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1. Species: Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 
 

2. Status:   Table 1 summarizes the current status of this species or subspecies by various 
ranking entity and defines the meaning of the status. 

 
Table 1.  Current status of Haliaeetus leucocephalus 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G5 Species is Secure 

At very low risk or extinction or elimination due to a very extensive range, 
abundant populations or occurrences, and little to no concern from declines or 
threats. 

CNHP S1B, S3N Species is Critically Imperiled (Breeding) 
At very high risk of extinction or elimination due to very restricted range, very 
few populations or occurrences, very steep declines, very severe threats, or other 
factors. 
 
Species is Vulnerable (Non-breeding) 
At moderate risk of extinction or elimination due to a fairly restricted range, 
relatively few populations or occurrences, recent and widespread declines, 
threats, or other factors. 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

SGCN, Tier 2 
 

Species of Greatest Conservation Need 

USDA Forest 
Service 

R2 Sensitive Region 2 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

USDI FWSb Delisted On August 9, 2007, the bald eagle was removed from the federal list of 
threatened and endangered species 

USDI FWS Protected The bald eagle is protected by the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act (Eagle 
Act) and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA). 

a Colorado Natural Heritage Program. 
b US Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as 
“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate 
species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined 
that the best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' 
capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was 
developed to summarize information relating to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC 
on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the development of plan components and 
monitoring objectives.  
 
3. Taxonomy 
 
Genus/species Haliaeetus leucocephalus is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
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4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
The range of breeding bald eagles extends south and east from Alaska across southern Canada, 
south through California to Arizona, and east to Florida. Wintering distribution is spotty, but 
occurs throughout most of the contiguous U.S., north along the coast of British Columbia into 
coastal Alaska (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2007). 
 
In Colorado, bald eagles are found throughout much of the state during both the summer and 
winter. They can often be seen near large reservoirs and along major rivers (South Platte, 
Arkansas, Rio Grande, Yampa, and Colorado). 
 
This species has been reported a total of 5 times within the planning area during the past 20 years 
(Table 2). No active nest sites or winter roosts are known to occur within the planning area. 
 
However, a single bald eagle nest has been active on annual basis at a private inholding at Santa 
Maria Reservoir within the Forest boundary for several years through approximately 2010. That 
nest blew down in the early 2000’s and, although bald eagles have been noted in the vicinity, a 
new nest has not been located.  Winter roost sites are known along the Rio Grande River, but 
occur no closer than one mile from RGNF lands. Winter concentrations within and/or adjacent to 
the planning area have been identified along the Rio Grande, Alamosa, and Conejos rivers. No 
population trend or abundance estimates are available specific to the planning area. The planning 
area supports several individual bald eagles along the major river drainages, and on portions of 
the RGNF, on an annual basis during the winter periods, but all winter concentrations are located 
on the floor of the San Luis valley.   
 
Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS and RMBO databases) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years 5 
Year Last Observed 2014 

 
5. Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions [basis for other 12.53 

components]:  
 
Bald eagles generally nest near coastlines, rivers, and large lakes where there is an adequate food 
supply. They nest in mature or old-growth trees, snags (dead trees), cliffs, and rock promontories. 
In forested areas, bald eagles often select the tallest trees with limbs strong enough to support a 
nest that can weigh more than 1,000 pounds. Nest sites typically include at least one perch with a 
clear view of the water, where they forage. 
 
Nest building in Colorado commences in December, but may be delayed at higher elevations. 
Egg-laying, incubation, rearing, and fledging occur from February through August (Figure 1).   
 

Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec. Jan. Feb. March April May June July Aug. 
 Nest Building � �   

 Egg Laying/Incubation � �  
 Hatching/Rearing Young � �  
 Fledging Young �  

   
Figure 1. Breeding Phenology of Bald Eagles In Colorado (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2007). 
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Bald eagles are opportunistic feeders. Fish comprise much of their diet, but they also eat 
waterfowl, shorebirds/colonial waterbirds, small mammals, turtles, and carrion. Wintering bald 
eagles often congregate in large numbers along streams to feed on spawning salmon or other fish 
species, and often gather in large numbers in areas below reservoirs, especially hydropower dams, 
where fish are abundant. Wintering eagles also take birds from rafts of ducks at reservoirs and 
rivers, and congregate on melting ice shelves to scavenge dead fish from the current or the soft 
melting ice. Bald eagles will also feed on carcasses along roads, in landfills, and at feedlots 
(USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2007). Primary food for bald eagles wintering in the San Luis 
Valley was jackrabbit (Lepus spp.) throughout the winter but varying proportions of fish and 
waterfowl occurred dependent on availability (Harmata 1984). 
 
