
Bangor Daily News, Monday, August 1, 2016 C5

Soaring bald eagle population finds prey in other birds
BY FRED BEVER
MPBN

Call it conservation blow-
back: Since the 1970s, when
the pesticide DDT was
banned and the Endangered
Species Act took effect, the
emblematic American bald
eagle’s population has
roared back from near-ex-
tinction. But more eagles
need more food, and for
some other struggling bird
species — in Maine and
around the country — the
eagle’s success story has a
menacing side.

By the early 1980s, the
eagle population in Maine
had dropped to fewer than 40
nesting pairs. But now they
are flourishing.

Today there are well more
than 700 pairs nesting in
Maine.

Bird tour operator and
scientific researcher John
Drury recently piloted his
old lobster boat out into Pe-
nobscot Bay, about 15 miles
off Rockland. He has been
visiting a rocky archipelago
of seabird colonies here for
decades.

He watched a black-head-
ed, juvenile eagle arc into
the air, and two gulls rising
to chase it off.

“They are after him right
now,” he said. “They’ll try to
keep him off of there.”

Around the bend a hand-
ful of great cormorants —
big, dark birds with long,
hooked beaks — guarded

their nests. And out on a
nearby ledge several more
young eagles loafed and
watched.

“They’ve moved out here
to forage, close to the rich,
delicious birds,” Drury said.

From Drury’s perspec-
tive, that’s a problem. Those
great cormorants living
under the eagles’ gaze are
some of the last to breed in
the U.S. Once extirpated
here, the great cormorants
too have made a comeback,
reaching a peak of 240 nest-
ing pairs in the early 1990s.

“And there are 40 pairs
this year — and eagles have
been attacking every colony
every year, pretty much,” he
said.

It’s not just great cormo-
rants getting harassed.
About 50 miles southwest of
Drury’s birding grounds, in
Casco Bay, state biologist
Brad Allen is documenting
declines in several avian
species, some common,
some not. Recently he was
looking for great blue heron,
designated a species of spe-
cial concern in Maine.

“There’s one right there
— is that an eagle or a great
blue heron?” he said.

It was a heron — a majes-
tic, prehistoric-looking bird.
When Allen last studied the
species in the 1990s, he
counted about 1,200 nesting
pairs along the Maine coast.
Now the coastal heron popu-
lation is a third of that.

“So it’s down quite a bit,”

he said. “We’ve actually wit-
nessed some subadult bald
eagles in the heronry. Right
when maybe the young are
just getting ready to fly for
the first time, they’re get-
ting in there. It’s just cata-
strophic.”

Allen said eagles are con-
tending with a big drop in
their traditional coastal
prey — cod, salmon and
other fish whose popula-
tions have been hurt by
overfishing, dams and in-
creasing ocean tempera-
tures.

“In the absence of a bay
full of fish they are going to

eat the next available chunk
of protein, and it might be a
cormorant or a young great
blue heron,” he said.

Seabirds face other
threats as well. But the ea-
gles are putting real pres-
sure on, and with their pop-
ulation growing at an 8 per-
cent clip around the coun-
try, it’s an emerging issue
for wildlife managers.

“We are headed into a
golden age for eagles. We
haven’t had this many ea-
gles in the Chesapeake
since colonial times,” said
Bryan Watts, director of
the Center for Conserva-

tion Biology at Virginia’s
College of William and
Mary.

Watts said that as in the
Gulf of Maine, Chesapeake
Bay is seeing growing eagle
predation on other birds,
some of them rare. Watts
said he can foresee a time
when the issue becomes
acute enough to force a new
approach to eagle manage-
ment — focusing less on the
single species and more on
its role in a larger ecosys-
tem.

“In terms of eagles, be-
cause of their status within
our society, it’s a discussion

that’s been put off, but ulti-
mately we’re going to have
to face,” he said.

Right now the only real
strategy to deal with rising
eagle predation is to scare
them off. Maine hosts the
only U.S. population of At-
lantic puffins, a clown-faced
little avian popular with
birders.

During the nesting sea-
son when the puffin eggs
and chicks are most vul-
nerable, volunteers are
posted at some of their
colonies to wave off ma-
rauding eagles. But when
humans aren’t around,
puffins, like the other sea-
birds, will face a growing
number of eagles — on
their own.

And another kind of con-
flict could become more
fraught, as the eagles ex-
pand their territory.

Watts said in his region,
wildlife management has
put restrictions on some $10
billion worth of private
property to protect eagle
habitat.

So it won’t be just the
great blue heron that’s sub-
ject to rising pressure from
the iconic bald eagle, but
perhaps a more formidable
occupant of the ecosystem
— the great American land-
owner.

This article appears through
a media partnership with
Maine Public Broadcasting
Network.
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A bald eagle is perched on a branch over the East Branch of the Penobscot River in 2013.

Firefighter taken to hospital after battling blaze
BY STEPHEN BETTS
BDN STAFF

SOUTH THOMASTON
— A firefighter was taken
to the hospital as a precau-
tion as crews from five
towns battled a house fire
early Saturday morning.

Firefighters were able to
contain the fire to the attic,
South Thomaston fire
Chief Bryan Calderwood
said.

He said a South Thomas-
ton firefighter’s blood
pressure became too high

after going into the fire.
The firefighter was
checked out at the hospital
and released.

The fire was reported
shortly after midnight at
37 Mill Pond Lane, which
is off Westbrook Street.
When the first crew ar-
rived, there was fire com-
ing out of the eaves of the
second floor of the resi-
dence. There also was
smoke in the house.

The homeowners and
their children were able to
get out of the house safely,

the chief said. Town re-
cords show the home is
owned by David and Mela-
nie Eaton.

The cause was electrical
due to a light in the bath-
room. There was smoke
damage in the bathroom
but fire damage was limit-
ed to the attic, he said, due
to the fast response by
crews.

An email sent to the fire
chief asking whether the
firefighter was hospitalized
because of illness or injury
was not immediately re-

turned Saturday morning.
Responding along with

the South Thomaston Fire
Department and the town’s
emergency medical servic-
es department were crews
from Rockland, Thomas-
ton, St. George and Owls
Head. A total of 40 fire-
fighters and emergency
medical crews responded
along with the Knox Coun-
ty Sheriff’s Office.

South Thomaston was
able to clear the scene
around 4 a.m., the chief
said.

Firemen interrupt their
ball to put out house fire
BDN STAFF

ROCKPORT — Three
quarters of the Rockport Fire
department were at the orga-
nization’s ball at the Samoset
Resort when there was a re-
port of smoke in a house.

The crews responded,
along with neighboring Rock-
land, to the house at 651 West
St., also known as Route 90.

The first fire crew from
Rockport arrived within five
minutes of the 7:14 p.m. call

and were inside within nine
minutes, Rockport fire Chief
Jason Peasley said.

A problem with an electri-
cal panel sparked the fire.

There were no injuries. The
homeowner and wife are stay-
ing with family in another
town until the electrical re-
pairs are made. Town records
show that property is owned
by Leon and Juanita Smith.

Twenty-one Rockport fire-
fighters responded as well as
the Rockland crew.


