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Tennessee plays big part in restoring bald eagle
population

By MELISSA WAGGE

Melissa Waage of Johnson City is legislative director at the Center for Biological Diversity, a nonprofit conservation
organization dedicated to the protection of endangered species and wild places.

Tennessee Voices

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced June 28 that it would remove bald eagles from the Endangered Species list.
Bald eagles now number 11,040 breeding pairs in the continental U.S. and have returned to every state and the District of
Columbia. In Tennessee, there are 115 pairs.

There were an estimated half a million bald eagles when the Pilgrims arrived. The bird was adopted as the national
symbol in 1782. However the ensuing century and a half was harsh for wildlife, with the extermination of passenger
pigeons (extinct), buffalo, wolves, bears and cougars.

Bald eagles were unfairly deemed a threat to livestock and were hunted by farmers, ranchers and feather collectors. They
were fed to hogs in Maine, shot from airplanes in California, poisoned in South Dakota andhunted under a 50-centbounty
in Alaska.Between 1917 and 1950 in Alaska alone, 100,000 eagles were killed.

The 1940 Bald Eagle Protection Act prohibited the taking, possession or commerce of eagles. However their habitat had
been logged, cleared, plowed and converted to farmland and housing. Eagles wereextirpated from many states long before
the pesticide, DDT,became prevalent. DDT dealt the final blow, accumulating up the food chain and weakening the
eggshells of bald eagles and other fish-eating birds.

By 1963, there were only 417 pairs in the lower 48 states. The first Endangered Species Act of 1967 protected eagles'
habitat. The listing of bald eagles, Peregrine falcons and brown pelicans were major factors in the decision to ban DDT in
1972.

Bald eagles were extirpated from Tennessee between 1964 and 1983, but the Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency
initiated a reintroduction program in 1980. More than 300 captive-bred and translocated bald eaglets were released in
Tennessee — more than any other state. The program aided recovery in Kentucky as well, where 19 successful nests in
2000 were all within 75 miles of release sites in Tennessee.

The state's eagle population grew from one pair in 1983 to the current 115 pairs. The American Bald Eagle Foundation
operates the nation's largest bald eagle exhibit and breeding facility, at Dollywood in Pigeon Forge.

The bald eagle is not the only species in Tennessee to recover under the Endangered Species Act. The arctic and
American peregrine falcons were taken off the endangered list in 1994 and 1999 respectively. The red wolf, extinct in the
wild in 1980, now numbers 100 in the wild and 157 in captivity. The grey bat, found in only eight caves in the U.S. — two
of which are in Tennessee —-has increased from 1.5 to 2.5 million. The whooping crane grew from 54 in 1967 to 513
(368 in the wild) by 2006.

Thanks to the Endangered Species Act, each of these unique and irreplaceable expressions of God's creation can be part
of Tennessee's biological heritage for future generations.


