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Flying high 
The comeback of the bald eagle reaffirms the value of the Endangered Species Act. 
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Once near extinction in the lower 48 states with less than a thousand adults, the national symbol of the United States has
bounced back in a big way.

Just in time for July Fourth, Secretary of the Interior Dirk Kempthorne has announced that a tenfold increase in the bald
eagle population justifies its removal from the endangered and threatened species list. With nearly 10,000 nesting pairs in
the lower states, the distinctive white-headed eagles are becoming familiar sights in many parts of the country where they
had not been seen for nearly a century.

In 1971, bald eagles in Texas had been reduced to only four nesting pairs by the pesticide DDT, destruction of habitat and
hunting by farmers and ranchers bent on eradicating predators. Today the Lone Star population is up to 160 nesting pairs.

Houstonians can take a day trip to some of the best eagle viewing areas in the state. According to the Center for Biological
Diversity, the highest concentrations of nests are to be found on Toledo Bend, Sam Rayburn, Livingston and Conroe
reservoirs in East Texas, where man-made habitat has replaced some of the lost natural habitat.

The bald eagle can thank its renewed lease on life to the dedication of thousands of conservationists who helped sponsor
programs to reintroduce the big bird to areas where it had disappeared, as well as the landmark federal Endangered
Species Act that provided protections for the surviving population, including preserving essential habitat. In announcing
the removal of the eagle from the list of fauna and flora covered by the law, Secretary Kempthorne declared, "We will
work to ensure that the eagle never again needs the protection" of the act.

That statement does not jibe with the attempts by the Bush administration and supporters in Congress to weaken the law's
land use restrictions at the expense of the plants and animals it is dedicated to protecting. In last year's elections the
leading proponent of weakening the act, U.S. Rep. Richard Pombo, R-California, was defeated. Recently publicized
Interior Department memos indicate Kempthorne's staff is trying to to accomplish the same goal by altering departmental
regulations.

The success in returning the bald eagle to America's skies is a reminder that the survival of hundreds of other animals and
plants depends on the preservation of a strong and enforceable Endangered Species Act.


