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Eagles soar with state's help 
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The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has removed the bald eagle
from the threatened and endangered species list. Bald eagles now
number 11,040 breeding pairs in the continental United States. New
York has its own 123 pairs. 

There were an estimated half-million bald eagles when the Pilgrims
arrived. However, bald eagles were unfairly branded vermin and a
threat to livestock and valued for their feathers. They were fed to
hogs in Maine, shot from airplanes in California and hunted under a
50-cent bounty in Alaska, where a hundred thousand eagles were
killed between 1917 and 1950.

The 1940 Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act prohibited the
taking, possession or commerce of eagles. But their habitat
continued to be logged, plowed and converted to farmland and
housing. DDT dealt the final blow, thinning their eggshells and that
of other fish-eating birds, causing their eggs to break during
incubation.

Bald eagles were rare in New York by the 1950s, and dwindled to
virtual extirpation in the 1960s. By 1974, their population consisted
of a single, nonreproducing pair in Livingston County. To save the
species, New York instituted the first systematic reintroduction
program with a combination of egg transplants, chick fostering, and
eaglet hacking (rearing by hand). The Livingston County pair
successfully accepted and fledged eight foster eagles over a
five-year period. Between 1976 and 1988, 198 eaglets were
brought to New York. The first reintroduction consisted of two
birds at the Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge in Seneca Falls,
which was believed to be free of DDT. The eagle population
jumped from three pairs in 1988 to about 123 in 2007.

While New York celebrates the bald eagle, other species benefit
from endangered-status protections. The short-nosed sturgeon was
listed in 1967. The Hudson River supports the largest population of
sturgeon and, since listing, has grown from 12,667 spawning fish to
56,708. The Atlantic piping plover was listed in 1986 and has
increased from 550 birds to 1,423 along the coast from
Massachusetts to South Carolina. Other species listed by New York
state include roseate tern, Karner blue butterfly, finback whale,
humpback whale and peregrine falcon.

Each of these creatures remains a part of our living mosaic and,
thanks to the laws that protect them, may yet have a chance. 

Will Hodges is an advocate for the nonprofit Center for Biological
Diversity in Tucson, Ariz. (http;//www.biologicaldiversity.org).
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