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INTRODUCTION:

This report provides the general public and
government departments (Provincial & Federal)
with up-to-date information on the bald eagle and
its status on Prince Edward Island. This will act
as a key to conservation and enjoyment of the
bald eagle and its environment, encouraging
consideration for the bald eagle’s welfare in
public and private land management decisions.
It is viewed as a "living document,” that can be
updated on a yearly basis but at the same time
will provide information and understanding of A newly hatched eaglet
eagles now on Prince Edward Island.
II.

SPECIES DESCRIPTION:

There are two subspecies of the bald eagle: The southern bald eagle, Haliaeetus leucocephalus leucocephalus, and the northern bald eagle, Haliaeetus leucocephalus alascanus.
The only difference seems to be that the northern bald eagle is larger and heavier than the
southern bald eagle. At the time that this eagle was described and named, "bald" meant
"white" or "white-faced" and the description has remained, even though "bald" now
popularly means “hairless.”
A large hawk, the bald eagle attains a body length of approximately 0.85 to 1.10 meters
long (34-43 inches) and a wing span of between
1.82 and 2.28 meters (6-7.5 feet). As with most
birds of prey, the female is larger than the male.
When first hatched, a bald eagle is covered with
thick, silky down which is longest on the head. The
coloration is smoke grey on the back, paler grey on
the head and underparts of the body, and nearly
white on the throat. When the eaglet is about three
weeks old, the light grey or whitish down is replaced
by short, woolly, thick down of a dark sooty-grey
color. At the age of five to six weeks, blackish
feathers begin to appear on the body and the
wings. When the eaglet is seven to eight weeks
old, it is fairly well feathered and only a small
amount of down shows between the feather tracts.
The flight feathers are half grown at this time.
Within two weeks the feathers will be completely
grown.

Eaglet three weeks after hatching
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The coloration of the juvenile bald eagle varies.
A first year bald eagle is entirely blackish, except
for the underwing contour feathers and the tail
feathers, which are mottled with buff or buff-white
and subterminally banded with dark brown. Juveniles, after this initial plumage, acquire new
feathers which have increasing amounts of white,
most conspicuously on the underparts, until the
brown adult plumage is attained. The head and
tail gradually change to white when the eagle is
four to five years old. The beak of the juvenile
bald eagle is greyish-black, the thick skin adjoinAn eaglet at seven weeks
ing the forehead to the upper beak known as the
cere is greyish tinged with yellow, the legs are a pale yellow and the eyes are a dark brown
in the first year. The second year, eye color is light brown. When the eagle is approximately five years, their eyes become a yellowish silver color.
The adult bald eagle cannot be confused with any other bird of prey. The head and tail are
distinctively white. Plumage on the remainder of the eagle's body is brownish black or dark
brown. The feet, beak and cere are yellow and the eyes are a lighter yellow. The claws are
black.
In flight, juvenile bald eagles may be confused with other large birds if the birds are at a
distance. However, flight silhouettes and flight patterns permit these raptors to be distinguished from other birds once an observer has had some experience with direct observation
of all the birds concerned.
III. DISTRIBUTION:
The bald eagle is a member of the genus Haliaeetus. It is the only eagle with a distribution
restricted to North America. Bald eagles are found
primarily along the coasts of Mexico north to the Arctic.
The largest population is found along the northwest
coast with lesser numbers along the northeast coast of
North America. The former and present distribution are
essentially the same, but the numbers of eagles in North
America are reduced from former abundance.
The northern bald eagle breeds from Bering Island, the
Aleutian Islands, Northwest Alaska at the Noatak River,
Mackenzie, Manitoba, Central Ontario, Labrador, Southeast Quebec and the coasts of Newfoundland, Prince
Edward Island, Nova Scotia, south to Southern Oregon,
Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, South Dakota, Minnesota,
Wisconsin, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, New Jersey
and Maryland. The winter range and the breeding range
are similar.
A first year eagle
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The American Ornithologists' Union has indicated that the geographical limits given to
indicate the breeding ranges of the northern and southern bald eagles are arbitrary. The
two races are separated on the basis of size, which gradually increases from the south to
the north. The largest eagles known have come from Bering Island. The eagles in the
central section of the United States are intermediate in size.
IV. LIFE HISTORY:
The bald eagle has received a broad range of descriptions, ranging from majestic,
dangerous and awesome to cowardly and thieving. Many of these adjectives have been
applied through ignorance of the behavior of the eagle and the ecological niches it
occupies. A greater knowledge of eagle behavior and its ecological role can lead to a
better appreciation of these birds.
A.

