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Bald eagle is American success story

By LARRY WHEELER Gannett News Service

The American bald eagle, shot and poisoned to the edge of extinction by the mid-20th century, is back.

Interior Secretary Dirk Kempthorne is expected to announce today that the national symbol is no longer considered
endangered or threatened.

Reaching this threshold is a man-walks-on-the-moon moment, said Doug Inkley, senior scientist for the National Wildlife
Federation.

"It's an incredible success story for our country, the eagle and the Endangered Species Act," Inkley said.

The number of bald eagle nesting pairs in the lower 48 states has slowly but steadily increased -- from 417 in 1963 to
about 11,000 today.

A national symbol of strength and freedom, the bald eagle also is the touchstone of the American environmental movement.

Rachel Carson's landmark book, "Silent Spring," published in 1962, revealed the dangers of the pesticide DDT, which
was later found to make bald eagle eggs fatally fragile.

Carson's work ignited a national struggle over the environment that continues today.

Congress banned DDT in 1972. A year later, the Endangered Species Act was passed, creating the protective framework
that has been instrumental in the bald eagle's recovery.

"This is a spectacular graduation moment for the eagles," said Kieran Suckling, policy director for the Center for
Biological Diversity. "It is an outstanding recovery -- one that very few species have achieved."

The bald eagle, a large raptor with striking white plumage, was designated the national emblem by the Second Continental
Congress in 1782. But for many years, the bird was treated as a pest.

In Alaska, more than 100,000 eagles were killed over a 36-year period ending in 1953. During that time, a pair of eagle
claws fetched a bounty between 50 cents and $2. Today, bald eagles enjoy near celebrity status.

It remains illegal to kill a bald eagle. But some wildlife advocates worry that removing the bird from the endangered and
threatened species list will expose it to more danger from habitat loss.

"These are water-loving, fish-eating birds that live on waterfronts and shorelines -- places that developers love," said
Mike Daulton, director of conservation policy for the National Audubon Society. "The last thing the bald eagle needs now
is for developers to declare open season on their habitat."

The Interior Department is in the process of modifying protections and management regulations for the bald eagle once it
is off the endangered and threatened species list.


