Bald Eagle

(Haliaeetus leucocephalus)—Threatened

Description

TheBald Eagleisoneof the
largest birdsthatoccursin Utah.
Itsheight ranges from30to 43
inchesandits wingspan s
between7and 8feet. Adultsare
characterized by awhiteheadand
tail,chocolatebrown wingsand
bodyandamassive yellow bill.
However,Bald Eaglestypically do
notattaintheir fulladultplumage
(whiteheadandtaiDuntil they are
4yearsoldorolder. Immature
Bald Eaglesareaslargeasadults,
buthavebrownheadsandtails
matchingtheirbody coloranda
black bill. Between theagesof 1
and4 years,Bald Eagle plumages
vary widely,somehavemostly
whitebodieswhileothershave
mostly brownbodies;tailsand
headsalsohave varyingamounts
of whiteor brown. One consis-
tentfeatureisthe presence of
whitediagonallineson theupper
half of theunderwings(only
visiblein flight). Golden Eagles
(Aquilachrysaetos)aresimilarin
size,buthavegolden featherson
theback of theirheadsandnecks.

Photo courtesy of US Fishand WildlifeService.

Ospreys(Pandion baliaetus)differ
from Bald Eaglesby beingsmaller
andhavingadarkstripeacross
their whiteheads,throughthe
eye;alsoospreys, unlike eagles,
areoftenseenhoveringover
‘water.

Distribution and Habitat

Very few Bald Eaglesnestin Utah;
only fournestsitesarecurrently
(1997)known. Eagleshave
nestedrecently along the Colo-
radoRiverin Grand County,ina
shelterbeltin Emery County (allin
theColoradoPlateauecoregion)
andalongtheJordanRiverinSalt
Lake County (Basinand Range).
These eaglesbuild hugestick
nestsin tall trees, usually cotton-
woodsor conifers;habitataround
theactual nest can vary,but nests
arealmostalwaysnearopen
water. Eaglesfeed primarily on
fishand waterfowl, butoften
scavengedeadfishandmammals
includingrabbitsanddeer.

Whilewehavevery fewnesting
eaglesin Utah, wehave thousands
of Bald Eaglesin Utah during the

winter. Most of these eagles
breedinthenorthern US.and
Canada,then migratetoUtah
wheretheyspendthe winter
fishingicefree watersandfeeding
ondead waterfowl rabbitsand
deer. Eaglesoften congregatein
areasof open water tofeed;
however,theyalsousea variety of
drierforaginghabitatsfrom mid-
elevationcanyonstolowelevation
valleysand deserts. Winter eagles
roost primarily in forested canyons
ortall cottonwoodsalongstreams
andreservoirs. Severalhundred
eaglescan useasingle large roost,
butit'smoretypical toseel0or
20 eaglesina winter roost.
Winteringeaglescan befoundin
eachof the Utah Ecoregions, but
theirnumbersanddistribution
vary withseverity of the winter
hereand farthernorth.

Life History

Eventhough pairsoften matefor
life courtshipdisplayscanoften
beseen beforeand during
migrationin late winter. Court-
shipdisplaysincludeelaborate
rollinganddivingflights talon
locking,andfoodexchanges
between mates. Bald Eagles
usually beginnestinginlate
winter. In Utah, nestsare usually
constructedinJanuary(byadding
materialstoanold nest)and eggs
areusually laid in February. Both
malesandfemalesincubatethe
eggs(usually 2)for34-36days.
Aftertheeggshatch(usually in
March) bothadultstake turns
protectingthenestandfeeding
theyoung. Eagletscanoftenbe
seen exercisingtheir wingsonthe
edge of thenestatabout50days
old. They willbegin flyingat
aboutage 70daysbutoften
remaininthenestareaforseveral
monthsleavingsometimefrom
Junethrough August. Duringthe
latespringandsummermonths,
adultsteach theiryounghowto
capture prey.

17



Itsnotknown whether theeagles
thatnestin Utahremainhere
throughout the winter,butmost
eaglesmigratesouthduringthe
fall. Eaglesthatnest northof here
usuallyarriveontheir Utah
winteringgroundsin November.
Theseeaglesmay remainin Utah
fromafewtoseveralmonths,but
mosthaveleftthestateby Aprilor
May.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline

Bald Eagle populationdeclines
resulted fromhabitatloss,shoot-
ing trapping,and widespread
pesticidecontaminationand
pollution. Much of the population
declinestartedin the19th century
and continued through the1970s.
Humandisturbanceof nesting
sitesmay havealsoleadto
reductionsineagleproductivity in
someareas.