Food Habits:

While the diet of the bald eagle varies according to locality and food availability, fish is the
staple food item. Dead and dying fish are eaten as readily as live fish which the eagle
catches. In some areas, 80-90 percent of the diet is fish. The bald eagle is an opportunist
and readily consumes carrion (animals already dead), including the remains of poultry and
livestock.
B.

Territorial Defense:

The breeding season of bald eagles varies with
latitude. Territorial defense is generally considered a part of breeding behavior. In Prince
Edward Island, bald eagles generally defend their
territories from March to September. Territorial
defense may be exhibited two to three months
before the eggs are laid.
Most eagles tend to occupy the same nesting
territories from year to year. It is believed that a
pair remains mated for as long as both are alive.
C.

Courtship:

There is little descriptive material on the bald
eagle’s courtship. The "cartwheel display" is the
most spectacular courtship maneuver. The
eagles swoop alternately at each other, avoiding
contact by side slips and mounting fast in the air.
An adult bald eagle.
One bird turns on its back and grasps the extended talons of the oncoming bird. The pair falls
toward the earth in a spinning cartwheel fashion, releasing their hold a few yards above
the surface of the water or ground.
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D.

Nest Construction:

Rehabilitation of established nests occurs every year. New sticks will be added or old ones
rearranged. Materials used depend upon the locality of the nest. The female does most of
the nest building, but both birds bring nesting material.
A nest that is constructed for the first time consists of a great mass of sticks. Most of these
will be picked up from the ground and carried to the nest site in the eagle's talons. Sticks
are laid with the aid of the beak. As the number of sticks increases, coarser materials are
interlaid on the periphery. The center and miscellaneous spaces are filled with finer
materials such as dried grasses and herbs. Sometimes branches will be snapped off dead
trees while the eagle is in flight. Greens of one sort or another are often brought to the nest
after initial construction is completed. The size of materials used for nest construction varies
from three feet long and two inches thick down to dried grasses. The materials used for nest
construction and the age of the nest influence how damp the nest will be as newly
constructed nests are less compact and drain better.
Some pairs of eagles do not breed every year. They may repair their nest and remain in that
vicinity through the season but never lays any eggs. If the first clutch of eggs is lost, the
female may lay a second set after an interval of four weeks or more.
E.

Clutch Size:

The usual clutch size is two eggs about the size of domestic goose eggs, although
occasionally three eggs may be laid. The incubation period is approximately thirty-five days
and begins after the first egg is laid. As a result there is a difference in age and size of the
young in any, one nest. The first egg to hatch is also more likely to contain a female eaglet.
Both parents incubate the eggs and care for the young when they hatch. In Prince Edward
Island nesting begins in March and egg laying takes place in April.
F.

Parental Behavior:

During the first three to four weeks of the young eagle's life, one or both parents will be at
the nest constantly. The guarding parent will often be on a nest-perch or on a part of the
nest tree above the nest. The parents go to the nest to deliver food, feed and brood the
young. Both the male and the female feed the young birds, although the female broods
them more frequently. Night brooding may last until the young are a month old. The female
is at the nest more often than the male. Most of the feeding of the young is done by the
female, although the male and the female bring food equally.
When the young are small, feeding takes place as soon as food is brought to the nest.
When they are older, feeding might not occur until several hours after food has been
procured.
G.
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Post Fledging Activity:

