Ten years
after being
removed from
the Endangered

Species List, bald
eagles have become an
all-American conservation

success story

Story by Lisa Denamore Ballard

Photes by Dawn Wilsen

While diving for prey, bald eagles can reach speeds up to 100 mph. Although, with prey in talon, they slow down to about 30 mph.

wish the bald eagle had not been chosen the Representative

of our Country. He is a Bird of bad moral Character. He does
B B | not get his Living honestly. You may have seen him perched
on some dead Tree near the River, where, too lazy to fish for himself he
watches the Labour of the Fishing Hawk, and when that diligent Bird has
at length taken a Fish, and is bearing it to his Nest for the Support of his
Mate and young Ones, the Bald Eagle pursues him and takes it from him ...
Besides he is a rank coward: The little King Bird not bigger than a Sparrow
attacks him boldly and drives him out of the district. He is therefore by no
means a proper emblem for the brave and honest Cincinnati of America
who have driven all the King birds from our country...

—Benjamin Franklin, in a letter to his daughter, Sarah Franklin Bache

January 26, 1784

Benjamin Franklin was known for giving the bald
eagle a bum rap. One popular American myth profess-
es his support to replace the bald eagle with the wild
turkey as our national bird. This false legend stems
from Franklin’s comparison of the two birds, yet this
founding father’s distaste for the majestic bald eagle
was quite real.

But in 1782, two years prior to Franklin’s letter to
his daughter, our country’s founders chose the bald
eagle as the centerpiece of our narional emblem, a
symbol of agility and strength with talons grasping
13 arrows representing the 13 original colonies in one

foot and an olive branch in the other. The regal bird
quickly caught on as an American icon and survived
Franklin’s distaste. But its story of endurance didn’t
end there. In the 235 years since, the bald eagle’s story
has been one of abundance followed by a dramatic
crash near extinction that required the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service to step in and protect the bird under
the Endangered Species Act. This month marks a mile-
stone in that story — it’s been 10 years since the U.S.
population was taken off the endangered list, and our
nation’s majestic bird conrinues to soar.

At the end of the 1800s, about a half-million bald
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Bald eagles...

.... are wanderers when
immature and can fly
hundreds of miles a day.
Scientists have tracked
some birds across large
portions of the continent,
including from Florida to
Michigan and California
to Alaska.

... Will hunt in tandem.
One eagle pushes prey
toward its partner or
forces another raptor
(typically an osprey) to
drop its catch, allowing
the other eagle to nab it
as it falls.

... will gorge on a good
food source then let it
digest over several days.
They can go several
weeks between meals.

... though strong, confi-
dent fliers, will walk with
a clumsy, graceless gait.
They can’t swim well
either. If they catch a fish
too big to fly with, the
eagle floats awkwardly
and rows to shore with
its wings.

... nationally, have about
a 50 percent survival rate
for eaglets, though that
number is much higher

in Wyoming — about 90
percent. Natural causes
of mortality include nest
collapse, sibling rivalry,
inclement weather and
predation.
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eagles graced American skies. But 50 years later, they
were nearly extinct due to overhunting, trapping and
poisoning.

Prior to the 1950s, eagles were considered a threat
to livestock, in competition with hunters for game and
potentially dangerous to small children (though there
was no official record of eagles attacking humans).

The bad situation for eagles was exacerbated by
the widespread use of insecticides, particularly DDT
after World War II. The problem was that prey animals
ingest the DDT and pass it on in large concentrations
to eagles and other birds. For the birds at the top of
this food chain, the high level of chemicals alters how
they metabolize calcium. That, in turn, weakens the
shells of eggs they lay. Eggshells that can’t support
the weight of a large bird sitting on top to incubate
them leads to cracked, squished eggs and fewer hatch-
lings. Electrocution from power lines, mishaps with
oil spills, and lead and mercury poisoning were also
blamed for eagle deaths.

By the 1960s, only 412 nesting pairs survived
in the Lower 48, with other isolated populations in
Alaska, Florida and northern and eastern Canada. As
a result, the federal government protected the bird
under a precursor to the Endangered Species Act in
1967. It was one of the first species to be protected
in the U.S.

Forty years later, in June 2007, the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service announced the bald eagle was being
taken off the Endangered Species List, their recovery
credited primarily to bans on DD use. Today, about
250,000 adult bald eagles soar throughout much of the
United States and Canada. Bald eagles are still protect-
ed under the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act
which safeguards the birds, their nests or eggs from
being taken from the wild.

Sea eagles of Wyoming
ald eagles are a resilient presence in their do-
B main, living an average of 20 years in the wild.
And they are the only sea eagle endemic to
North America.

Sea eagle? In Wyoming?

While bald eagles are common in coastal areas, they
don’t seek a seaside habitat per se, but they do like
large bodies of water with sturdy, tall trees nearby for
nests and perches — which turns a handful of areas in
Wyoming into desirable neighborhoods.