Nationally,Bald Eagle populations
havereboundeddramaticallysince
the1970swhen the Bald Eagle
Protection Actand theEndan-
gered Species Act wereestab-
lished. The population has
recently increasedtothepoint
whereBald Eaglesarenolonger
consideredEndangeredandare
now listedas Threatened. The
nestingpopulationin Utahhas
increased,though notasdramati-
callyasinotherareas,and the
Utah population hasstillnotmet
therecovery goal of 10nesting
paits.
Despitetheirrangewideimprove-
ment, Bald Eaglesstill face threats
fromhabitatloss,environmental
contaminants,humandisturbance,
indiscriminate poisoningand
shooting,

Recovery Efforts

Aplanoutliningtheefforts
needed torecover Bald Eaglesin
Utah waspublishedin1983
(NorthernState Bald Eagle
Recovery Plan). Ongoingendeav-
orstorecoverand monitorthe
Utaheagle populationsinclude:
protectionof knownnestingsites,
annual nestinventory and moni-

toringanddevelopmentof nest
managementplans. Theseefforts
involveprivatelandowners,
volunteersandstateandfederal
agencies.

TheUtah winter populationisalso
sampledannuallyonstandardized
routesthroughoutthestate.
Winter roostsitesarealsobeing
identifiedand mapped,androost
sitecharacteristicsare being
determined. Publicawarenessof
eaglesisbeing promoted each
year through Bald Eagle Day.

Survival of eaglesisbeingin-
creased by reducingmortality on
powerlines(through constructing
raptor-safe power poles),reducing
accidental orintentional trapping,
shootingand poisoning(through
educationand prosecution),
rehabilitationof sickandinjured
birds,reductionof lead pelletsin
theenvironment(eaglesfre-
quently ingestlead pelletsfrom
scavenged ducksresultinginlead
poisoning),andreductionof
disturbanceatnestsites. Habitat
conservationandmanagementhas
alsoincreasedsurvival by provid-
ingadequatenestingand foraging
sites.

How You Can Help

Youcanhelpbyreportingthe
locationof any adultBald Eagles
seeninUtahbetweenJuneand
September. Adultsseen during
thisperiodarelikely tohave
nested here,or they may be
lookingforsuitablenesting
habitat. Utah hasalargeamount
of potential Bald Eaglenesting
habitat thatappearstobeunused,
andgiventherangewideincrease
ineagles,we would expecttosee
moreeaglesnestingin Utah.

If youfindaninjured eagle,
contactyourlocal Utah Division
of WildlifeResourcesoffice. They
willhelprecoverthebirdandfind
thenearestraptor rehabilitator. If
youfindadead eagle or witnessa
shootingorotherillegalactivity,
contactany stateor federallaw
enforcementofficeandnotify
themof itslocation. Youshould
not pick upadead eaglesinceit
may havebeen poisoned.
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Youcan participatein Bald Eagle
Day (firstSaturday of February)by
visitingany oneof theeagle
viewingsitesin thestate. Contact
yourlocal Divisionof Wildlife
Resourcesofficeforalocation
nearyou.

Where To Learn More

TheUtahDivisionof Wildlife
Resourceshaspublisheda Wildlife
Notebook Series(No.3)featuring
the Bald Eagle. Several bookson
Bald Eaglesand raptorsare
availableatbookstoresand
libraries. Theserange from
technical togeneralaccounts.
Othereducational materialssuch
asvideotapesand CDROMsare
availablethroughspecialty
(nature)bookstoresand (wild)
bird shops. Websitescanbe
foundbysearchingforthe
keywords“Bald Eagles,”“eagles,”
“raptors,”and “birdsof prey”

For More Information

Nongame Avian Program Coordinator
UtahDivisionof WildlifeResources
1594 W.North Temple,Suite 2110
POBox 146301

Salt Lake City, UT 84114-6301
8015384764

a

US Fishand WildlifeService
UtahFieldOffice

145East 1300 South, Suite 404
SaltLake City,UT 84115
801-524-5001
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Bald Eagle distribution.

Bald Eagle habitat in Utah photo courtesy of Bob Walters
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