The eaglets are unable to feed themselves until they are around seven weeks old. The
feeding method consists of the female tearing off strips of food with her beak and holding
these strips to the beaks of the eaglets.
If the nest contains more then one eaglet, the older and larger eaglet will usually get food
first, and if food is in short supply, it will receive the larger share if not all of it. This helps
to ensure that at least one young bird will survive. When food is in abundance, the younger
bird(s) will have a chance to receive food from the female while the larger eaglet is
swallowing a piece of food. Fratricide (one nestling killing another) among nestlings is
common. The frequency of fratricide and its influence on productivity is not clearly
understood but it is more likely to occur in years with food in short supply.
The average food consumption of a newly hatched eaglet is three fourths of an ounce a day.
Ten to twelve weeks later, when the eaglets are ready to leave the nest, food consumption
averages around four pounds per day.
Eaglets use their wings extensively from the time they hatch, but for the first four weeks, the
wings are used as a support when crawling. Wing-flapping begins to develop after the age
of one month and increases in frequency as the eaglet matures. About the time that eaglets
begin to exercise their wings, they also spend a lot of time preening the growing feathers.
During the last week in the nest, activities center on feeding, reactions to each other and
to the parents, play and flying exercises.
H.

Fledging:

Wing-flapping becomes more and more frequent as the time nears for leaving the nest.
When exercising, the eaglets usually hold onto a branch embedded in the nest and with
strong wing-beats, perform the motions of flying. After some coordination is acquired, they
do not hold onto the branch but flap in place. As control over their wings increases, they
start taking short excursions to perches around and above the nest. When they first leave
the nest, they frequently return to it at night when the parents might bring in fresh prey.
As the eaglets approach fledging, the adults spend less time around their young, and the
eaglets themselves do not seem to be very interested in the adults.
The first flight from the nest is usually a long undirected glide to the ground. The first few
landings, by newly fledged eagles are awkward and uncoordinated. During this time, the
young eagles are vulnerable to attacks by other raptors and possibly mammalian predators.
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I.

Inter-species Relationships:

Although bald eagles tend to ignore other species of birds, this behavior is altered when
incubation begins and when the eaglets are small. During this time, avian intruders in the
eagle's territory, such as crows and other raptors, are not tolerated. Most nesting eagles
are non-aggressive toward human intruders. They may fly above the nest and scream for
a short time, but generally leave the vicinity when people come near their nest. There are,
however, some exceptions to this general pattern of behavior.
The relationship among nonbreeding bald eagles is one of indifference and mutual
tolerance. A number of them may gather at certain locations because of a common interest
in certain food items, such as a large carcass. It has, in the past been unusual for adults
and juvenile bald eagles to exhibit antagonistic behavior toward their own and other species
when feeding, however as the population of bald eagles increases the frequency of this
behavior is also appearing to be increasing.
There seems to be little hostility toward most other species of birds. Bald eagles frequently
share their kills with ravens. Although waterfowl will exhibit caution around bald eagles in
the winter, it is usual for females and their broods to swim beneath perched eagles in the
summer. For the most part, eagles will ignore harassment from alarmed songbirds or crows.
They may move to other perches if the harassment doesn't decrease after a time.
The bald eagle sometimes will force an osprey to drop a fish which it has caught and then
pick up the fish. Ospreys generally offer little or no resistance to adult bald eagles and will
even leave their nests when an adult eagle approaches. However, juvenile bald eagles are
attacked if they approach an osprey nest. The osprey attack frequently results in the eagle
changing its flight direction.
J.

Migration:

It is primarily, the eagles from the northern states and Canada that move southward. They
tend to gather along rivers, lakes, national wildlife refuges and other places where food is
available. These areas provide open water for feeding and abundant fish. Refuges that
have concentrations of waterfowl concentrations also attract eagles, particularly during the
weeks following hunting seasons when many crippled ducks and geese are available.
Immature eagles tend to move south earlier and travel further south than the adults. They
also move north later in the spring then do adults.
Mr. Mark McCollough from the U.S. Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife has
reported numerous sightings of eagles wintering in Maine that were banded at both the
Brudenell and Granville nest sites.
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K.