‘The sea eagle’s food of choice is fish, which they
might snatch from the water or take from others, often
in mid-flight. But dont hold thart against them.

Franklin might have thought the bald eagle a lowly

filcher, but grabbing a fish from an osprey’s talons in
the air takes a fair amount of cunning and skill. Like
the grizzly bear on the ground, the eagle can be con-
sidered an opportunist rather than a bully. Nabbing
another’s fish also asserts it as the neighborhood’s apex
avian predator.

All of Wyoming is considered winter range for bald
eagles. But the only nesting areas are in the Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem and along the Upper North
Platte River. Though bald eagle populations have large-
ly recovered across North America, in Wyoming, the
bird is classified as “uncommon” due to limited avail-
ability of suitable nesting habitat. The most productive
region, around Yellowstone and Grand Teton national
parks, produces about 80 healthy offspring per year,
or about one eaglet per nesting pair. Susan Patla, the
Game and Fish nongame biologist in Jackson, said the
last bald eagle survey in 2015 found more than 139
nest sites in the Cowboy State, with the potential for
more than 200 statewide.

While bald eagle prospects in Wyoming are opti-
mistic and populations are growing, the bird faces a
number of challenges, including loss of old-growth
trees due to forest fire and disease, a low breeding rate,
bio-contamination of their environment and loss of
habitat from human development.

Building the dream
ald eagles remain stoic and loyal to their family.
They mate for life and rear their young together
year after year, usually in the same nest which
they add to and improve each spring. It’s a bird-like
version of the American Dream.
Their nests are avian architectural marvels. Typically

constructed in a prominent tree near the trunk for sup-
port and just below the crown, eagles prefer nest sites
with a good view, easy access from the air and far away
from humans.

In the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem of Wyoming,
bald eagles build their nests an average of 89 feet above
the ground and less than 700 feet from open water.

While it stands to reason that big birds build big
nests, bald eagle nests are among the largest of all birds,
averaging 5 to 6 feet in diameter and 2 to 4 feet deep.
The actual shape of the nest varies from conical to flat,
depending on the tree. In Wyoming, groves of mature
cottonwoods or tall ponderosa pines, spruce or firs
found along streams and rivers are typical bald eagle
nest sites.

Both the male and the female gather material for
the nest, but the female is the interior decorator. She
weaves sticks and stalks then fills the cracks with grass

Although all

of Wyoming

is considered
winter range
for bald eagles,
the only nesting
areas in the
state are in

the Greater
Yellowstone
Ecosystem and
the Upper North
Platte River
area.

and moss before making a bed of lichen and feathers.
After the annual nest improvement projects, the fe-
male lays a clutch of one to three, 3-inch long, dull
white eggs, then incubates them for about five weeks.
When the eaglets hatch, they are covered with light gray
down. Both the male and female devotedly care for and
defend their young which fledge after 10 to 12 weeks.

Bald eagles have other admirable qualities, too. For
example, when fighting for territory, they lock talons
and tumble toward the earth, breaking apart at the last
second before soaring upward again. It’s a courageous
dive that only the bravest would dare, and bravery is
certainly a desirable trait for a representative of our
country.

Growing up, finding food
r I Yhough bald eaglets can fly at about three
months, it takes about five years for them to
acquire the trademark large white head and
white tail, solid dark brown body and bright yellow
eyes, legs and hooked bill.
First-year juveniles are primarily brown withwvarying
degrees of white mottling in their body feathers and
the underside of their wings. They have brown eyes

and a black bill and can often be confused with turkey
vultures, red-tailed hawks and golden eagles. One way

Bald eagles...

... get their name from
a Middle English word,
balde, meaning “white
headed” or “white
patch.” In more modern
terms, it's short for
piebald a nickname
it picked up from its
distinctly white head
and tail that contrasts its
dark body.

\

... can reach speeds
faster than 40 mph (30
mph while carrying
prey). They can dive up
t0 100 mph.

... only migrate south
when their water freez-
es. In Wyoming, nesting
pairs will stay on their
territory year-round if
open water is available.
When they do have

to move, they travel
during the day to take
advantage of thermal
updrafts.

... will eat other birds
and carrion. Water

birds can make up
much of the eagle’s
diet, depending on

the availability of fish
and other foods. In the
Greater Yellowstone
Ecosystem, bald eagles
consume about 50
percent of their calories
by eating water hirds
such as grebes, ducks,
coots, herons, egrets
and geese. Hence, many
eagles follow waterfowl
migrations.
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Bald eagles...

... prefer to nest near the
tops of tall trees, but they
will also nest on cliffs or
even a high spot on the
ground if a sturdy tree is
not available but water is
nearby.

... have the largest tree
nests of any animal
species in North America:
up to 13 feet deep and
8 feet wide, which can
weigh more than a ton.
The largest nest ever
recorded was in Florida
in 1963. It measured 20
feet deep and 10 feet
wide.

