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1. Species: Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) 
 

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 Aquila chrysaetos 
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 S3S4B, S4N Species is Vulnerable (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. 
 
Species is Apparently Secure (Non-Breeding) 
At fairly low risk of extinction or elimination due to an extensive range and/or 
many populations or occurrences, but with possible cause for some concern as a 
result of local recent declines, threats, or other factors. 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

SGCN, Tier 1 
 

Species of Greatest Conservation Need. 

USDA Forest 
Service 

None N/A 

USDI FWSb Protected The golden 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 Aquila chrysaetos is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
In North America, golden eagle breeding occurs from western and northern Alaska eastward 
through Northwest Territories to Labrador, and south to northern Mexico, Texas, western 
Oklahoma, and western Kansas, and in eastern North America southward to New York and 
northern New England. The winter range in North America extends from south-central Alaska 
and southern Canada southward through the breeding range, and casually farther southward. In 
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the United States, the species is most numerous in winter in the Rocky Mountain States, Great 
Basin, and western edge of the Great Plains (Root 1988 cited in NatureServe 2015). 
 
Analysis conducted by Millsap et al. (2013) suggest that golden eagle population trends within 
Bird Conservation Region (BCR) 16 (Southern Rockies/Colorado Plateau) were generally stable 
during the period 1968-2010. These results parallel those reported by Nielson et al. (2012) for 
trend from 2006-2010.  
 
A total of 22 golden eagle observations were reported from 2003 through 2015.  Four nest sites, 
two of which likely used by the same nesting pair in separate years, are known to occur within the 
planning area (Table 2, NRIS database) however all nests have not yet been reported (R. 
Ghormley, pers. comm. 2015). In addition, the species is known to utilize the San Luis Valley for 
wintering (Kochert et al. 2002). No trend information is available for golden eagles on RGNF 
lands. The Rio Grande National Forest recently became a partner in the Four Corners Golden 
Eagle PTT Tag Study being conducted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, with at least two 
individual eagles from the planning area contributing to pool of movement data. 
Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS database) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years 22 
Year Last Observed 2015 

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

components];  
 

In the western U.S., golden eagles occur primarily in mountainous canyon land, rimrock terrain of 
open deserts and in grassland areas (Kochert et al. 2002). In northeastern Colorado, nesting 
occurs primarily in grasslands near cliffs (Olendorff 1973). Foraging habitat is typically open 
areas such as grasslands or shrub-steppe. Agricultural areas are avoided for both nesting and 
foraging (Kochert et al. 2002).  
 
Although cliffs are the most common nesting substrate, trees or man-made structures are also 
sometimes used. Many nests have a wide view of surrounding area or are on prominent 
escarpments. Proximity to hunting grounds is an important factor in nest-site selection (Kochert et 
al. 2002). In northeastern Colorado, eggs are laid from early to mid-March through the beginning 
of April. Hatching occurs in late April through mid-May.  Fledging occurs when young are about 
8-10 weeks old (Kochert et al. 2002).  
 
Mammals comprise 80-90% of golden eagle diets. Principle prey items include hares and rabbits, 
ground squirrels, prairie dogs, and marmots. Golden eagles also frequently feed on carrion, 
especially during winter (Kochert et al. 2002).  
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]: 
 
Management of healthy eagle populations requires maintaining prey habitat in foraging areas. In 
shrub-steppe habitats, this involves sustaining native shrub communities, which are prime habitat 
for black-tailed jackrabbits (Marzluff et al. 1997, Kochert et al. 1999 cited in Kochert et al. 2002). 
Shrub communities should be protected within 3 km of nests, and shrub communities can be 
maintained primarily through active fire suppression and secondarily by restoration of shrub 
communities in burned areas (Kochert et al. 1999 cited in Kochert et al. 2002). 
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Reducing the potential for raptor electrocutions has been addressed by modifications in power 
pole and line structural design since the 1970s (Kochert et al. 2006). Suggested practices for 
modifying or building raptor-safe power systems are described by the Avian Power Line 
Interaction Committee (APLIC 2006). 
 
In addressing potential human-caused disturbances, the following recommendations for spatial 
and temporal nest site activity buffers are provided: 
 
Romin and Muck (1999) 
 
Nest Site: Spatial buffer of ½ mile from active nest sites for human activities.  
 
Colorado Wildlife and Parks (2008) 
 
Nest Site: No surface occupancy (beyond that which historically occurred in the area) within ¼ 
mile radius of active nests. Seasonal restriction to human encroachment within ½ mile radius of 
active nests from December 15 through July 15. 
 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
Golden Eagles have been shot and poisoned, sometimes in large numbers, and some illegal killing 
continues to occur. Elevated levels of lead in blood, probably from ingestion of ammunition in 
hunter-killed birds or mammals, have been recorded. Chronic subclinical lead exposure may 
weaken eagles and predispose them to injury, predation, starvation, disease, or reproductive 
failure (Craig and Craig 1998 cited in NMACP 2015).  
 
Golden Eagles are vulnerable to electrocution when landing on power poles. Most mortalities 
occur during winter in western states where natural perches are lacking; poles with cross arms 
diagonal or parallel to prevailing winds are most lethal. Mortality also occurs from collisions with 
cars, fences and wind turbines. In some areas, golden eagles have been collected for Native 
American ceremonial purposes. Agricultural and urban development have reduced suitable 
habitat. Nesting success is lower in areas where fire has burned shrublands and reduced the prey 
base (Harness and Wilson 2001, Kochert et al. 2002, both cited in NMACP 2015).   
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9. Map of Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences 
 
Golden eagle habitat modeled for the planning area was depicted using elevation and vegetation 
characteristics similar to those utilized for ferruginous hawk. Areas below 9,500 feet with grass, 
shrub or pinyon-juniper cover types where tree cover is less than 25% were modeled as 
potentially suitable. A total of 81,970 acres is modeled as suitable within the planning area 
(Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Golden Eagle Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences. 