Vocalizations:

The vocalizations of bald eagles have been
described in some detail. There are three basic
sounds which eagles make in different patterns
depending upon the situation:
(a)
hoarse sounds given in quick succession from the throat, sounding
like “kah-kah-kah”,
(b)
a chuckling sound, similar to horse
neighing, sounding like “ye-ha-ha
ye-ha-ha-ha-ha”,
(c)
a gull-like “yaap-yaap-yaap,” which
is given mainly by the eaglets and
the female.
The intensity and frequency of the calls vary with
the situation and with the time of day. A "threat" call is often uttered when human beings
approach the nest. This call consists of a repeated harsh “Kah-kah-kah,” followed by
chuckling sound. A "mild threat" is a sharp chuckling sound without the final "ha-ha-ha.”
The "annoyance" call is made more often by the female when she is guarding the nest
alone. Seabirds, crows and air planes would stimulate the call, which is the chuckling sound
with the final "ha-ha-ha" uttered slowly and often combined with the gull-like call. A
"greeting" is generally expressed when a mate returns to the nest. This is a highly pitched
chuckling sound given in a laughing manner and is often heard during courtship with both
birds making the call. When vocalizing, the bird draws its head backward until it is almost
touching its back. The "hunger" call is most often heard from the eaglets, especially during
the last two weeks before the family unit dissolves. This is the gull-like call.
L.

Chemical Contamination:

Some toxic chemicals build up in the environment over time as they do not quickly
disappear. The concentrations of these chemicals in an eagle are increased in two ways.
1)

2)

Bioaccumulationwhere the concentration of a chemical toxin increases over
time as it is stored in the fat of the eagle,
and
Biomagnification where the concentration of a chemical toxin is magnified
by an eagle eating the flesh of an animal which has already bioaccumulated
the toxin.
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Bald eagles around the Great Lakes are experiencing a high mortality in eaglets as well as
eagles being born with deformed beaks and talons. This is thought to be the result of
persistent toxic chemicals in the environment. The primary agents involved in the lowered
productivity of bald eagles in the 1960's were the persistent chlorinated hydrocarbon
pesticides. Organochlorine Pesticide residues, specifically dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane
(DDT) and its metabolites, was highest where productivity was lowest. The continental bald
eagle populations were experiencing severe eggshell thinning. DDT is the major metabolite
affecting eggshell thinning. Analysis of eagle eggs has shown a straight line relationship
between the rate of reproduction and the amount of DDT and dieldrin present. The higher
the residues, the lower the rate of production. Residues of DDT and dieldrin have been
found in almost all food utilized by eagles, and have been found in nearly all eagles
sampled. Sub-lethal doses of DDT can cause reduced reproduction in birds of prey. Small
quantities of DDT in the liver induce enzymes which hydroxylate certain steroid hormones,
primarily estrogen, causing an abnormal calcium metabolism in the eagles. They are not
able to store or utilize calcium; thin-shelled eggs are the result. These eggs suffer from
mechanical breakage or the embryos fail to hatch. Bald eagle eggshells are significantly
thinner than before 1945. Cases of severe reproductive failure can be correlated with high
insecticide residues in the eggs. With the ban on the use of DDT, today, this is not the
problem it used to be.
Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB's) bear a molecular resemblance to DDT and exert similar
physiological effects. Although they do not cause the degree of eggshell thinning
characteristic of DDT and its metabolites, PCB's are much more effective in reducing
estrogen levels through hepatic enzyme induction. As a result, birds contaminated with
PCB's have experienced delayed breeding. Large birds, having longer incubation periods
and slower juvenile development, may be unable to raise their young to maturity if they
experience artificial delays in the onset of breeding. PCB’s are now a highly regulated
chemical and should not pose the same problem today.
In the last decade, there has been a steady increase in mortality resulting from lead
poisoning. The source of lead is usually in unretrieved waterfowl crippled or killed by
hunters using lead shots, or waterfowl which may have ingested lead while feeding in a
wetland. Lead lures caught in fish may also contribute to lead poisoning. Sub-lethal
exposure to lead can disrupt physiological processes critical to a bird's survival and can
lead to blindness, lack of coordination, neurological dysfunctions and increases susceptibility to disease. Lead poisoning may therefore be an underestimated cause of death in bald
eagles because sub-lethal lead poisoning may contribute to mortality from other causes.
Many bald eagles along the west coast of Canada were killed in 1993 and 1994 by the
pesticide phorate (Thimet 15 G). This insecticide was placed in the soil in the spring to
protect seed tubers and plants from insecticide pests. The bald eagles became poisoned
by feeding on dead or debilitated waterfowl which had ingested pesticide granules. This
secondary poisoning has also occurred with topical cattle pesticide.
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V. THE BALD EAGLE IN PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND
A.

