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Bald eagles increasingly sighted in Dickson
County

Eagle population growing in Tennessee

By Josh Arntz

The Dickson Herald

Dickson County residents Tracy Robertson and her husband Stephen had just sat down for supper when they
saw a large bird fly across their front yard.

The bird, a bald eagle, roosted in a tree close to a pond in their yard stocked with catfish, bass and bluegill.

"Around here, that was our first bald eagle sighting anywhere outside of a protected area," said Tracy in early
April.

Since approaching near extinction in North America, the bald eagle has made a resounding comeback in
Tennessee, and is now exploring the lands and water bodies within Dickson County.

The Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency documented 130 nesting pairs of bald eagles in the state last year,
with about 70 percent of those pairs producing offspring that fledged. Though no nests have been recorded in
Dickson, TWRA biologist Polly Rooker noted six nests in the general area, including one at Harpeth River
State Park.

"I keep getting reports of birds over there (Dickson County)," said Rooker. "I had one lady who called and
she kept seeing two birds close to her house. We just haven't been able to find a nest.

"I don't doubt in the least that they're there," Rooker added. "They're along the water, and they're back off of
the water. So, more often than not you'll see two birds without seeing the nest structure."

Montgomery Bell State Park Ranger Tim Wheatley and a fellow ranger have sighted bald eagles during the
past two winters along Lake Acorn in the park and on private property with a little farm pond adjacent to the
park.
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"When I first got here, there weren't any sightings," Wheatley said. "I've only been here five years, but I don't
think there's been any sightings before that for years and years and years I'm sure."

Kathy Clark, who lives in Pinewood off state Route 48, has also spotted eagles along the Piney River. She
has seen an eagle three or four times this spring, and saw a pair about five years ago.

"It could be a bird coming back that was fledged from that area years ago and could be coming back to nest in
that area," Scott Somershoe, TWRA state ornithologist, said about the eagle Clark recently sighted.

Tennessee's bald eagle nesting activity has increased steadily since 1983, when one occupied, successful nest
fledged a single eaglet. In 1993, the state supported 18 occupied nests, 15 of which were successful fledging
29 young. A conservative estimate for 2005 recorded 90 occupied nests, with 60 successful nests fledging
105 young.

"I think eagles are doing pretty well in Tennessee," Somershoe said. "Their population appears to be growing
annually as we find more and more nests and brand new nests with new pairs."

Effects of DDT

Bald eagles were originally widely distributed throughout North America, and at one time nested along many
of the rivers and lakes in the south central United States, including Tennessee. Eagles were still prevalent in
the region until at least the 1930s.

Direct persecution, loss of habitat due to development and environmental pollution were the major factors in
the bald eagles' near extinction. The use of organo−chlorine insecticides, like DDT, which was introduced in
1947, devastated the eagle population in Tennessee.

Bald eagles are opportunist eaters, but prey mainly on fish and carrion (dead fish, animals). DDT entered the
food chain, and consequently bald eagles consumed the harmful pesticides. The chemical didn't kill the
eagles, but caused the birds to lay infertile or thin−shelled eggs, which broke under the weight of the adults,
resulting in widespread reproductive failures.

There were 14 active nests at Reelfoot Lake in 1954 and 1955. By the early 1970s, bald eagles had been
virtually eliminated as a breeding species from the entire south central U.S. Tennessee had no known
successful eagle nests from 1961 until 1983.

Due largely to the banning of DDT in the U.S. in 1972 and restoration efforts, nests have doubled every six to
eight years since about 1980. It took 22 years before bald eagles again nested in Tennessee, when a pair took
up residence at Reelfoot Lake and an eaglet hatched near Dover in 1983.

Despite the rebounding eagle population, DDT still poses a major threat to many other migratory birds.

"DDT is still a major issue," Rooker said. "It is illegal to use DDT here. It is not illegal to produce it and sell
it to third−world countries, and that's exactly what we're doing."

DDT sprayed on fields to kill grasshoppers in Venezuela and Argentina killed 40 percent of the migrating
Harris hawk population several years ago, Rooker said.

"It's definitely used in South America still," Somershoe said. "It's probably not a threat to eagles per say but
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to a lot of our migrants that go down there."

Hacking efforts

Bald eagles were reintroduced in Tennessee largely through a method known as "hacking," where eaglets
eight weeks old were placed in enclosed artificial nests. They were released at 12−13 weeks of age, when
their first flight was assured, and usually returned to nest within 75 miles of their maiden flights − at an
average of five years of age.

"When they reach sexual maturity, they are imprinted in that area and will come back to that area and will
stay down here the whole time," Rooker said.

TWRA and its partners began hacking eagles in 1980, and have hacked over 300 eaglets at seven hack sites,
including 44 released at Land Between the Lakes between 1980 and 1988 and 22 from Cheatham Lake in
Scottsboro between 1990 and 1992. The eaglets were mainly obtained from Alaska or were captive−bred,
with small amounts coming from Midwestern states.

After releasing two hacked eaglets in 1980, the effort reached its pinnacle with 37 released in 1991. Hacking
continued through 2005 when six eaglets were released.

Tennessee's hacking efforts have also helped bald eagle nesting recovery in other states. In 2000, bald eagles
fledged at least 32 young in Kentucky, with all the nests located within 75 miles of Tennessee's various hack
sites. Kentucky has had no eagle release program.

"The hacking definitely probably helped rebound the populations in Tennessee and Kentucky and other
regions in the Southeast," Somershoe said. "I'm sure it had probably a pretty significant role in helping the
eagles come back."

History, status of eagle in Tennessee

The bald eagle is listed as a regular species in the state, expected to occur every year in appropriate season
and habitat, and is a "confirmed breeder" within the state borders, according to The Official List of the Birds
of Tennessee compiled by the Tennessee Bird Records Committee.

The creation of over 530,000 acres of large reservoirs in Tennessee has provided bald eagles with more
potential habitat than historically available.

"We probably didn't historically have that many pairs," Somershoe said. "I don't think we really had that
many before we dammed up the rivers and created all these large lakes and essentially created habitat for
them."

Bald eagles were previously listed as a locally uncommon summer resident and an uncommon migrant and
winter resident in Middle Tennessee. Michael Lee Bierly didn't list eagles as a bird you could see in
Montgomery Bell State Park in the late 70s and early 80s.

"I would think that we probably have more eagles now than we ever had in the past," Somershoe said.

The bald eagle was down−listed from "Endangered" to "Threatened" in Tennessee in 1994, and in the lower
48 states in 1995. In 2000, TWRA down−listed the bald eagle from "State Threatened" to "In Need of
Management." After four decades on the U.S. Fish &amp; Wildlife Service's Endangered Species List, the
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bald eagle was de−listed in 2007.

The species, however, is still listed as "In Need of Management" in the state, and protected from persecution
and disturbance under the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act.
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