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A bald eagle soars north toward Lake Henshaw in this 2006 photograph. The eagles nest established at the lake in 2004 is
said to be populated again this year. File Photo by Don Boomer - Staff Photographer 

REGION: Comeback of national symbol hits snag

By DAVE DOWNEY - Staff Writer 

It was hailed as one of the biggest environmental victories of recent years.

After America's bald eagle population had thinned to a dangerously low 417 breeding pairs in 1963, the widely admired
national symbol rebounded to about 10,000 pairs, prompting federal officials last summer to remove it from the
endangered species list. 

And after being driven out of Southern California by the pesticide DDT and development a half-century ago, bald eagles
have begun to breed once again in the forests of San Diego and Riverside counties.

But an environmental group contends not all is well with the bald eagle, and a federal district judge in Phoenix this month
agreed.

As a result, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service launched a review to determine, by December, whether the 40 or so pairs
of eagles in the desert Southwest are still threatened as a distinct population and deserve to be protected by the
Endangered Species Act. Among other things, the 1973 federal law bars the destruction of an imperiled animal's habitat.

Desert bald eagles were placed under the act's protective umbrella again, temporarily, with the affected area extending
from the Colorado River to the White Mountains in eastern Arizona.

As federal officials try to determine whether permanent protection is warranted, they also are examining whether the
temporary boundaries are appropriate to protect the desert population. Jeff Humphrey, a spokesman for the Fish and
Wildlife Service in Phoenix, said Thursday that officials are trying to find out how much the eagles interact with birds in
California and, depending on what they learn, the final boundaries could cross the state line.

According to the Center for Biological Diversity, the environmental group that sought continued protection, the bald



eagles in Arizona tend to be smaller and lighter, and to breed earlier in the year than bald eagles in other parts of the
country, in order to cope with the hot desert climate.

"The population here may be a closed population, meaning that the birds may be reproducing among themselves,"
Humphrey said. "However, a number of years ago, an Arizona bird that hatched and fledged here went to Temecula and
attempted to breed there, although it was not successful."

Humphrey said that particular female made a nest in the early 1990s near a lake in Southwest Riverside County. The bird's
eggs did not hatch.

Tests determined the eggs contained a byproduct of DDT, the once widely used pesticide that poisoned many bald eagles
and was banned in 1972, Humphrey said. He said the female may have picked up the pesticide residue by eating
contaminated fish.

Humphrey said biologists also know of a more current example of California and Arizona eagles' getting together. He said
one of two eagles breeding near Copper Basin Reservoir in the San Bernardino County desert originally lived in Arizona.

"That's exactly the sort of information that we will be seeking and evaluating," he said. "Depending on the information we
get, the boundaries may change."

Still, Jane Hendron, a spokeswoman for the Fish and Wildlife Service, said it was unlikely the boundaries would be
drawn so wide as to include the eagles nesting in the mountains of San Diego and Riverside counties.

Tom Stephan, a Ramona activist who founded the California Raptor Advancement Group to advocate on behalf of birds of
prey, welcomed the federal review, saying bald eagles could use the extra protection for their habitat.

Preserving habitat in the desert was what the environmental group had in mind when it sought to reinstate protection for
the Arizona eagles.

Will Hodges at the Center for Biological Diversity in Tucson, said in a telephone interview that the group was not trying
to deny that much progress has been made in the effort to bring back the bird.

"Bald eagles nationally are recovering, and it should be celebrated as a national success story," Hodges said. "It's just that
the Arizona population is more fragile. They're smaller. And they breed earlier in the season."

And with mounting pressure on that state's water supply from the exploding growth in the human population there, he said,
there is a danger rivers such as the Verde will be pumped dry.

"You aren't going to have any bald eagle nests if there isn't any water in those rivers," Hodges said.

After disappearing from Southern California in the 1950s, bald eagles have been re-establishing nests at places where
there is water.

Dave Bittner, executive director for the Ramona-based Wildlife Research Institute, said in an earlier interview that after a
seven-decade absence in San Diego County, breeding bald eagles built a nest at Lake Henshaw in 2004. Phil Pryde, past
president of the San Diego Audubon Society, said Thursday the nest is still active this spring.

According to a December news release quoting biologist Marc Stamer, a pair of bald eagles began rearing offspring at
Lake Hemet in the San Jacinto Mountains northeast of Temecula in the winter of 2003.

Federal officials estimate there are 200 nesting pairs in California and nearly 10,000 in the lower 48 states.

"It doesn't get any better than that ---- not only were they delisted nationally, San Diego County even got a pair," Stephan
said.
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Contact staff writer Dave Downey at (760) 745-6611, Ext. 2623, or ddowney@nctimes.com. Comment at nctimes.com.
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