Status and Population Trend

There have been twenty-four confirmed active eagle nest sites found on Prince Edward
Island from 1966 to 1998. Twelve of these are in Queens County, nine in Kings County
and three in Prince County (Figure 1). These nests have produced a minimum of one
hundred forty-two young since 1966.

Figure 1: Bald Eagle Nests in Prince Edward Island
At least 50 percent of the breeding pairs of bald eagles must produce one young every
second year to maintain a stable population. From 1967 to 1968 this number was
exceeded. Then for eight years, from 1969 to 1977 inclusive, the known productivity of
bald eagles in Prince Edward Island dropped to zero. This was a result of the death of the
mate to a female bald eagle at Brudenell. She continued to maintain the nest alone, until
1978 when she found another mate. Since 1978 the annual productivity has exceeded
the number needed to maintain a stable population, ranging from one to two young per
successful nest per year with the exception of 1993 when productivity dropped to .67 for
known active nests surveyed. In 1994 productivity was again up to 1.22 for known active
nests surveyed. Since 1978 the productivity numbers have all indicated a growing
population of eagles.
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Table I Temporal and spatial variations in Bald Eagle Productivity
YEAR

# OF ACTIVE
NESTS SURVEYED

1966

1

?

?

1967

1

1

1.00

1968

1

1

1.00

1969-77*

0

0

0.00

1978

1

2

2.00

1979

1

3

3.00

1980

1

2

2.00

1981

1

2

2.00

1982

2

4

2.00

1983

1

2

2.00

1984

2

4

2.00

1985

2

3

1.50

1986

2

3

1.50

1987

4

5

1.25

1988

6

10

1.67

1989

7

10

1.42

1990

7

11

1.57

1991

8

8

1.00

1992

4

8

1.50

1993

6

4

0.67

1994

9

11

1.22

1995

8

8

1.00

1996

11

19

1.73

1997

10

16

1.60

1998

13

15

1.15

*

#OF KNOWN
FLEDGLINGS

# OF KNOWN FLEDGLINGS
PER ACTIVE NEST

No productivity

These productivity numbers reflect the known number of eagle nests. From 1966 to 1986,
the numbers in Prince Edward Island were fairly consistent with either one or two nests,
however in 1987 the bald eagle population became dynamic, with more eagles being
sighted and more nests found (Figure 2).
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Some of those nests found (i.e., St. Georges, Murray River) were almost certainly active
several years previous to their discovery. Levels of nesting activity varied from two nests
in 1986 to a high of twenty-four nests in 1997. Pairs of eagles have been seen at other
locations throughout Prince Edward Island but their nests have not been located.

NUMBER OF BALD EAGLE NEST SITES
1966-1998
30

# NEST SITES

25

20

15

10

5

0
66 68 70 72 74 76 78 80 82 84 86 88 90 92 94 96 98

YEAR
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B. Habitat Requirements:
1.

