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ebbie and | craned our necks to see

what was going on high up in the

white pine. It had been several
minutes since Mark had successfully
climbed the tree. Was he able to safely
climb into the nest, or would we have to call
off the mission? | glanced over at Susan,
who was keeping a close eye on both Mark
and the eaglets in the nest. Thankfully, she
gave me the thumbs up sign that everything
was going according to plan.

Before long, | caught sight of the
orange parachute bag being lowered from
the top of the tree. The bag was alive with
activity, as the young Bald Eagle protested
its temporary confinement. "Looks like we
have ourselves a lively one," commented
Debbie. | was in definite agreement,
especially since the eagle's talons were
protruding out of the bag's air holes. |
unhooked the bag from the rope and
brought it over to the processing station set
up nearby.

Such is a typical start to a day in the
field for Bird Studies Canada (BSC)
biologists monitoring southern Ontario's
Bald Eagles. The species is making a
comeback in southern Ontario, but recent
evidence suggests they are picking up high
levels of lead and mercury. BSC is currently
leading the field work to help shed light on
possible sources of contamination, and to
help us understand more about the life cycle
of these majestic raptors.
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Handling Eaglets
in the Field

The eagle processing station is our
mobile “lab.” It provides a comfortable and,
more importantly, safe setting in which to
carry out measuring, banding, and blood
sampling procedures. A level spot is
selected and a tarp is laid out with a towel
and woven potato sack in the centre to
provide comfort and cushion to the eaglet.
Tools required for each task are laid out —
banding tools to one side and blood
sampling equipment on the other.

Prior to playing the “where are the
talons in the bag game,” we weigh the 10-
week-old chick using a hanging fish scale.
“Looks like we've got a bouncing baby boy,
3.02kg (7 Ib 1 0z),”  announce with a smile.
At this stage of their life cycle, about 9-10
weeks, eaglets are practically fully grown
and their weight is a quick and easy
indicator of the bird's sex. A male Bald
Eagle generally weighs between 2.7-3.5 kg
(6-8 Ibs), whereas a female generally
weighs between 3.8-4.5 kg (8.5-10 Ibs).

To more accurately determine the
eaglet's sex and age requires more
measurements. This requires our baby boy
to come out of the bag.

Debbie sits her petite frame down and
prepares to restrain this rather intimidating
bundle of joy. The bird stands 0.75m (2'6”)
high — almost the height of Debbie's torso!
As | carefully remove the mottled brown
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Male Bald Eagles weigh in about 1 kilogram less than females. )
Les males Pygargues a téte blanche pésent environ 1 kg de plus qt
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chick from the bag, he fiercely lunges and
snaps in Debbie's direction. This diversion
allows me to properly restrain his wings and
hold him securely. Mottled biown you say?
What about the white head and ta@®ten
at this point | explain to observers that a
young eaglet retains a brown colouring until
it reaches breeding maturity (age 4-6 years),
when it acquires the magnificent white head
and tail that we associate with the Bald
Eagle.

Prior to taking the measurements, our
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Center photoafismitter backpacks allow researche
follow an eagle for up to 6 years. Grace a ces sac
chercheurs pourront suivre les oiseaux pour une |

allant jusqu'a 6 ans (photo du centre).
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Clockwise from top left: Clamps are used to secure thétradsicettgress, the eaglehysirated using a water bottle. Flap tests ensure the transmitter is pragedgdkaegle istafor
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contaminant analysis. Leg bands are used for future idzaniitaiens horaire, a partir d'en haut alggmeltieur est fixé en place a l'aide de serre-joints. Le jeune pygargue est réhydraté a l'aide d
bouteille d'eau. Quelques tests permettent de s'assurer que I'émettedpistéobiestmygans permettront de reconnaitre les oiseaux pludlitangdométttemds mesurer les contaminants sanguins.

main concern is securing the eaglet's razor-
sharp talons in order to ensure the safety of
the ground crew. As I look down at the
talons and feel them with my fingers, | am
amazed at how Mother Nature has specially
fashioned these daggers. Imagine a finely-
crafted knife, sharpened to perfection, with
a small groove cut through the underside to
facilitate rapid blood loss by its unfortunate
prey once its flesh has been punctured.
With this in mind, you can imagine how
careful we are when restraining these birds.

Eagle Examination

Once in hand, Debbie slides a hood
over the chick and fastens the Velcro band
behind its head. The hood immediately
calms the bird, much like a blanket over a
birdcage. | lay the bird on its back on the

center of the tarp and begin to take a series of
measurements. As | call out the numbers to
Susan, | constantly monitor the bird's
condition, breathing, and posture to ensure
that itis not overstressed or strained.

