time-honored meaning of "disturb," including activities likely to result in
death, injury or nest abandonment. 