Nest Site Availability:

A great portion of an adult bald eagle's life centres around the nesting territory. There are
many factors involved in nest site selection, but certain elements seem to be consistent.
A clear flight path to an adjacent estuary or river is one of those elements. The largest tree
in a stand is chosen, even if the eagles are nesting in stunted timber. An open view of the
surrounding area is another common characteristic. Proximity to a body of water, river or
large stream appears to be another prerequisite with most of the nest trees within fifty
metres of water. The presence of good perch trees in the vicinity of the nest also appears
to be an important factor in nest site selection. Nesting territory is defended from competing
members of the same species from the time of mating until the young are independent. The
size of the nesting territory also varies. Most territories have relatively uniform physical
characteristics and the extremities of the territories are marked by perching trees or loafing
areas.
In 1998 all but one of the known "active" bald eagle nests in Prince Edward Island, were
located in white pine trees (Pinus strobus). The tree selected is characteristically the largest
or the stoutest in the immediate surroundings. All nests were located between zero and ten
feet below the tree top characteristically located in the upper whorl of branches which form
a bowl after the tree top was damaged. The average height above ground of the nests in
the trees is approximately eighteen meters.
2.

Wintering Habitat:

Wintering eagles apparently have an attraction to particular trees and even to favorite limbs.
These trees are usually large and open and with sufficient room for take off and landing, but
they are not noticeably different from the other trees in the same general area. The first
eagles to arrive at these roosts select favorite trees and limbs. Eagles arriving later will land
as close as possible to another eagle, even on the same limb.
It is common to observe wintering adult and juvenile bald eagles of unconfirmed origin
throughout Prince Edward Island especially along the coastal bays and inlets.
C. Limiting Factors:
Fifty years is not an unusual lifespan for an eagle in captivity. In the wild the average
lifespan would be much less than that. Like other long-lived species, it takes several years
to achieve sexual maturity and productivity is low. Mortality is highest in the first few years
of life. Excessive mortality in such a species can have more serious consequences than
mortality in species with high reproductive rates.
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1.

Human Disturbance:

Freedom from human disturbance or intervention is one of the most variable factors. The
future development of Prince Edward Island could alter the comparative security that bald
eagles presently have from human disturbances. The timing of the disturbance in relation
to the eagle's breeding chronology, is important. Vulnerability to disturbance, is greatest
during egg-laying, incubation, and when the eaglets are newly hatched.
Increased human pressure on eagle habitat can result in lack of production. Bald eagles
have a great affinity toward their nesting sites and may simply stop nesting if they are
disturbed. An increase in social affluence and mobility with greater use of boats, off-road
vehicles, snowmobiles and the proliferation of cottages on waterfront property may impact
eagle habitat severely.
All eagles seem more tolerant of human interference at roosts which they habitually use.
The different roost locations also seem to change behavior and human tolerance to some
degree. Eagles seem able to distinguish between different people. The owner of a farm
may be tolerated at close proximity, but another person, dressed similarly, may not be
permitted to approach as closely as the owner.
2.

Nest Site Removal:

The removal of old pine trees, which are preferred for nesting, force the eagles to use
substandard nest sites. In some cases, no suitable nest sites remain in the area, resulting
in no nesting or in abandonment of the area.
The effect of tree cutting on bald eagles nesting on Prince Edward Island is difficult to
determine. The potential loss of nest sites and other harmful effects of tree harvesting or
clearing land could be mitigated by avoiding nesting areas during critical times and leaving
not only the nesting tree but other trees standing in the immediate vicinity of the nest site.
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3.

Shooting:

The bald eagle is also experiencing population losses from direct causes. In the past, the
major factor was shooting. The mate for the eagle at the Brudenell nest in 1969 was shot,
and further losses of this nature can have a significant impact on bald eagle productivity.
There have been reports of at least four eagles being shot in eastern Prince Edward Island
in the last four years.
One of these eagles was shot by a man in Murray River after it had attacked his dog. Upon
closer examination it was found that the eagle had a fractured wing and couldn’t fly. It was
in very poor physical condition and although it is very unusual for an eagle to attack a dog
it was quite possible considering its condition.
4.

Electrocution:

Electrocution is another cause of direct mortality. Since power poles often provide available
perches, they are frequently used by birds of prey. Electrocution is primarily a problem with
older transmission lines, where the lines are closer together.
In May of 1995 a bald eagle was electrocuted near Suffolk, Prince Edward Island. The
eagle was electrocuted when a cow’s afterbirth it was carrying dragged across electrical
transmission lines. This eagle had been banded by the Fish and Wildlife Division, in June
of 1992 at St. Georges, Prince Edward Island.
5.

