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The Center for Conservation Biology is an organization dedicated to
discovering innovative solutions to environmental problems that are both
scientifically sound and practical within today’s social context. Our
philosophy has been to use a general systems approach to locate critical
information needs and to plot a deliberate course of action to reach what we
believe are essential information endpoints.




Background

Permitted removal of an active Bald Eagle nest tree has been rare within the United States. For the few
cases that have been permitted, follow up information that would be required to evaluate the biological
consequence of removal has not been collected. For sites where nesting substrate is limiting, nest tree removal
may constitute the loss of the breeding territory, forcing the pair to settle elsewhere if unoccupied habitat is
available. However, for sites that support additional suitable habitat to accommodate nesting Bald Eagles, the
biological consequence of removing an abandoned or active nest tree is not clear. If the pair relocates within the
vicinity, territory continuity is maintained and there may be minor or no impact to reproductive rates. Given the
ongoing increase in the continental breeding population along with the growing demand for invasive forms of
land use, the number of requests to remove active nest trees is expected to increase in the near term.
Information that helps to formulate policy in these cases is currently needed.

Our study site encompasses property owned by Constellation Energy (Constellation) and UniStar Nuclear
Energy, LLC (UniStar), in Calvert County, Maryland. The site is situated along the western shoreline of the
Chesapeake Bay and supports extensive tracts of mature hardwoods close to water. The property includes
approximately 4.5 km of Chesapeake Bay shoreline and is adjacent to both the Flag Ponds Nature Park and the
Calvert Cliffs State Park. The property contains 4 Bald Eagle breeding territories which were all active during the
2009 breeding season. A construction project planned on the UniStar tract includes a recently established eagle
territory at Camp Conoy (Fig 1). The planned construction, proximity to the Chesapeake Bay shoreline, and
additional breeding habitat supported within and surrounding the site make this study area an ideal candidate for
a case study focused on the biological consequences of nest tree removal within a territory that supports
additional habitat.

We proposed removing an active nest tree at Camp Conoy and monitoring of the pair and surrounding
habitat to evaluate the biological consequences of removal on the continuity of the Camp Conoy breeding
territory and reproductive performance. This single case study will add considerably to what we know about the
outcome of nest removal on a site with additional nesting habitat and will help to inform current policy and future
management decisions in similar cases. We propose to execute the case study in three phases including 1) Pre-
removal monitoring, 2) Nest tree removal and habitat modifications, and 3) Post-removal monitoring.

The Federal Fish and Wildlife Eagle Scientific Collecting Permit MB207511-0 was issued on March 26, 2009
to The Center for Conservation Biology (CCB) at the College of William and Mary to remove the nest at Camp
Conoy and initiate evaluation of the biological consequences of bald eagle nest loss and removal as a condition of
the eagle permit.
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Figure 1. Bald Eagle nesting territories at Calvert Cliffs Nuclear Power Plant, Calvert Co., MD.

Objectives

Our objectives for eagle research at Calvert Cliffs were:

1. Toremove the existing eagle nest tree at Camp Conoy that is within the limit of development for the
planned Calvert Cliffs Unit 3 project.

2. To modify other trees within the Camp Conoy nest territory to encourage the eagle pair to establish a new
nest outside the limit of development.

3. To monitor a nest pair after nest loss and confirm use of a modified tree as a replacement nest.



Phase 1: Pre-Removal Monitoring

2009 Breeding Season

The eagle breeding territories at Calvert Cliffs were monitored by two observers in a 172 Cessna plane
flying approximately 200-500" above the nest. Presence of adult eagles, nest contents, and condition of each nest
structure were recorded. A late season snow storm in early March 2009 caused wide-spread nest failures in
many areas of the Bay (Watts & Byrd unpub. data). Three of the four nests failed as a result of this storm during
the incubation or early brooding stages including the nest at Camp Conoy (Table 2.).

Table 2. Productivity data for eagle nests on Calvert Cliffs during the 2009 breeding season.

