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	•The bald eagle is a conservation success story in Georgia and across the nation.

•Once very rare in Georgia and many other areas, these majestic birds can now be found near most large bodies of water in the state.


	Slide 2
	•The bald eagle is a magnificent bird of prey that is native to North America.

•Bald eagles have long, downward-curving yellow bill and large, keen eyes.

•The bald eagle is not really bald – white feathers cover its head, neck and tail, with dark brown feathers on body and wings.

•Male and female bald eagles look alike, there are no differences in coloration.

•The derivation of the name “bald” is from an Old English word meaning white.

•Adult eagles have approximately a 7 ft. wingspan

•Immature bald eagles have brown feathers and dark colored bills and eyes. Eagles obtain their white head and tail feathers and yellow beak and begin nesting when they reach maturity at approximately 4 to 5 years of age.

•Immature bald eagles resemble golden eagles.  Golden eagles have smaller heads and longer tails and their leg feathers extend to their feet.

•The feet have strong, knife-like talons.

•The females are 30% larger than the males.

•The bald eagle has been the national symbol of the United States of America since 1782.
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	•Like other members of the “fish eagle” group, bald eagles almost always nest near open water.  The coastal Georgia area, including the barrier islands, marsh islands, and nearby mainland, has always proved good eagle nesting habitat.

•Construction of reservoirs such as Seminole, Walter F. George, Oconee, Allatoona, Carters, Clarks Hill, Nottley and West Point has increased suitable inland nesting habitat.

•Bald eagles prefer isolated sites for nesting but are adapting to the presence of human disturbance in some areas.

•The large nest is usually in a tall, open-topped pine near open water and is constructed with sticks and branches.

•Occasionally cypress trees are used.

•They very rarely use hardwood trees for nests.


	Slide 4
	•Bald eagles are found throughout most of the U.S. and Canada.

•They occur only in North America, which is one reason this bird was chosen as our national symbol over the golden eagle, which is found on other continents as well.

•Juvenile eagles and non-nesting adults can be seen throughout Georgia, but known nesting activity is concentrated mostly along the coast and near major rivers, wetland, and reservoirs in the southern and central parts of the state.

•Georgia’s resident adult eagles are non-migratory; however, there are migratory adult bald eagles from northern areas that winter here in Georgia before returning north to nest in the spring.
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	•Bald eagles are dependent upon large bodies of water for their food supply.  In Georgia, bald eagles can be found feeding over bodies of water like the Chattahoochee River, Altamaha River, St. Andrews Sound, and Lake Seminole.

•Bald eagles are opportunistic foragers and chose a variety of food sources for their diet.  They generally favor fish as their primary food such as, catfish.   Other prey foods are waterbirds including coots and ducks, turtles, mammals including rabbits, and carrion (dead animals).
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	•Up until the 1950’s, the bald eagle was considered to be common throughout Georgia.

•Populations begin to show declines in 1950 primarily due to the use of the pesticide DDT, Di-chloro-di-phenyl-tri-chloro-ethane.

•In 1967, the bald eagle was listed as endangered in the United States by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) under the Endangered Species Preservation Act, which in 1973 evolved into the Endangered Species Act.

•In 1974, the Georgia Department of Natural Resources (DNR), Wildlife Resources Division (WRD) listed the bald eagle as endangered.  At that time, there were no known nesting pairs in the state.

•In 1979, a restoration program was started in Georgia by WRD’s Nongame-Endangered Wildlife Program.  The method of hacking – a gradual release of fledgling birds - was used to release young eagles obtained from captive breeding facilities or from wild nests where they were more plentiful.

•In 1999, due to the significant recovery of the bald eagle throughout the United States, the USFWS proposed for the bald eagle to be delisted from the Endangered Species Act of 1973.
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	•Probably the greatest factor leading to decline of bald eagles, and other birds such as peregrine falcons, ospreys, and brown pelicans, was DDT poisoning.