In the San Luis Valley, wintering bald eagles typically use perch trees near irrigation ditches 
surrounded by agricultural land. Foraging habitat consisted of areas of brushland/cropland 
interspersion. Habitat use shifted from upland to riparian areas as ice-out on rivers progressed. 
Roost sites consisted of mature cottonwood groves with primary roost trees at least 69 feet tall. 
Roost site suitability appeared dependent on distance from human activity while roost site 
preference seemed dependent on proximity to food (Harmata 1984). 
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]:  
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service) provide the following 
recommendations for avoiding bald eagle disturbance: 

Activity-Specific Guidelines 
 
Category A: 

Building construction, 1 or 2 story, with project footprint of ½ acre or less. 
Construction of roads, trails, canals, power lines, and other linear utilities. 
Agriculture and aquaculture – new or expanded operations. 
Alteration of shorelines or wetlands. 
Installation of docks or moorings. 
Water impoundment. 

 
Category B: 

Building construction, 3 or more stories. 
Building construction, 1 or 2 story, with project footprint of more than ½ acre. 
Installation or expansion of marinas with a capacity of 6 or more boats. 
Mining and associated activities. 
Oil and natural gas drilling and refining and associated activities. 
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The numerical distances shown in Table 3 are the closest the activity should be conducted relative 
to the nest. 

Table 3 If there is no similar activity 
within 1 mile of the nest 

If there is similar activity closer 
than 1 mile from the nest 

If the activity will be visible from 
the nest 

660 feet. Landscape buffers 
are recommended. 

660 feet, or as close as existing 
tolerated activity of similar scope. 
Landscape buffers are 
recommended. 

If the activity will not be visible 
from the nest 

Category A: 
330 feet. Clearing, external 
construction, and landscaping 
between 330 feet and 660 feet 
should be done outside 
breeding season. 
Category B: 
660 feet. 

330 feet, or as close as existing 
tolerated activity of similar scope. 
Clearing, external construction 
and landscaping within 660 feet 
should be done outside breeding 
season. 

 

Category C. Timber Operations and Forestry Practices 

• Avoid clear cutting or removal of overstory trees within 330 feet of the nest at any time. 

• Avoid timber harvesting operations, including road construction and chain saw and yarding 
operations, during the breeding season within 660 feet of the nest. The distance may be 
decreased to 330 feet around alternate nests within a particular territory, including nests that 
were attended during the current breeding season but not used to raise young, after eggs laid in 
another nest within the territory have hatched. 

• Selective thinning and other silviculture management practices designed to conserve or enhance 
habitat, including prescribed burning close to the nest tree, should be undertaken outside the 
breeding season. Precautions such as raking leaves and woody debris from around the nest tree 
should be taken to prevent crown fire or fire climbing the nest tree. If it is determined that a 
burn during the breeding season would be beneficial, then, to ensure that no take or disturbance 
will occur, these activities should be conducted only when neither adult eagles nor young are 
present at the nest tree (i.e., at the beginning of, or end of, the breeding season, either before the 
particular nest is active or after the young have fledged from that nest). Appropriate Federal and 
state biologists should be consulted before any prescribed burning is conducted during the 
breeding season. 

• Avoid construction of log transfer facilities and in-water log storage areas within 330 feet of the 
nest. 

Category D. Off-road vehicle use (including snowmobiles). No buffer is necessary around nest 
sites outside the breeding season. During the breeding season, do not operate off-road vehicles 
within 330 feet of the nest. In open areas, where there is increased visibility and exposure to 
noise, this distance should be extended to 660 feet. 

Category E. Motorized Watercraft use (including jet skis/personal watercraft). No buffer is 
necessary around nest sites outside the breeding season. During the breeding season, within 330 
feet of the nest, (1) do not operate jet skis (personal watercraft), and (2) avoid concentrations of 
noisy vessels (e.g., commercial fishing boats and tour boats), except where eagles have 
demonstrated tolerance for such activity. Other motorized boat traffic passing within 330 feet of 
the nest should attempt to minimize trips and avoid stopping in the area where feasible, 
particularly where eagles are unaccustomed to boat traffic. Buffers for airboats should be larger 
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than 330 feet due to the increased noise they generate, combined with their speed, 
maneuverability, and visibility. 

Category F. Non-motorized recreation and human entry (e.g., hiking, camping, fishing, hunting, 
birdwatching, kayaking, canoeing). No buffer is necessary around nest sites outside the breeding 
season. If the activity will be visible or highly audible from the nest, maintain a 330-foot buffer 
during the breeding season, particularly where eagles are unaccustomed to such activity. 

Category G. Helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft. Except for authorized biologists trained in 
survey techniques, avoid operating aircraft within 1,000 feet of the nest during the breeding 
season, except where eagles have demonstrated tolerance for such activity. 

