
The chances of seeing a bald eagle 
winging over lakes Mead or Mo-
have later this year are a lot better 
than in 1963, when nesting pairs of 
the American icon dipped to a low 
of 417 in the contiguous 48 states.

In all probability, observers along 
the Nevada or Arizona shorelines 
of the lakes can expect to see 60 or 
more bald eagles migrating south 
between mid-October and March, 
said Mike Boyles, a National Park 
Service biologist who records the 
annual count.

On Jan. 5, counting teams reported 
67 bald eagle sightings on the lakes, 
a cause for some celebration on 
Earth Day this weekend as the once-
endangered American bald eagle -- 
now a threatened bird -- is targeted 
for removal from the list of endan-
gered or threatened species.

“They’re really a great success sto-
ry,” Boyles said Wednesday.

Jim Deacon, founder of the environ-
mental studies program at UNLV, 
said the resurgence of bald eagles 
and other raptors is an indication 
that the Endangered Species Act is 
preventing extinctions, though rela-
tively few species have been del-
isted.

“We’ve changed the way we’re us-
ing the Earth as humans. In these 
cases, we found a way to use the 
Earth that’s compatible with both 
humans and the whole group of 
species that have been threatened,” 
Deacon said.

The number of nesting pairs of bald 
eagles stands at 7,066 in the Lower 
48, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice said. Habitat protection under 
the Endangered Species Act and the 
Environmental Protection Agency’s 
1972 ban on the egg-damaging in-
secticide DDT have allowed the 
bird’s comeback.

In 1995, after 23 years of captive 
breeding programs, habitat protec-
tion and law enforcement efforts, 
the bald eagle’s status changed from 
endangered to threatened in most 
states. Bald eagles have never been 
listed as threatened or endangered 
in Alaska.

In February, the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service reopened public com-
ment on its 1999 plan to remove the 
bird from federal listing. The public 
can weigh in on the Bald and Golden 
Eagle Protection Act management 
guidelines through May 17.

Citing relatively low numbers of 
nesting pairs in the Southwest com-
pared with 1,133 in Florida, the 
Center for Biological Diversity, an 
environmental advocacy and litiga-
tion group, contends that delisting 
the bald eagle would be a setback.

Robin Silver, the center’s board 
chairman, said delisting “is basical-
ly a fatal act” for the desert nesting 
bald eagles of Arizona’s Sonoran 
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Desert. Without continued habitat 
protection, a trend shows survival 
of that particular isolated popula-
tion of less than 60 pairs in about 40 
breeding areas around Phoenix will 
face extinction in 75 years.

The center fi led a petition in 2004 
with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service to increase bald eagle pro-
tection, but the service has not re-
sponded.

In Nevada, only two bald eagle 
nesting sites were reported in 1999, 
but dozens of bald eagles have been 
migrating from hundreds of miles to 
more than 1,000 miles to reach Lake 
Mead National Recreation Area.

“There’s a big lake full of fi sh down 
here,” Boyles said about the bald 
eagles’ attraction to the area.

Last year, the count matched this 
year’s at 67. The tally was 60 in 
2004; 68 in 2003; 79 in 2002, which 
was the highest on record; and 60 
in 2001.

He said the counts vary because of 
several factors, including weather 
patterns in early January when the 
count is conducted. “Weather con-
ditions up north can infl uence how 
many birds come south,” he said.

Most of them fl y south from nesting 
areas in Alaska, Canada and states 
in the Northwest.

“A lot come south for the winter 
when their habitat freezes,” said 
Boyles, a resources management 
specialist.

He said for one day in January dur-
ing the peak of the migration, eight 
teams of observers in boats trace the 
shoreline in search of bald eagles. 

The annual survey has been con-
ducted since the early 1990s but has 
become more uniform and reliable 
in the past fi ve years with more staff 
involved in the survey.

Boyles said the big, stately birds 
are easy to spot. They’re diffi cult 
to photograph, because they usually 
are seen at a distance.

“They’re a little bit skittish around 
people,” he said.

The state’s two nest sites are in 
Northern Nevada at the Lahontan 
Reservoir, 45 miles east of Carson 
City, and at Marlette Lake, 13 miles 
west of Carson City.

Kevin Kritz, a wildlife biologist 
who specializes in birds for the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, said the 
agency fi rst became aware of the 
Lahontan nest site in 1997. That 
year, he said, “eggs hatched, but the 
young did not make it.”

But from 1998 through 2003 that 
site has produced at least one young 
bald eagle every year.

Records for the Marlette Lake site 
go back to 1996, but Kritz said adult 
bald eagles there reproduced suc-
cessfully only in 2000, based on the 
latest information.

The bald eagle has been linked to 
the United States of America since 
the country’s infancy. It became the 
nation’s symbol in 1782 and has 
been protected by law for more than 
six decades. It was declared endan-
gered in 1967, predating the Endan-
gered Species Act by six years.

In his new book, “The Illustrated 
Bald Eagle,” set for release next 
month, author, artist and sculptor 

Denny Rogers estimates the popu-
lation of bald eagles outside Alaska 
to be 20,000, with the species’ most 
dense concentration in Alaska at 
Haines along the Chilkat River.

In the Lower 48, he wrote, “the 
population was declining slowly, to 
catastrophic, depending on the area 
of the country due to illegal shoot-
ing, poaching, human disturbance 
at nest sites, loss of nesting trees, 
loss of waterside habitat from hu-
man occupation, pollution of food 
by pesticides, and loss of ability to 
reproduce.

“Also the dominant nest male fre-
quently kills the weaker eagle or 
causes it to starve.”