•DDT was extensively used during the Second World War among Allied troops and certain civilian populations to control insect typhus and malaria vectors, and was then extensively used as an agricultural insecticide after 1945. When DDT got into the food chain it caused problems at the top, particularly for birds of prey. DDT caused the egg shells to thin and the eggs to break before hatching. 
•DDT pesticide use in this country was outlawed in 1972.

•The Passage of the Endangered Species Act (ESA), Clean Water Act, Clean Air Act, and general enhanced public environmental awareness led to improved conditions for eagles and other wildlife.  

•Other factors in eagle decline were probably shooting and nest disturbance.
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	•Bald eagles form permanent pair bonds, but individuals will find another mate if the original is lost. 
•Eagle pairs typically return to their nesting territories in September and October.

•They work on repairing the nest if needed and exhibit pair-bonding behavior. 

•WRD encourages Georgians to report sightings of adult eagle pairs during fall and winter – this could indicate nesting activity in the area.  Please call WRD’s Nongame-Endangered Wildlife Program office at 478-994-1438 to report the sighting.
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	•Today, most bald eagle conservation actions focus on nest protection.

•WRD conducts aerial bald eagle nest surveys each January to determine the number of occupied nesting territories.

•Most eagle pairs have eggs by that time and at least one of the adults will be at the nest.

•Eagles typically return to the same nest each year, or build a new nest nearby.

•All known nest sites are checked for occupancy.

•Potential new nest sites that have been reported are also investigated, and surveyors check suitable habitat along the survey route for new nests as well.

•Here, an adult eagle incubates a clutch of 2-3 eggs high in a cypress tree in southern Georgia.
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	•After about a 30-day incubation period, the eggs hatch and the young begin to grow.

•The fuzzy nestlings in the left photograph are about 2 weeks old; the eaglets in the right photograph are about 10 weeks old.

•The nests are checked again during March or April to determine productivity.

•About 75-80% of the nests fledge young eagles each year.

•Successful nests average about 1.5 fledglings.

•Most will have one or two young, and a few produce three.

•The eaglets leave the nest at about 12 weeks, but remain under the care of their parents for a few more weeks as they learn to fend for themselves.

•Many recently fledged birds head north around the Great Lakes region for their first summer, then return to Georgia in the fall.

•Eagles mature at about 5 years as indicated by their white heads and tails.

•Upon maturity, they establish nesting territories of their own.
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	•Georgia’s nesting eagle population has increased steadily since nesting activity resumed in 1978 after an absence of nesting activity during most of the 1970s.

•In 2004 there were 84 known occupied nests.

•WRD does not have good data on historical numbers of eagles, but the present population might be close to what it was before the decline.

•The Southeastern States Bald Eagle Recovery Plan, completed in 1984 when Georgia’s nests numbered 3 or fewer, estimated that 20 occupied nesting territories would be needed in Georgia to reach the regional recovery goal of 600 nesting territories.

•Populations have recovered much better than was anticipated at that time.
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	•These dots represent locations of known eagle nests from recent years (through 2004).
•Not all of these nests are still occupied.

•Most of Georgia’s bald eagle nests are concentrated along the coast and near major reservoirs and rivers.

•Several are near catfish farms.
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	•Each year, for a variety of reasons, about 75-85% of all known eagle nests actually fledge young.

•Only a small fraction of these fledglings will survive the next five years and become breeding adults.

•Some apparently do not produce eggs, some lay eggs that do not hatch, some have young that die in the nest from disease or starvation, and some young are lost when nests are destroyed by storms or collapse of the tree.

•Successful nests are important to ensuring population growth and stability.
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	•The bottom line for the nesting season is the number of young eagles that fledge from their nests and are recruited into the population.

•Wildlife Resources Division biologists invested considerable time and effort into releasing a few young eagles each year, by using a method called hacking, to help build the population.

•The hacking method involves raising young eagles in an elevated artificial nest.  Biologists live nearby 24 hours a day to feed and observe the eaglets.  The young birds are screened in the artificial nest for their protection until they are old enough to fly.