With the measurements complete, |
band the bird on both legs; one with a federal
Fish and Wildlife Service band and the other
with an alphanumeric, black-and-white
band. Banding the bird allows researchers
to track its movements when re-sighted (by
eager birders or landowners), and/or upon
retrieval at death or recapture.

After banding the eaglet, | extend his
wing to draw 10 ml of blood. Our bird is on
par with typical full-grown eagles that have
a wingspan of 1.8-2.4 m (6-8 feet). As the
blood filters into the syringe, | monitor the
vein closely to ensure that bruising or stress
is not occurring. Any excess blood is e used

dripped onto a specially designed filter
paper used for genetic sexing. The blood
sample, along with three plucked breast
feathers, will be used by Canadian
Wildlife Service (CWS) toxicologist Dr.
Laird Shutt, to determine contaminant
levels.

Contaminants and their effects on a
number of species have been a concern
around the Great Lakes ever since the
discovery of the devastating effects of
DDT onthe food chain. Bald Eagles have
faced a number of setbacks over the
years, including habitat alterations that
destroyed preferred nesting sites, and
contamination of their environment and
food sources. This caused reproduction
problems such as eggshell thinning and
deformed chicks. Blood samples are
used to closely monitor the health of the
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Bald Eagle population in relation to metals
and toxins, and to identify whether any
other contaminants are showing up.

Once the blood is drawn, the sample is
puton ice for later processing, and I give the
bird a final health check. | estimate the
fullness of its crop (a small pouch located
just below the bird's throat, which breaks
down some of the food before it reaches its
stomach) to assess how much it has eaten
prior to our arrival. Our male's crop is
completely full, suggesting that he had just
eaten a good meal. Like most species, the
parents have a tough job. After alternating
incubation duties for 36 days, the pair
spends the next 11 weeks hunting to feed
their hungry chicks. The young mainly
consume fish, but in some circumstances
we've found nests littered with turtle shells,
fox fur, and the legs of waterfowl!

Now it's time to say good-bye to our
eaglet. The hood is removed and the bird is
gently placed back into the bag. After
securing the bag to the rope, | give the rope
a tug and our tree climber, who has been
quietly observing the scenery from above
the tree-tops, signals he's ready to return the
birdtoits nest.

BSC's 2004 field crew is not the first to
band eagles in southern Ontario. CWS and
the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources
(OMNR) began monitoring Bald Eagles
during the 1970s, as the north shore of Lake
Erie population dwindled to only three
nesting pairs, none of which were
producing young. The threat of near-
extirpation of eagles in southern Ontario led
the group to design a monitoring program,
which is still in effect today. Nests were
located using the assistance of volunteer
birders and landowners, and information
was gathered on these nests annually. CWS
and OMNR used this information to begin
banding chicks from successful nests and to
investigate the reasons for failure of other
nests. As the population began to recover,
the number of nests began to grow. BSC
joined the partnership in 1996, assuming
responsibility for coordinating nest
monitors, field activities, and preparing
annual reports.

While the Southern Ontario Bald Eagle
Monitoring Program has been successful in
monitoring contaminants and creating a
network of nest monitors, there were still
many unanswered questions. For example,
few banded birds returned to Ontario,
leaving us to scratch our heads about the
whereabouts of banded young and their
future as breeding adults. In addition, a
new threat was emerging — heavy metal
poisoning. Over the past several years,
some Bald Eagles found dead in southern
Ontario had elevated levels of mercury and
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A parent watches on duringah@ration process. Les parents gardent un oeil attentif pendant touR hejrdgeBsdeut

lead in their bodies. Where were the eagles
picking up these contaminants? In 2004,
we set out to answer these questions by
launching the program, Destination Eagle

Where the Eagles Soar

With the financial assistance of
Ontario Power Generation (OPG), three
satellite Platform Transmitting Terminals
(PTTs), “eagle- backpacks,” were
purchased to track eagles from their natal
areas to wintering habitats, until they reach
the first stages of breeding maturity (age 4-
6 years). The information, collected via
satellite, tells us where the bird is (latitude
and longitude) at a particular time. The
locations of these eagles are then broadcast
via the internet and regularly updated on
our 'Eagle Tracker' website. In 2004, we
selected three birds from two nests in the
vicinity of Long Point Bay in southern

Ontario to receive transmitters. This brings
me back to the task at hand, so on with our
story. ..

