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More than bald eagles saved by federal action
By Will Hodges 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced June 28 it would remove bald eagles from the endangered species list.
Bald eagles now number 11,040 breeding pairs in the continental United States and have returned to every state and the
District of Columbia. Pennsylvania has 123 pairs of its own.

There were an estimated half a million bald eagles when the Pilgrims arrived. It was adopted as the national symbol in
1782. However, bald eagles were unfairly branded vermin and a threat to livestock and were valued for their feathers.
They were fed to hogs in Maine, shot from airplanes in California, poisoned in South Dakota and hunted under a 50-cent
bounty in Alaska, where 100,000 eagles were killed between 1917 and 1950.

The 1940 Bald Eagle Protection Act prohibited the taking, possession or commerce of eagles. But their habitat continued
to be logged, plowed and converted to farmland and housing. Eagles were extirpated from many states long before the
pesticide DDT became prevalent. DDT dealt the final blow, thinning their eggshells and that of other fish-eating birds,
causing their eggs to break during incubation. By 1963, there were only 417 pairs in the lower 48 states. Their habitat
finally received protection with the 1967 Endangered Species Act. The listing of bald eagles, peregrine falcons and
brown pelicans was a major factor in the decision to ban DDT in 1972.

The bald eagle was formerly a common nester on the shores of Lake Erie. By 1980, just three pairs remained in
Pennsylvania. With funding from the Richard King Mellon Foundation and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the state
released 92 Saskatchewan-born eaglets between 1983 and 1989 at Haldeman Island in Dauphin County and near Shohola
Falls in Pike County. By 2006, the state population had grown to 106 nesting pairs in 31 of 67 counties.

Montgomery County had its first nest in 100 years in 2002. Philadelphia had its first nest in 200 years in 2007, at old
Philadelphia Navy Yard, but the nest failed. Most nesting occurs in Crawford, Mercer and Erie county wetlands, along the
lower Susquehanna River in Chester, Lancaster and York counties and in the Poconos and upper Delaware River region.

While Pennsylvania celebrates the bald eagle, it is worth noting the state's other species benefiting from endangered status
protections. The short-nosed sturgeon was listed in 1967. The Delaware River supports one of the largest, stable
populations of 8,445 fish as of 2004. Kirtland warblers became impacted by logging and fire suppression and fell to just
201 pairs in 1971. Through managed fire, more than 150,000 acres of designated management areas and control of
cowbirds, there are now 1,415 warbler pairs.

The Arctic and American peregrine falcon similarly recovered after the ban on DDT and were delisted in 1994 and 1999,
respectively. The Delmarva fox squirrel was extirpated from Pennsylvania around the turn of the 20th century and by the
time it was listed in 1967, existed in just four counties in Maryland, a sign of the fragmented and shrinking mature eastern
forests. Through monitoring, translocation programs and conservation easements on private land, populations have been
re-established in all four states of its former range.

Each of these unique and irreplaceable creatures remains a part of our living mosaic and, thanks to the Endangered
Species Act, may yet have a chance.
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