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Bald eagles thrive in Jersey
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From the sprawling forests of the Pacific Northwest to cramped woodlands flanked by development in suburban Mercer
County, the bald eagle has made a comeback across the continental United States. 

Twenty years ago, a pair of bald eagles residing at Bear Swamp in Cumberland County occupied the only known active
nest in New Jersey. Today, 65 bald eagle nests exist across the state, three of which are located in Mercer and Burlington
counties. 

Two of the state's nests are lo cated in Burlington County, one just south of Bordentown on the Delaware River and
another on the Rancocas Creek. 

A third local nest has survived in Princeton, near the border with Middlesex County, since 2004 when it was first
identified. 

That nest has survived "in a wooded lot in a developed area near Carnegie Lake," according to a 2005 Eagle Report by
the state Department of Enviromental Protection's Division of Parks and Forestry's Endangered and Non-game Species
Program (ENSP). The pair of parent eagles has produced chicks each year from 2004 to 2006. 

During each of those years, two chicks from the nest have successfully "fledged," or gained flight feathers. 

The nest has been kept largely free from disturbance, despite its proximity to nearby development, thanks to the efforts of
volunteers and property owners, the ENSP report said. 

The spike in the once-dwindling population of America's national bird is part of a sweeping resur gence that has prompted
federal officials to remove the winged predator from its list of endangered species. 

"We see playing out in each and every state one of the world's great conservation success stories," said Karen Suckling,
policy director of the Center for Biological Diversity, an endangered species advocate. The center recently released a
report that put the national bald eagle population at over 11,000 pairs, up from just 417 in 1963. 

"The bald eagle is flourishing in New Jersey," she added. 

Federal Secretary of the Interior Dick Kempthorne announced this week that the bald eagle would be removed from the
endangered species list after 40 years. Its status had been downgraded from endangered to threatened in 1995. 

The bird is still listed as endangered in New Jersey, and removal from the state's list is "not cur rently" being discussed,
according to Margaret O'Gorman of the Conserve Wildlife Foundation of New Jersey. 

"The removal of the federal listing will impact eagles when they leave New Jersey, but it won't im pact the protection that
eagles and their habitat have" within the state, O'Gorman added. 

The majestic bird of prey, marked by full white feathers at the head and tail and dark brown wings that can span up to
eight feet, needs an undisturbed, protected nesting site that can be diffi cult to find in such a densely populated state. 

Since 1982, the state's bald eagle population has been in the hands of biologists and volunteers from ENSP, which has
maintained a growing eagle population amidst New Jersey's crisscrossing highways and expanding suburban sprawl. 

But when ENSP began its work nearly three decades ago, monitoring and maintenance alone were not going to save the
state's bald eagles. 

At the Bear Swamp nest in 1981, scientists watched as New Jersey's only bald eagle pair failed to successfully hatch an
egg for the sixth consecutive year. 

The pesticide DDT, ingested by the top predators after persistently making its way up the food chain, was weakening the



eagle's eggshells, causing the parents to crush the eggs during incubation. 

In 1982, ENSP biologists replaced the nest egg with an artificial one, removing the real egg and using chickens to incubate
it in captivity, then returning the eaglet to the nest 10 days after it hatched. 

The efforts, continued annually for years, kept the parents from crushing the eggs, but were "not incredibly successful" in
terms of the larger eagle population, according to O'Gorman. 

With young eagle mortality rates as high as 80 percent under normal conditions, "increasing the production from a single
nest was not enough to boost the state's population in a reasonable period of time," wrote the Division of Parks and
Forestry's chief biologist Kathleen Clark in ENSP's New Jersey Bald Eagle Project 2006 report. 

Instead, another state initiative was taking hold. 

Between 1983 and 1988, the ENSP program released 60 young Canadian-raised eaglets in New Jersey. 

The birds needed to survive until they had reached the age of 5, the time at which most young eagles begin reproduction. 

In 1988, ENSP identified a second nest in New Jersey for the first time since 1970. During each subse quent year, the
number of nests has risen, slowly climbing to 11 by 1995, then jumping to 23 in 2000 and 44 in 2004. 

Now, though discussions are not under way, officials acknowledge that the federal decision to no longer call bald eagles
"threatened" could lead the state to reconsider the bird's standing at some point in the future. 

"In light of the federal de-listing, we may re-evaluate the eagle's status, but because of ongoing concerns it is likely to
remain on the state's threatened lists," said Dar lene Newhouse, spokeswoman for the state Department of Environmental
Protection. 

Wary of any human presence, bald eagles usually choose to nest at the top of the tallest tree in a quiet forest, somewhere
near a sustainable water source with ready access to the fish that make up most of its diet. 

Most of New Jersey's bald eagle nests are located in the southwestern part of the state, near where fresh water moving
through Salem and Cumberland counties flows into the Delaware River and the Delaware Bay. 

Others are scattered northward along the Delaware River and at various inland reservoirs, including at least eight in
central New Jersey, according to ENSP's 2006 Eagle Report. 

The nationally recognized bald eagle, whose image appears on everything from stamps to license plates to the Presidential
Seal, was widely hunted due to its reputation as a dangerous predator during the early decades of the 20th century. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, an already disastrous population decline turned catastrophic because of the introduction of the
pesticide DDT. 

In modern-day New Jersey, habitat reduction and human distur bance pose the largest threat to bald
eagles, though the risk of ac cumulation of chemical contaminants in their diet still exists. 

Volunteer monitors observe the nests weekly from a distance of at least 1,000 feet, sometimes approaching to place bands
on young eagles and take measurements and blood samples, which are checked for chemical contaminants. 

In 2006, volunteers recorded the hatching of eagle eggs at the Princeton nest in early April. Two fledgling eagles were
sighted in early May. 

Regardless of the federal status of the eagles, O'Gorman says such volunteer monitoring will continue. 

It is "very important that we track the successes of the nests as they go along, but also that they try to identify any
disturbance," she said, adding that human disturbance is often the most detrimental thing to the future of a nest. 
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