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BALD EAGLE AND OSPREY POPULATION, STATUS, NESTING BIOLOGY
AND MANAGEMENT IN WISCONSIN

by Ronald G. Eckstein, Charles R. Sindelar, and David L. Evans

SUMMARY

Historically, bald eagles and ospreys nested along the major lakes and rivers
in Wisconsin. By the early 1900's extensive agriculture and indiscriminant
shooting pushed these birds to the more remote areas of northern Wisconsin.
During the 1950's and 1960's eagles and ospreys experienced further, dramatic
population declines due to pesticide contamination, and they were placed on
the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources Endangered Species List in 1972.

In north central Wisconsin, eagles nest mostly in supercanopy white pines and
42% of ospreys nest on artificial nest platforms erected by the Wisconsin
Department of Natural Resources. Both species are most subject to human
disturbance during the period that begins just prior to egg hatching and ends
3 weeks after hatching. Juvenile mortality rates are greater than 50% for
both species.

Management efforts in Wisconsin include animal aerial surveys of all known
territories, the boarding of nestlings (90% of all eaglets), collection and
analysis of addled eggs and dead young, protection of nest sites from human
disturbance and erection of osprey nest platforms.

In 1982, Wisconsin had 207 occupied eagle territories, 70% nest success and
1.2 young produced per occupied territory; and 193 active osprey territories,
with 58% nest success and 1.2 young produced per active territory.
Populations of both species are slowly increasing. The main threat to eagles
and ospreys in Wisconsin is human population increase on the nesting grounds,
particularly along lakes and rivers. Other threats may include acid rain
impacts and new environmental contaminants.
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Historically, eagles and ospreys nested along the major lakes and rivers

in Wisconsin. By the early 1900's extensive agriculture and indiscriminant
shooting pushed these birds to the more remote areas of northern Wisconsin.
After World War II, agricultural organochlorine pesticides such as DDT
came into widespread use. These chemicals caused the egg shell thinning
syndrome that affected many raptors including eagles and ospreys.

During the 1950's and 1960's eagles and ospreys experienced dramatic
population declines. They were placed on the Wisconsin Deparment of
Natural Resources Endangered Species List in 1972.

In northern Wisconsin eagles begin defending territories and repairing
nests in February and March. Supercanopy trees, particularly white
pines, are the most common nest tree (787 white pine, 14% red pine, 8%
northern hardwoods in north central Wisconsin). Nests are large stick
platforms (average size 3 1/2 feet high and 4 1/2 feet wide). Ospreys
arrive from the wintering grounds in South and Central America in April
and begin their nesting activities.

The most critical time for nesting eagles and ospreys is the period that
begins just prior to egg laying and ends three weeks after hatching.
Continuous adult care is required during this period and human disturbances
can cause nesting failure. Eagles are much more sensitive to human
disturbances than ospreys.

Eagles fledge after 10 to 12 weeks and ospreys fledge at about 8 weeks

of age. They have low reproductive rates and relatively high juvenile

mortality rates (greater than 50%). They do, however, live relatively

long lives once adult. Recovery of depressed populations of eagles and
ospreys progresses slowly because of their low reproductive rates.

The management of nesting eagle and osprey populations includes efforts
to develop population models and to protect and enhance nesting habitats.
The population model and habitat protection programs are accomplished
through aerial surveys, banding, and territory management plans. Each
year aerial surveys of all known eagle and osprey nests document nest
success, number of young produced and pinpoint nest trees. Each June
over 90% of all eaglets in Wisconsin are banded. Banding helps estimate
mortality rates, checks yearly production, and documents migration
routes and wintering areas. Addled eggs are collected and analyzed

for chemical contaminants. Injured or dead young are salvaged.




Territory management plans help protect the nesting territories from

human disturbances such as timber harvest and road, trail, or recreational
development. Nest platforms are erected for ospreys to replace unstable
nests and provide nest sites on major flowages such as the Flambeau,

Rainbow and Willow. In north central Wisconsin 427% of the osprey population
nest on DNR platforms.

In 1982, Wisconsin had 207 occupied eagle territories, 70% nest success
and 1.2 young produced per occupied territory (Figure 1). 1Imn 1982,
Wisconsin had 193 active osprey territories, 58% nest success and 1.2
young produced per active territory (Figure 2). The distribution of
breeding bald eagles and ospreys coincides with the distribution of the
majority of the state's inland lakes. Populations of both these birds
are slowly increasing. The main threat to eagles and ospreys in Wisconsin
is human population increase on the nesting grounds, particularly along
lakes and rivers. Other threats may include acid rain impacts and new
environmental contaminants.







