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Bald eagles rebound; removed from list

Molly Neely-Walker 

A bald eagle rests on a Mount Finlayson bluff
before taking flight to hunt for fish near Cattle
Pass. The bald eagle has been removed from the
federal list of threatened species.

By Richard Walker
It wasn? t long ago that the bald eagle, now widely seen as beautiful and majestic, got as much respect as a
junkyard dog. 

Despite protection from the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 and the? Bald Eagle Protection Act? in? 1940,
eagle carcasses yielded bounties in Alaska and were fed to hogs in Maine. Poisoning was common in the
Dakotas and Utah. Some 770 eagles were shot over ranches in Wyoming in 1971. 

The Endangered Species Act put some effort into bald eagle recovery when the national bird was listed as
endangered in 1978, and eagle populations started to rebound. By 1995, the eagle? s status was changed to
threatened. 

Now, in what the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is calling the greatest success story of the Endangered Species
Act, the bald eagle is being delisted. 

The? U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimates the 2006 population of bald eagles at? 9,789 pairs ?  there were
only 417 pairs in 1963, before the eggshell-thinning pesticide DDT was banned and the eagle was placed on
the endangered species list. 

The Center for Biological Diversity estimates that the bald eagle population in the lower 48 states and the
District of Columbia numbers? 11,040 pairs, 1,300 pairs over the Fish and Wildlife Service estimate. (The
center based its estimate on eagle population growth rates.) 

In San Juan County, where eagles are common sights, the recovery has been equally impressive. A state
Department of Fish and Wildlife? s survey of the San Juan County eagle population in 1962 counted five eagle
pairs. That increased to 60 pairs in 1978 and 102 in 2001 ?  78 of which were nesting on privately-owned land. 

Statewide, the number of nesting pairs of bald eagles increased from 100 in 1974 to 835 in 2005, according to
the Center for Biological Diversity. 

Kieran Suckling is policy director of the Center for Biological Diversity, which is known for its aggressive
pursuit of the listing of species it feels are in peril. He said the bald eagle? s graduation from the list is
something to celebrate. 



? The bald eagle? s recovery from the edge? of extinction? is one of the world? s great conservation success
stories,?  he said in a news release. ? The eagle has returned to every single state in the lower 48, though it
has yet to successfully fledge a nestling in Vermont. 

? The bald eagle has recovered so? well in Washington (state) due to strong state and federal habitat
protections. Washington has the fourth-largest number of eagle pairs in the lower 48, just behind Florida,
Minnesota and Wisconsin.?  

The bald eagle is still protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 and the? Bald Eagle Protection Act? of?
1940; it is illegal to possess an eagle feather or other eagle part, and American Indians must obtain permits to
obtain feathers or parts for use in ceremonies and for religious purposes. 

So how does life change for the bald eagle? As an endangered, and then threatened, species, the eagle was
the subject of efforts to encourage its propagation through such programs as habitat management, relocation
of eagles and captive breeding. 

? Under the Endangered Species Act, we were out there actively managing to increase the population,?  said
Doug Zimmer, U.S. Fish and Wildlife public affairs officer. 

Propagation and habitat management efforts go away once the eagle is delisted, but the protections remain. ?
They? ll be fine on their own as long as people don? t whack them,?  Zimmer said. ? There are still protections
on habitat and protection of individual birds. (But) we will no longer be out there to actively increase the
population.?  

On its Web site, U.S. Fish and Wildlife credits efforts by federal, tribal, state and local governments,
conservation groups, corporations and individuals with the eagle? s recovery. 

Since the Endangered Species Act was enacted, 21 species ?  including the eagle ?  have recovered from near
extinction; 11 have gone extinct in that time, Zimmer said. Animals in this area that have been delisted
recently: the gray whale, the pelican and the peregrine falcon. 

Steve Robinson, legislative policy analyst for the Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission, said the eagle? s
recovery is tied to the health of other species and illustrates the need to ensure the entire ecosystem is
healthy. 

? All things are connected. The return of the eagles is a very healthy sign,?  Robinson said. ? They are
connected with the salmon run; that? s a good part of their food. To see them return means their food is
healthy and that is a good sign. It would be a misstatement to say all runs are healthy. We have listed salmon
runs and we have pollution problems, but that? s not always the case across the board. We have healthy runs
but it takes work. 

? The eagle is really a great, glorious bird. It? s a very good sign and one that we want to see more.?  

Suckling said that although the eagle has been delisted, work must go on to ensure it continues to thrive. 

? We support the delisting, but we have some concerns because the Endangered Species Act is very strong in
protecting habitat. The reason the eagle (population) was able to grow so rapidly was it always had unused
habitat to grow into. 

? Conservation groups are going to have to pay closer attention to what happens. The states are going to have
to find their own money to monitor eagle populations. The feds spent $109 million on eagle monitoring from
2000-04 and much of that money was sent to states. States have been relying on that eagle money (for
monitoring) and we have some concerns about where that money is going to come from. If lack of money
means there is going to be less monitoring, we? re less likely to know if the eagle population is going south on
us.?  
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