Nest Occupied | Active Productivity
1 chick +
North Y Y 1 addled egg
West Y Y 0
South Y Y 0
Camp Conoy Y Y 0

Phase 2: Nest Tree Removal and Habitat Modifications

Nest Tree Removal

The Virginia Pine supporting the eagle nest at Camp Conoy was cut down on October 26, 2009 as
authorized under permit MB207511-0. The nest structure was destroyed on impact with the ground and all
contents were manually scattered in the adjacent woods (Fig 2). No eagles, eggs, or young were seen in or
around the nest during cutting activities.

Figure 2. Left to Right: Safety meeting on October 26 before initiation of tree work; Nest destroyed
on impact with ground after nest tree cut.



Nest Tree Habitat Modifications

Extensive ground and aerial surveys were conducted in May and June 2009 to identify candidate
replacement nest trees outside the limit of development for the planned Calvert Cliffs Unit 3 project. Preliminary
evaluations of the forest stands within the Camp Conoy territory and outside of the other three eagle territories
identified five candidate areas for ground and aerial surveys (Fig 3). Surveys revealed a majority of the forest
stands available were too young to have the large open canopy structure eagles prefer for nesting. A stand of
trees in Section 1 along the bay shoreline was the only area with enough mature trees and topographic relief to
provide adequate replacement nest sites. Ten candidate nest trees were identified along the shoreline (Table 1,
Fig 4.)

Figure 3. Habitat enhancement areas at Calvert Cliffs for proposed habitat modifications to
attract eagles into candidate nest trees.



Table 1. Candidate nest trees for the Camp Conoy eagle territory. Each tree was labeled with a metal tree tag.

Species Tag No. Latitude Longitude
Tulip Poplar 770 38.4293  -76.4337
Chestnut Oak 771 38.4277 -76.4316
Tulip Poplar 772 38.4269  -76.4312
Tulip Poplar 773 38.4266  -76.4315
Tulip Poplar 774 38.4266 -76.4316
Tulip Poplar 775 38.4265 -76.4316
White Oak 776 38.4265 -76.4316
Chestnut Oak 777 38.4290 -76.4341
Chestnut Oak 778 38.4285  -76.4347
Chestnut Oak 779 38.4286  -76.4347
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Figure 4. Candidate trees for the Camp Conoy eagle pair.

Arborists from Bartlett Tree Experts, under the guidance of CCB staff, selectively removed limbs from
candidate nest trees on October 26™ and November 3. The 10 candidate nest trees had one or more of these
characteristics: (1) crown structure to hold a nest or (2) position on the edge of a cliff, forest edge, or in the
supercanopy. Each candidate tree was evaluated individually to determine the best branch location for a nest.
Candidate trees were trimmed and shaped to provide easier access for eagles into the tree. At most sites, nearby
trees were topped to open the canopy of the candidate nest tree (Fig 5).



Figure 5. Left to Right. A Bartlett arborist climbs a tulip poplar to perform selective trimming; a
chestnut oak after limbs were selectively cut from the canopy to allow open access to
eagles.

Phase 3: Post-removal Monitoring

2010 Breeding Season

A survey of the Calvert Cliffs property and the surrounding shoreline was conducted on December 8, 2009. One
adult was present in the Camp Conoy territory on a structure on the ball field approximately 100 m from where
the nest was removed. A fourth-year plumage eagle was seen perched on one of the trees trimmed in November
along the shoreline. A new nest within the Camp Conoy territory was not located during the survey. The other
three territories on the Calvert Cliffs property were occupied with significant nest repairs completed on all nests
(fresh sticks or grass lining in nest).

Future Work

Aerial surveys are scheduled to continue through March 2010 to locate and monitor eagle nests within the
construction limit of development and buffer zone. If a nest within the Camp Conoy territory is not found in
spring 2010, we will assume the pair will not breed this season. Aerial nest searching will resume in late fall 2010
to locate and monitor nesting activities for the 4 eagle territories during the 2011 breeding season.
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