Collision:

In April 1991, a dead eagle was found along the West River. This eagle had been banded
in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia. It appears that the bird collided with some stabilizing cables
of a telecommunication tower, was unable to fly, and subsequently died of hypothermia.
In March 1998 an injured eagle was picked up in Pownal. This bird was banded in St.
Georges, Prince Edward Island in June of 1994. It was suffering some soft tissue damage
as a result of a collision. The eagle was successfully rehabilitated at the Atlantic Veterinary
College in Charlottetown and released.
6.

Trapping:

A bald eagle banded at Brudenell was caught in a trap in Nova Scotia and subsequently
killed. At least two other banded eagles from Brudenell have been found dead in Nova
Scotia (cause of death unknown).

It is believed that one of the pair nesting at Granville was trapped in 1989 and later
released. This happened at the onset of incubation and could have been the cause of the
eagles abandoning their nest that year.
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In December 1994 an eagle was found dead in a fox snare near Mount Stewart. It had been
banded in Gowan Brae Prince Edward Island, in the Spring of 1990. The eagle had the
characteristic white head and tail with some black streaking which would be characteristic
of a bald eagle between four and five years of age.
7.

Mortal Combat:

Antagonistic interaction between eagles during feeding is common, but excessive physical
contact and injury are rare. However in the fall of 1994, Mr. James Yeo, of Cascumpec,
Prince Edward Island, reported two adult eagles fighting, resulting in the death of one of the
eagles. The cause of death was later confirmed by Scott McBurney D.V.M. of the Atlantic
Veterinary College. This aggressive behavior between the two eagles is the first known
mortal combat between bald eagles.
8.

Unknown:

In December 1998, a dead Bald Eagle was found in a gravel pit near Roseberry and then
in January 1998, another dead eagle was found near Argle Shore. The eagle found at
Argle Shore had been banded as a nestling in 1995, at New Glasgow Prince Edward Island.
The Atlantic Veterinary College was unable to determine the cause of death in both cases
and can only speculate.
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D. BANDING
To date (1998), there has been a total of one hundred and thirty-four eaglets banded* at the
various nest sites throughout Prince Edward Island. Extensive banding information is
needed to determine mortality rates, migration patterns and wintering grounds for Prince
Edward Island’s bald eagle population.

Two eaglets sit high up in their nest.

Scot MacNeill climbs into eagle nest to retrieve
one of the eaglets.
The nests are located and monitored in the early spring during nesting. When the eaglets
are about seven weeks old, they are ready to band. If the birds are eight weeks or older but
not yet fledged they may jump out of the nest if disturbed. The birds can injure themselves,
and if not injured they’re still very difficult to return to the nest. It is for this reason that the
birds are not banded if they are found to be close to fledging when the nest tree is visited.
For eagles in Prince Edward Island, the month of June is the time for banding.
*A permit is required from the Fish and Wildlife Division to band eagles.
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The bander is greeted with a puzzled look
by one of the eaglets in its nest.

The eaglet is tied and then lowered to the
ground for banding.

Eagles tend to nest in sturdy trees and as discussed have very large nests. In order to climb
the tree, a climbing belt is worn around the waist with a safety belt and rope attached, spurs
are worn on the feet. The gaff or spike that sticks into the tree as it is climbed must be long
enough to penetrate the bark and into the stem of the tree. This is particularly important
when climbing the white pines. The shorter gaffs will grab the bark and not the stem. The
bark subsequently breaks off, endangering the climber.

Once on the ground, the eaglet is banded with
specially numbered bands.

A closer look at the eaglet and the leg
band.
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The climber can sometimes climb into the nest and band the young eaglets there or must
reach over the edge of the nest and grab a young bird. If the nest is not offset to one side,
climbing, or reaching into it, can pose a problem.
The birds are lowered to the ground for banding, taking measurements and in some cases
blood samples. Great care is taken to ensure the safety of the young bird. During banding
the adults may circle high in the air vocalizing but they rarely attack the climber.
The bands that are used all have a different number on them, but the same Washington,
D.C. mailing address. Birds do not recognize provincial or international boundaries. By
sending all the banding information to this one place it will insure a more efficient access
to the banding data as the birds migrate or move from one place to another.