•The hacking method is no longer necessary because the wild nests are producing far more young with minimal assistance from WRD.  These young eagles are probably much better suited for survival than those that were released through hacking.
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	•The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) developed private land eagle nest management guidelines several years ago that suggested a primary zone, in which there should be little if any habitat alteration and no disturbance during the nesting season, and a secondary zone in which there should be no major disturbance during the nesting season.

•The same basic two-tiered approach is still used, but management zones are not typically as large as the original guidelines suggested.

•Many eagle pairs have proven to be pretty tolerant of certain levels of human activity, and are building nests in suburban areas.

•WRD works closely with landowners to develop specific management guidelines as needed to keep nest sites occupied and productive while imposing as little as possible on landowner activities.
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	•Circled in red is a nest that was discovered at Reynolds Plantation on Lake Oconee as the site was being surveyed for residential development.

•The golf course and paved road had been recently constructed.

•Five building lots were set aside as eagle habitat and the development plans were shifted to another area.

•Local residents take pride in living near the eagles and did not want to see the area disturbed.

•The eagle pair continues to nest and raise young here each season.
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	•Reynolds Plantation residents called to report an eaglet on the ground next to the road.

•The nest had partially collapsed before the eaglet was ready to fly.

•WRD advised Reynolds Plantation staff on how to construct a temporary hack tower that was placed near the nest tree.

•The eaglet was captured and placed on the tower and was seen soaring with its parents a few days later.

•The next year, the adults rebuilt their nest directly above the hack tower.
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	•A recent threat to local bald eagle populations in the southeast has been Avian Vacuolar Myelinopathy or AVM.

•The mysterious disease was first discovered in Arkansas in the early 1990s when about 50 eagles were found dead at DeGray Lake.

•Many coots were affected as well.

•A couple of years later the disease was detected in Georgia at Lake Juliette and Clarks Hill reservoir.

•Victims suffer neurological problems, sometimes resulting in death.

•Diagnosis consists of microscopic examination of brain tissue, revealing vacuoles (Membrane-bound fluid-filled space within a cell).

•A possible scenario is that algae living on the surface of submerged aquatic plants produce a toxin that is consumed by coots eating the plants.

•The coots are then consumed by eagles.

•So far the disease has remained localized at just a few sites, where it has eliminated several nesting eagle pairs.

•Also, the rare occasion of nest trees intentionally destroyed is a threat to Georgia’s bald eagle populations.  The photo seen here was a nest site in Lowndes County was cut down before WRD knew it existed.
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	•Another threat to bald eagles is poisoning by pentabarbital, which is a drug used to euthanize animals.

•The carcasses of pentabarbital euthanized animals are disposed of in landfills, and if not quickly buried, they may be fed upon by eagles and other scavengers.

•Several eagles have died in the southeast as a result of pentabarbital poisoning.
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	•Continuing public education is necessary to ensure that attitudes and policy will be conducive to eagle survival.

•Ongoing environmental protection measures will be necessary to keep the history of the middle of this century from repeating itself.

•WRD biologists will continue to work together with private landowners to protect eagles and other rare wildlife.

•The objective is to maintain the integrity and productivity of the nest site while imposing as little as possible on landowner management objectives.
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	•The nation’s symbol is also a symbol of successful conservation efforts by WRD in Georgia.

•Bald eagle management and many other activities of the Nongame Wildlife and Natural Heritage Section of WRD are funded through nongame wildlife license plate sales.

•There are currently no state funds provided for nongame wildlife conservation, education and recreation programs, and these important projects are funded solely through federal grants, direct donations and fundraising initiatives like the nongame wildlife license plate, State Income Tax Checkoff, and the Weekend for Wildlife benefit.

•Please help “Give Georgia’s Wildlife a Chance” by purchasing the wildlife license plate seen here or by donating to the State Income Tax Checkoff for wildlife.  YOU can make a difference!

•For more information on bald eagles and other wildlife in Georgia, visit the WRD website:  www.georgiawildlife.com