Category H. Blasting and other loud, intermittent noises. Avoid blasting and other activities that 
produce extremely loud noises within 1/2 mile of active nests, unless greater tolerance to the 
activity (or similar activity) has been demonstrated by the eagles in the nesting area. This 
recommendation applies to the use of fireworks classified by the Federal Department of 
Transportation as Class B explosives, which includes the larger fireworks that are intended for 
licensed public display. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR AVOIDING DISTURBANCE AT FORAGING AREAS AND 
COMMUNAL ROOST SITES 

1. Minimize potentially disruptive activities and development in the eagles’ direct flight path 
between their nest and roost sites and important foraging areas. 

2. Locate long-term and permanent water-dependent facilities, such as boat ramps and marinas, 
away from important eagle foraging areas. 

3. Avoid recreational and commercial boating and fishing near critical eagle foraging areas during 
peak feeding times (usually early to mid-morning and late afternoon), except where eagles have 
demonstrated tolerance to such activity. 

4. Do not use explosives within ½ mile (or within 1 mile in open areas) of communal roosts when 
eagles are congregating, without prior coordination with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and 
your state wildlife agency. 

5. Locate aircraft corridors no closer than 1,000 feet vertical or horizontal distance from 
communal roost sites. 

 

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS TO BENEFIT BALD EAGLES 

The following are additional management practices that landowners and planners can exercise for 
added benefit to bald eagles. 

1. Protect and preserve potential roost and nest sites by retaining mature trees and old growth 
stands, particularly within ½ mile from water. 

2. Where nests are blown from trees during storms or are otherwise destroyed by the elements, 
continue to protect the site in the absence of the nest for up to three (3) complete breeding 
seasons. Many eagles will rebuild the nest and reoccupy the site. 

3. To avoid collisions, site wind turbines, communication towers, and high voltage transmission 
power lines away from nests, foraging areas, and communal roost sites. 
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4. Employ industry-accepted best management practices to prevent birds from colliding with or 
being electrocuted by utility lines, towers, and poles. If possible, bury utility lines in important 
eagle areas. 

5. Where bald eagles are likely to nest in human-made structures (e.g., cell phone towers) and 
such use could impede operation or maintenance of the structures or jeopardize the safety of the 
eagles, equip the structures with either (1) devices engineered to discourage bald eagles from 
building nests, or (2) nesting platforms that will safely accommodate bald eagle nests without 
interfering with structure performance. 

6. Immediately cover carcasses of euthanized animals at landfills to protect eagles from being 
poisoned. 

7. Do not intentionally feed bald eagles. Artificially feeding bald eagles can disrupt their essential 
behavioral patterns and put them at increased risk from power lines, collision with windows and 
cars, and other mortality factors. 

8. Use pesticides, herbicides, fertilizers, and other chemicals only in accordance with Federal and 
state laws. 

9. Monitor and minimize dispersal of contaminants associated with hazardous waste sites (legal 
or illegal), permitted releases, and runoff from agricultural areas, especially within watersheds 
where eagles have shown poor reproduction or where bioaccumulating contaminants have been 
documented. These factors present a risk of contamination to eagles and their food sources. 

7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
Major threats and risk factors include habitat loss, disturbance by humans, biocide contamination, 
decreasing food supply, and illegal shooting. Generally susceptible to human intrusion, but may 
show a degree of adaptability and tolerance if the human activity is not directed toward them. 
However, chronic disturbance results in disuse of areas by eagles (NatureServe 2015). 
 
8. Key literature: 
 
Harmata, A.R. 1984. Bald eagles of the San Luis Valley, Colorado: their winter ecology and 
spring migration. M.S. Thesis, Montana State University. 221 pp. 
 
NatureServe. 2015. An encyclopedia of life. Accessed online at: 
http://explorer.natureserve.org/index.htm [06/30/2015]. 
 
Peterson, A. 1986. Habitat suitability index models: bald eagle (breeding season). U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service Biological Report 82(10.126). 25 pp. 
 
USDI Fish and Wildlife Service. 2007. National bald eagle management guidelines. 23 pp. 
 
USDI Fish and Wildlife Service. 1983. Northern states bald eagle recovery plan. 131 pp. 
 

http://explorer.natureserve.org/index.htm
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9. Map of Known Occurrences and Modeled Suitable Habitat 

Suitable nesting areas are most likely to occur in proximity to larger streams and rivers as well as 
water bodies exceeding 20 acres in size (Peterson 1986).  These sites may also serve as late 
fall/early winter areas until water surfaces freeze.  Habitat features were modeled for the planning 
area (Figure 1), and consist of 139 miles of stream/river and 3,804 surface acres of water body 
habitat.  Wintering areas displayed in Figure 2 were mapped by Colorado Parks and Wildlife.  
 

Figure 2. Northern Bald Eagle Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences. 
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