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Arizona conservationists petitioned Gov. Janet Napolitano Friday to intercede with the federal government on behalf of
the state's bald eagles.

Endangered Species Act protection of the nation's bald eagles is expected to be removed next week, but many eagle
experts believe Arizona's 43 breeding pairs of eagles are not ready.

The Tucson-based Center for Biological Diversity faxed a letter to the governor requesting that she appeal to the U.S.
Department of Interior to continue endangered species protection for the generally smaller, lighter desert-nesting bald
eagles, which dwell primarily in Arizona. 

The governor was attending an Arizona Board of Regents meeting Friday, and her staff did not expect her to see the letter
until Monday. 

The letter, representing the views of 13 Arizona conservation groups, said that the state's bald eagle population is unique
and remains threatened.

Signed by Robin Silver, board chairman of the Center for Biological Diversity, the letter cites high mortality rates among
Arizona's young and adult eagles and increasing risks to eagle habitat.

Other federal laws protect eagles from being directly harmed, but only the Endangered Species Act protects their habitat
and breeding areas.

The conservationists' action comes on the heels of other efforts to derail the proposed delisting in Arizona.

The Center and Maricopa Audubon sued the federal government, arguing that Arizona's eagles are an endangered
population apart from the nearly 20,000 eagles across the rest of the nation. The sides are not expected to meet in court in
August.

In May, U.S. Reps. Harry Mitchell and Raul Grijalva, both Arizona Democrats, sent a letter protesting the planned
delisting of Arizona's eagles to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

A few days later, 13 Indian tribes met with Fish and Wildlife to protest delisting the birds. More than 20 tribes have
written letters or approved resolutions against delisting Arizona's eagles.

The Arizona Game and Fish Department, which manages the state eagle program, supports delisting Arizona eagles.

"There's no question that these birds are in much better condition than they were in the 1970s. But we feel delisting them is
premature," said Tice Supplee, a former Game and Fish biologist who is conservation coordinator for Arizona Audubon,
the national group's state office.

Tice said more information is needed, including data on whether the population is replacing itself. It takes four to five
years for eagles to reach breeding age. 
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