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ICON OF REVIVAL
Once a dying breed, bald eagles have rebounded strongly in Louisiana and beyond. Today, the national bird is
poised to leave the endangered nest 
By Jeff Muskus

The bald eagle is about to come off the Endangered Species List, marking the apparent success of a conservation
campaign that began in earnest 40 years ago -- when it was almost too late. 

The Bush administration is expected to announce today the full delisting of the national bird, which was declared
endangered in 1967 when barely more than 400 breeding pairs were left in the contiguous United States. There now are
about 11,000 breeding pairs of bald eagles in the lower 48 states, according to the Center for Biological Diversity. 

Louisiana once had only four breeding pairs but now ranks ninth on the list with 337 pairs, including many in the swamps
and marshes of St. Tammany and St. Charles parishes. 

"All Americans have reason to be proud," American Bird Conservancy President George Fenwick said Wednesday in a
release issued in expectation of today's federal announcement. "Our nation's symbol, the bald eagle, is once again
thriving." 

Removing the bird from the list would end a process that began in 1995, when the eagle's status was upgraded to
"threatened" after decades of more stringent protective measures, and accelerated when the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service proposed delisting it in July 1999. After several years of delay, the discussion grew more heated in 2005, when a
Minnesota retiree seeking land development prohibited by the Endangered Species Act sued for -- and won -- an
injunction requiring a final government decision on the issue. 

Much of the past eight years, federal officials said, has been spent ensuring that state agencies will be able to take
responsibility for their eagle populations, adding regulations to make the once-toothless Bald and Golden Eagle Protection
Act of 1940 strong enough to maintain the bird's protection, and allowing for public comment on the issue. 

"When we delisted the Yellowstone grizzly bear, we had to approve plans from three states," U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service spokeswoman Valerie Fellows said. "With bald eagles, we were talking about 48 states, plus work on the federal
stuff." 

Plentiful in Louisiana 

Most experts agree with the success of recovery efforts, but on a national scale, some said they remain concerned that
without the protection of the Endangered Species Act, the eagles' fortunes might not soar nearly so high. 

"It's pretty good when it comes to forests where eagles are currently nesting," Kieran Suckling, public policy director at
the Center for Biological Diversity, said of the Eagle Protection Act. "The weak spot of the policy is in regard to the
important forests where eagles were or will be nesting. Are we protecting those? The answer is no." 

Still, in Louisiana, most officials and experts said the state's abundance of coastal refuges, essential to the eagles' feeding
and reproduction, will help maintain the growth of the species. In 1990, the earliest year during which Fellows said
population monitoring was at its most accurate, Louisiana was home to 50 breeding pairs of bald eagles. That number
grew to 284 by 2006 and increased this year by more than 50 pairs, to 337, among 35 parishes statewide. 

"There's no question that this recovery has been off-the-charts spectacular," Suckling said. "Louisiana has been a big part
of that." 

The greatest concentration of bald eagles in the New Orleans area is in the Bayou Sauvage and Big Branch Marsh refuges.
Although small -- four to five nests combined in most years -- the eagle population has remained consistent in the past six
to eight years, said Byron Fortier, a supervisory park ranger for the Southeast Louisiana Refuges Complex in Lacombe. 

The eagle population has been little affected by hurricanes, said Deborah Fuller, the endangered species coordinator for
the Fish and Wildlife Service's Louisiana field office. In contrast, the brown pelican lost nearly 50 percent of its numbers



after Hurricane Katrina, Suckling said. 

"While we were all afraid of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, the areas that were the hardest hit were not the areas of greatest
(eagle) nesting," Fuller said. 

Factors in the decline 

Experts estimate that anywhere from 100,000 to 500,000 bald eagles were nesting in the contiguous United States when
lawmakers adopted the bird as a national symbol in 1782. But in the 19th and early 20th centuries, hunting, deforestation
and the introduction of the powerful insecticide DDT took a drastic toll. By 1963, the population had dropped to a record
low of 417 breeding pairs in the lower 48 states, according to U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service surveys. 

DDT, which consistently softened eagle eggshells beyond the breaking point, took the brunt of the blame for the bird's
precipitous decline. It was banned in 1972, shortly before Congress passed the Endangered Species Act in 1973. Although
Suckling said it played a role in the decline, the insecticide was hardly the primary factor nationwide. 

"The role of DDT has been exaggerated in this story," he said. "It was the straw that threatened to break the camel's back,
but DDT was not widespread in the environment until the late 1940s. The eagle had been extirpated from most of the
eastern United States by 1921." 

Suckling credited the creation of environmental refuges and the proliferation of reintroduction programs, which brought
eagle nestlings to areas where eagles had been wiped out, for the birds' resurgence. But he and Fellows both said the
foundation of that work came from the habitat-protection clauses of the Endangered Species Act. 

The Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act made hunting and killing eagles illegal in 1940, but logging eagle nesting
grounds -- like spraying DDT -- was not. The Endangered Species Act prohibited development within a state-determined
proximity to eagle nesting grounds, and experts draw a link from that mandate to the population boom. 

State has the habitat 

In adapting the Eagle Protection Act to function without the benefits granted to endangered species, the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service has clarified the definition of "taking" an eagle outlined in the act, Fellows said, as well as clarifying
what constitutes "disturbing" an eagle, by outlining "nest buffer areas" similar to those required by the Endangered
Species Act. 

The minimum distance, she said, will vary by state. In Louisiana, lack of available nesting grounds is less of an issue than
it is nationwide, Fuller said. 

"There's a lot of habitat here," Fuller said, noting that coastal parishes including St. Charles, Terrebonne, Assumption, St.
Martin, and St. Mary account for about 80 percent of the state's nesting grounds. "They've expanded their range over time,
and there's still a lot available." 
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