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Ariz. birds need greater protection, not less groups say
April Reese, Land Letter Southwest Reporter

SANTA FE, N.M. -- Just as the Fish and Wildlife Service mulls removing the bald eagle from the Endangered Species List,
three environmental groups have filed a petition arguing that Arizona's eagles deserve increased protection. The North American
bald eagle, initially listed as endangered throughout most of its range in 1978, was reclassified as threatened in 1995, and
FWS says the species has recovered enough to be removed from the Endangered Species List.

But the Center for Biological Diversity, Maricopa Audubon and the Arizona Audubon Council contend that Arizona's bald eagles
are still deeply imperiled and should be recognized as a separate, endangered population. Bald eagles in Arizona are smaller
and lighter than their brethren in other states, and they mate earlier. The groups believe that qualifies the Arizona population as
a "distinct population segment," a special determination allowed under the Endangered Species Act that protects at-risk
populations of a species.

Just 43 breeding pairs of the birds were found in Arizona this year, and environmentalists believe persistent threats such as
encroaching development, grazing, a declining prey base and pesticides warrant granting the population endangered status.
The groups are also asking FWS to designate critical habitat for the bird.

Most of the eagles live along rivers in central Arizona, one of the fastest growing areas of the state, said Bob Witzeman,
conservation chair of Maricopa Audubon. "Prescott and Payson and Flagstaff are growing at very fast rates, and these rivers
are drying up," he said, referring to the Verde and Salt rivers.

Robin Silver of the Center for Biological Diversity's Phoenix office said that unlike bald eagles in other parts of the country, the
Arizona population -- the largest population of bald eagles in the Southwest -- is in bad shape.

"We've run the viability models, and we're coming up with extinction between 57 and 82 years. And that's independent of
climatic concerns," Silver said. "We're very worried."

The petition comes as FWS is considering the removal of all bald eagles from the Endangered Species List. About 5,748 pairs
are found in the lower 48 states, up from just 417 in the early 1960s, according to FWS. The number of bald eagle pairs in
Arizona increased from 26 in 1990 to 43 in 2003, the agency said.

Steve Spangle, field supervisor for the service's ecological services division in Phoenix, credited the bird's rebound in part to a
"nest watch" program involving various federal land management agencies, area tribes and the Arizona Game and Fish Department
that monitors the birds and intervenes to save them if necessary. The fate of the program after delisting is unclear, although
Arizona Game and Fish has discussed drafting a bald eagle conservation plan that would be implemented if the bird is delisted,
he said.

The delisting proposal, initially floated in 1999 under the Clinton administration, has been in limbo because of questions about
how the birds would be managed after they are removed from the Endangered Species List. The birds would still receive some
protection under other laws, such as the Bald Eagle Protection Act and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, Spangle said. FWS is
still revising its delisting plan, and no release date has been set for the new document, he said.

The Arizona population meets the goals laid out in a 1982 recovery plan, but the document is now "obsolete" and will not be
used in the decisionmaking process for either the petition or delisting, said FWS biologist Greg Beatty. FWS will only consider
whether the bird meets the ESA's criteria for delisting, he said.



Spangle said the agency needs to review the data in the petition before it can say whether the population qualifies as a distinct
population segment, or if it meets the ESA's definition of endangered.

"There are some unique features to this population, but we can't definitively say whether these are truly a discrete population
under this [ESA] criteria," he said. "It's going to take an analysis of the info they provided as well as the info we have in our
files."

To be granted endangered status, the Arizona birds must be designated as a distinct, isolated population, Spangle said.

FWS said in downlisting the species to threatened in 1995 that "the bald eagles of central Arizona are not reproductively
isolated, as was previously believed." Furthermore, bald eagles were never abundant in the arid Southwest, the agency said.

That conclusion was based on a single case of an outside bird joining the Arizona population -- an anomaly of little scientific
importance, Silver said.

To Maricopa Audubon's Witzeman, the evidence is clear. "The debate isn't over whether it's a distinct population; it's that the
president's administration wants to drop all bald eagles from the ESA," Witzeman said. "That's because they get in the way of
mining, logging and grazing."

But Beatty said extractive activities like logging and mining are not affecting bald eagles. While Arizona's bald eagles do face
some threats, such as getting entangled in fishing lines, Beatty said development is not much of an issue either because most
bald eagle nesting sites are on federal lands.

The bald eagle, the United States' national symbol since 1782, is found throughout the lower 48 states and Alaska; its range
stretches from central Alaska and Canada to northern Mexico. The species' decline in the late 1800s and early 1900s prompted
Congress to protect the bird under the 1940 Bald Eagle Protection Act. The species began to rebound, until the use of the
insecticide dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane (DDT) in the 1950s and 1960s threw the eagles into a downward spiral. The
chemical's ban in 1972 is credited with aiding the bird's recovery.