A group of eagle “adopters” has one final look before the eaglet is returned to the
nest.
After the eaglet is banded, it is carefully tied and lifted back to its nest. The same procedure
will be repeated if there are siblings in the nest. When finished, the climber can simply
slide, or rappel, using ropes, down the tree to the ground. The whole banding procedure
can be completed in less than thirty minutes. A wet tree is too slippery to climb and it is
dangerous to climb on a windy day. Rain also poses a hazard to the young as they can get
wet and chilled if the adults are kept off the nests for extended periods of time in bad
weather.
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E. Protective Measures Instituted in Prince Edward Island:
Legal or Regulatory:
1.

2.

3.

Regulations limiting the use of DDT and other persistent pesticides in the
United States and Canada are helpful in reducing pesticide burdens in the
population of bald eagles breeding in this province. In addition to this, lead
shot restrictions for hunting have been introduced by legislation. Although
these provisions are designed to address lead poisoning in waterfowl, they
will assist the eagle population as well, as eagles do consume injured or dead
waterfowl which have eaten lead.
The bald eagle is protected against shooting by the Prince Edward Island
Wildlife Conservation Act with a maximum fine of $l,000 and a minimum fine
of $200. All articles seized are also forfeited to the Crown.
The Natural Areas Protection Act was assented to, on May 17, 1988. The
object of this act is to preserve natural areas in the province. The Brudenell
pines have been designated a natural area, protecting the habitat of our
oldest and most productive eagle nest. Other nesting sites throughout the
province could also receive similar protection.

F. Species & Habitat Management:
1.

Research Needs:
a)

Extensive banding data is needed to track mortality schedules for the Prince
Edward Island bald eagle population. Banding efforts concentrate on:
i) continued banding of young at nests;
ii) banding of wintering eagles.

b)

Successful management presupposes an accurate census of the nesting
population and a determination of their productivity. For eagles, at least two
surveys are necessary (aerial surveys are ideal for this): the first in early April
to determine the location and number of nesting pairs, and another during the
first week of June to determine the number of young produced. When the
young are large enough, they can be banded, if not, it can be determined
when they will be ready to band. Nesting surveys are conducted annually and
eaglets banded before they are nine weeks old.

c)

Important base line data, pesticide contamination and genetic information can
be gathered by taking blood samples of the eagles during banding, and from
injured and dead eagles that are recovered and turned in. This information
is invaluable in bald eagle management.
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2.

Identification, Protection & Improvement of Key Habitat:
General strategies for bald eagle management should consider both wintering and
breeding habitats. Nest sites, roosts, perches and feeding areas need to be
identified and protected. Identification can be accomplished in large measure by
banding and observing eagles but in areas of Prince Edward Island where eagle
populations are currently depressed, allowance must also be made for colonization
of suitable habitat as the population expands.

LAND OWNERSHIP OF BALD EAGLE NEST SITES
(Based on 1998 data)

(37.5%)

(12.5%)

NON-RESIDENT
GOVERNMENT
RESIDENT

(50.0%)

FIGURE 3
Most of the bald eagle nests are on private lands (Figure 3). Conservation of
important habitat may be accomplished with relative ease on public land and will
depend on cooperation of owners on private lands.
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3.

Human Disturbances:
Human activity can significantly influence productivity. The following protective
measures are recommended:
l.

2.
3.
4.

The closing off of a "site specific" area from human activity during incubation
and when the eaglets are small may reduce nest desertion by adults. Once
the young are half-grown and the likelihood of desertion is greatly reduced,
these areas can be opened up for utilization by people if the landowner
wishes.
Prohibit shooting within 400 meters of an eagle nest between March 1 and
September 1.
Encourage private land holders to protect eagle nesting sites.
Establish public education programs designed to enable the public,
especially those who use firearms, to identify bald eagles in all plumage
phases to protect birds from being mistakenly shot.
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