... are one of the largest
birds in North America,
measuring 28 to 38 inch-
es in length (the females
are 25 percent larger
than the males). They can
weigh up to 14 pounds
and have a wingspan up
to 71/2 feet, larger than
a great blue heron.

... call with a staccato
chirping whistle that
sounds nothing like the
regal, echoing screech
associated with the bird
in movies. Most times,
the bald eagle call heard
in movies is really that
of a red-tailed hawk
dubbed in.

... have a second trans-
parent eyelid in addition
to their normal eyelids.
Itis called a nictitating
membrane which
protects and moistens
their eyes while allowing
them to still see.
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The bald eagle is sometimes known as a sea eagle Its prey of chonce is ﬁsh which an eagle might snatch from
the water or take from other birds, often in mid-flight.

to tell whether a bird is an
immature bald eagle is by
the way it flies. Bald eagles
hold their wings flat when
gliding, whereas other rap-
tors’ wings bow upward.
Another way to tell is by
the size of its head — bald
eagles have large heads.

By the second year, a
bald eagle’s body starts to
get bulkier. The white mot-
tling on its belly and wings
increases. White streaks
appear on its crown and its
bill turns yellow, though it
still has a black tip. By the
third year, a bald eagle’s head
is more white than brown,
though there is likely a stripe
through its eye, which has
turned pale yellow. It's legs
and feet have also turned
yellow.

Only at the fourth year
is the juvenile similar in
size and looks to a fully
mature eagle, but it still has
dark mottled areas on irs
now-whitish head. Its heavy
bill is now fully yellow, too.

Heavy equipment

Talons and bill are an eagle’s best tools. They
can carry more than 4 pounds in their talons.
When catching prey, they use their front
talons to immobilize it and their back talons
to pierce the vital areas. They also are skilled
at pinning prey with one foot then tearing it
apart with the other foot and their powerful,
hooked bill. Their bill and talons are made of
keratin, similar to human hair and finger-
nails. They grow continually and would need
trimming if the bird didn’t naturally wear
them down through use.

Though less tolerant of each other and humans in

the spring and early summer nesting season, during
the winter, maturing and adult bald eagles often con-
gregate around open water where fish or waterfowl are
plentiful. But they’ll also hang out on prairieland, near
meadows or tundra and in open forests, where they'll

hunt small to medium-sized
mammals and scavenge ani-
mal carcasses.

Bald eagles also gather be-
low dams and around human
dumps where food is easy to
find.

I've spent many hours
in various rtailwaters of the
Rocky Mountains, casting
for trout. I often see bald ca-
gles fishing there, too. A few
have eyed my cutthroats with
envy. One once swooped to-
ward me to take a closer look
at a 20-inch rainbow trout
wriggling in my net.

Bald eagles have been
known to swipe fish from
anglers on occasion, bur 1
still don’t agree with Franklin
lumping bald eagles with
common thieves. You have
to admire the bird for its
tenacity around another top-
of-the-food-chain predator:
humans. With all due re-
spect to one of our country’s
founding fachers, I feel the
bald eagle has served most
honorably as our national

emblem since it took on the role in 1782, and I vote
for letring it continue representing us a lot longer.

—An award-winning writer and photographer, Lisa
Densmore Ballard enjoys watching and photographing eagles
and other birds from her home in Red Lodge, Montana. Read

more at LisaDensmore.com.

Spotting a bald eagle

Mature bald eagles with their distinctive white heads and tails are easy to identify when they are perched on a limb in-good hght But
immature birds and silhouetted adults, both stationery and in flight, are easy to confuse with other Iarge raptors.
Here are some key identifiers:
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Bald eagle

Body: Large head, barrel chest, featherless base of legs near talons

Bill: Prominent, powerful, hooked bill

Wings: Flat and steady while soaring, like boards extended to each side
» Mature birds have a white head and tail, bright yellow eyes,

Golden eagle

Body: More streamlined shape, smaller head, feathers all the way to its
feet, longer tail, dark brown eyes

Bill: Smaller, usually retains some black on the tip

Wings: Arch upward slightly when soaring

feet and bill « Adults have a distinctive gold nape
+ Juveniles have white patches under the wings and a white band at the
base of the tail

+ Immature birds have white mottling under their wings and varying
degrees of white mottling in their body feathers
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Turkey vultures Red-tailed hawk

Body: Smaller than an eagle but still large size, distinct featherless red head Body: Smaller head and more pale overall coloration

Bill: Pale colored, not as hook-shaped Bill: Hook shaped, but shorter and darker

Wings: Form a pronounced V shape when soaring, teeter in flight, two- Wings: Broad and rounded that look very similar to an eagle in flight

toned black and silvery gray under the wings, feathers at the tips of their « One of the most comman hawks in North America

wings look like fingers » Usually seen soaring in circles; it prefers open country to hunt
» Fly lower to the ground to detect carrion or ride high on thermals
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