As the bag is pulled back into the tree
canopy, | take a deep breath and return to the
small lab to mentally catalog all of the
equipment required for satellite transmitter
attachment — cotton thread, glue, scissors,
hemostats, and transmitter. | hear rustling
from the tree-tops. . . the second bag has
arrived and round two is about to begin!

This bag looks even heavier. The
eaglet is weighed — 4.53 kg (10 Ibs 10z) — a
female. The field crew executes the same
processing routine, except that this time
Debbie is put through what | refer to as 15-
minute 'eagle-lates{much like pilatesbut
using an eagle). As Debbie restrains the
strong and lively bird, | place the
transmitter in backpack fashion on the bird.
The teflon ribbon, which is attached to the
transmitter, is strapped over the 'shoulders'



Follow Olivia online at
www .bsc-eoc.og/regional/
ondesteagle.html

and under the 'armpits' of the bird. All
ribbons are joined just above the sternum
using clips (hemostats) to keep everything
temporarily in place. Because these birds
are full grown at 10-11 weeks of age, the age
at which we are handling them, I can ensure
a snug fit, allowing full wing movement.
Next, | complete a series of wing flap tests
to double-check the bird's mobility. Our
baby girl is then returned to the nest, and the
last of the triplets is delivered down for
measuring and banding.

After Mark places the final chick back
in the nest, he descends the tree. When he
reaches solid ground, | feel that | am soaring
high above the tree tops. While the fate of
these free spirits is beyond our control,
satellite tracking technology allows us to
follow their movements, and to use this
knowledge to help ensure proper
management schemes to protect Bald
Eagles in southern Ontario.

F ate of the Eaglets

As there is very little information on where young eagles go when they leave southern
Ontario, we thought perhaps the transmitter-equipped birds would head south along
large lakes and then follow a traditional bird migration route. With the help of our
tracking technology, we learned that this is not the case. You can follow the stories of
Olivia, Pamela, and Genna (named in honour of our main sponsor, Ontario Power
Generation) below:

(Olivia: (Eaglet#40304)

Date of transmitter attachment: 5 June 2004

Age: 63 days

Weight: 4.26 kg (9.4 1bs)

Sex: Female

Location: Southern Ontario, Long Point Bay area §

Details: Olivia was hatched into a family of three eaglets

nesting 23 metres from the ground in a black maple tree.

Sister of Pamela, she was quite feisty during handling.

Olivia stuck around the nest area until 3 August 2004, after

which her transmitter revealed that she had moved to the Bruce Peninsula, on Lake

Huron. Such rapid movement north was not expected. Olivia then moved on to

Manitoulin Island and travelled between a favourite lake there and Sault Ste Marie,

Lake Superior until 31 December. She then headed south into the heart of Michigan

\before looping back into southern Ontario in January. j
\

fPamela (Eaglet#40303)
Date of transmitter attachment: 5 June 2004

Age: 66 days

Weight: 4.58 kg (10.1 1bs)

Sex: Female

Location: Southern Ontario, Long Point Bay area
Details: Pamela, sister to Olivia, was very calm during
handling and appeared to be very robust and healthy.
Pamela left the nest just after 1 September and crossed into
Michigan and then headed west to mid-state Illinois. Unfortunately, just before the
New Year, we lost contact with Pamela and are investigating her holiday
disappearance. Her transmitter apparently failed.

[Genna (Eaglet#40305)

Date of transmitter attachment: 15 June 2004
Age: 56 days

Weight: 4.89 kg (10.8 1bs)

Sex: Female

Location: Southern Ontario, Long Point Bay area
Comments: Also from a family of triplets, Genna was the '3
largest and most robust bird handled all season. Unique to
this nest were the prey contents found inside, which
included several turtle shells. The nest was 21 metres up in a white pine, a tree that
has been used by the adult pair since 1993. One month after her first flight, her
satellite transmissions became questionable and a field crew went in to investigate.
On 13 September, Genna was retrieved dead. A necropsy revealed that death was
not caused by the transmitter, shot, or bodily harm. Unfortunately, the bird had
become too decomposed to test tissue for possible illnesses such as West Nile virus

or botulism. One of her siblings was also found dead at the base of the nest tree. An
@tense storm had tracked through the area at the time of the birds' deaths. )

You can still follow Olivia online at http://www.bsc-eoc.org/regional/ondesteagle.html.
In 2005, we plan to add five more transmitters to young eaglets, to be tracked on our
Eagle Tracker web site.
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