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OTHER TAKES

Hodges: How Texas saved the bald eagle
Will Hodges, SPECIAL CONTRIBUTOR

Click-2-Listen
Thursday, August 02, 2007 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service announced on 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. Texas has its own 160 pairs.

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 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 a hundred thousand 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.

Bald eagles were reported as "not uncommon" in Texas in 1912. Historically it nested in the panhandle, northeast, central
and coastal parts of the state. Their numbers were greatly reduced after 1945. Texas Parks and Wildlife Department
(TPWD) knew of four active nests in 1971 when nesting surveys commenced. TPWD and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service have conducted surveys by plane annually starting in 1975 up to 2005 when it became costly and difficult to
survey the increasing number of nests across so much area. 23 active nests were found in 1982. In 2005, surveys found
156 active nests, a roughly 10 percent annual increase over 35 years of surveys. Regular nesting occurs along east Texas
rivers, major reservoirs and breeding pairs are re-colonizing the panhandle and Edwards Plateau. Highest concentrations
of nests are found on Toledo Bend, Sam Rayburn, Livingston and Conroe Reservoirs where man-made habitat has
replaced some of historical habitat lost.

While Texas celebrates the bald eagle, it is worth noting the state's other species benefiting from endangered status
protections. The green and hawksbill sea turtle occur in gulf waters. The Kemps Ridley sea turtle was extirpated from the
U.S. as a breeding species until populations were reintroduced from Mexico on Padre Island. In 2006, there were 101
nests at this site as well as nesting at seven additional sites along the Texas coast. Ninety-five percent of Loggerhead sea
turtles nest in Florida but there were 18 known nests in Texas between 1977 and 2000. The arctic and Atlantic Peregrine
falcon and brown pelican all recovered with the ban on DDT and were delisted in 1994, 1999 and 1999 respectively.
Other species include: the Big Bend gambusia (a fish), the whooping crane, American burying beetle, American alligator
and Texas wild rice.

Each of these unique and irreplaceable creatures (and plant), thanks to the Endangered Species Act, may yet have a chance.

Hodges is a biodiversity advocate for the Center for Biological Diversity, a nonprofit conservation organization with
35,000 members dedicated to the protection of endangered species and wild places.
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