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INTRODUCTION

TheBald EagleHaliaeetus leucocephalus a national symbol and congation iconin
the United StateslIn the lower 48 states, Bald Eagles were particularly threatened by DDT
(dichloro-diphenyttrichloroethane)and persecution (Buehler 2020). However, this once
endangered species hascovered through the protection of nasg sites, ban of DDrelated
pesticides, captive breedingnd reintroduction programsamongother actions (Buehler 2020).
Bald Eagl@opulationshavegrownsincetheir 1963 nadir of only¢17 nesting pairs, and the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service (2020) estimates that therenang over 71,000 nesting pairs in the
lower 48 statesConsistent with national trends, Bald Eagle nesting in western North Carolina
has also been increasing (personaintounication 2022, Avery Clifton of North Carolina
Wildlife Resources Commission [NCWRC]).

Five Bald Eagle nests have been documented at Lake Jacatsd inBurke and
McDowell CountiesNorth CarolingTable 1 Figure 1 ¢ 4). The first nest was found Rebruary
1999, and its outcome for that breeding season is unknown (Blanc & Carter 2000). The same
nest was used again in December 1@9darch 2@M0, but it failed (Blanc & Carter 2000). At the
time, thearea aroundhis nest was undeveloped (Blanc & Ca2600), but it has since been
developed with residential housingn 2002, this nesivas blownout of its tree (personal
communication 2022, CliftoAveryof NCWRYL

Nest #2was active from 2002 2014 (Tompkins 2021 Puringthe summer of 2008this
ned was alsadestroyed by high winds, but it was rebuilt in the same @€ continued to be
used by the eagle@ullin 1997) The immediate area around this tree is a protected mitigation

site as part of Habitat Conservation Plan for Bald Eagles dkkeéMullin 1997) butthe
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surrounding area has been increasingly developed with residential ho(mengpnal

communication 2021, Martha Whitfield). This nest was no longer present as of November 2021
at the latest (personal observatio@hipWhitfield, Martha Whitfield, J. Lindley McKay, and

Olya Milenkaypand t is uncleawhetherthe Bald Eagleabandonedhis nest site due to
anthropogenic disturbance or natural causes.

Nest #3wasactive from2015onwards(personal communication 2022, Clifton Avery
NCWRC; Tompkins 202ullin 1997. In November 2021, it wasnknown if this nestvas
continuing to beused for the 202%, 2022breeding seasonVe thereforemonitored this nest
during the 2021 2022 breeding season.

Nest #4 wastsangelyfoundindependentlyon two occasions: once yaniel Baron on
November 13, 2021 and then Bartha Whitfield on November2, 2021when an adult Bald
Eagle was observed sitting in the ndstemains uncleawhen this nest was first built anél
anyone else knewf this nest prior to 2021We monitored this nestluring the 2021 2022
breeding season.

Nest #5 was first reported to the NCWRQHwylandowner in December 2020 (personal
communication2022, Clifton Avery of NCWRC) but we did not know about this unetitthe
end of the 202X 2022 breeding season. Hence, we did not monitor this nest during this
breeding season, bute compiled observations about this nesaide by others

Here, we report on ouactivitiesduringthe 2021¢ 2022 breeding seasoispedically,
we monitored Nests #3 4 and compiled information about Nest #5, and we report on those
findings here. We also solicited and compitgaportunistic Bald Eagkghtingsfrom the local

communityand wesearched for additional Bald Eagbnd nestsourselves. We used these data
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to create maps showing Bald Eagle nests, sightarg$flight paths, as well asir nest
searchingoutes Finally, we conclude this report with recommendations for ongoing Bald Eagle

monitoring at Lake James.

METHODS

Nest Monitoring¢ Daniel Baron observed Nests #3 & 4 once monthly during the 2@2P2
breeding seasonlo watch Nest #3, they sat about 500 feet avirayn the nest and across an
inlet. They sat about 700 feedway from Nest #4also across an inleEach observatiofasted 2
¢ 3 hours and included unobtrusive and quiet observation of the nest using binoculars and a
scope. They also scanned the surrounding a@éng each sessigooking and listening for
Bald EaglePaniel Biron recorded all Bald Eagle sightings and included behavioral observations
and time stamps of each Bald Eagle sighting at the nests.

Nest #3 was observenh three occasions for a combined 7 hours and 26 minutes of
observation across these three dat&ecember 20, 2021; January 15, 20a8d February 12,
2022 Nest #4 was observed five times on the following dates: December 20, 2021; January 15,
022; February 12, 2022; March 19, 2022; April 29, 2022 (total observation time = 14 hours and
32 minutes)We gopped monitoring these nests once we were confident that they were no
longer active for tis breeding seasoriWe did not observe Nest #5, but we compiled
AYF2NXYIEGA2Y | o2dzi GKIFIG ySad FNRBY 20KSNEQ 2048
Nest Searching Daniel Baron searched for ditional Bald Eagle nests on four occasions

throughout the breeding seasqiMarch 5, March 29, May 27, and August®™)eysurveyed the
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shoreline from the lake by kayaking or boatswme parts of the lake (Figure 1) to search for
emergent trees and largeptor nests.

Bald Eagle SightingsDaniel Baron always documentétkir Bald Eagle sightings while they

were at the lake, whether during nest observations or nest searching. To gather additional Bald
Eagle sightingand to engage the local communityBald Eagle awareness and conservation
Olya Milenkaya employed a citizen science approach by invitengublicto submit their Bald

Eagle observations. She developed an online survey tool
(https://forms.gle/NDuSmLQtnwZ2JXmlat was publicized by the Lake James

Environmental Association.

To be clear, we did not systematically survey the entire lake for Bald Eagle activity.
Instead, theBald Eagle sightings reportédatough the citizen scienceurvey as well as those by
Danel Baronwere opportunistic andio not reflect true abundance or locatigareferencesof
Bald Eagles at the lak€herefore, areas with no sightings cannot be interpreted as having no
Bald Eagles, but areas with sightings serve as documentation of Rpdd Hélizing at least
those areas of the lake.

Mapping ¢ Daniel Baron mapped Bald Eagle nesightings, andheir nest searching tracks

(Figures X, 4). Some Bald Eagle sightings included information about the direction that the

eagles were flying, andaniel Baron mapped these flight paths as well (FigurBapping was

performed using QGIS version 3.10.13 with GRASS version 7.8.4. Hydrology vector layers, as

well as road characteristics vector layers, were acquired from the NC OneMap database. Google
satellite raster layers were acquired from&Ba@f SQa ¢Af S al LA { SNBAOS o¢

Connection in XYZ Tiles. Eagle nest search route vector layers were projected by a handheld
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GPS modelGarminGPSMAP® 64st and were edited using feature expressions to cut out
extraneous pathsBaldEaglesightings and nest locations were loaded into QGl8sasfiles and
then converted to vector shape files. These vector péications were determined using
longitude and latitude values. The CRS used for these vector layers was EPSB/G384.
BaldEagle flight pathéFigureb) were added during the final image editing in the Print Layout

tool and were orientechndsizedd 8 SR 2y 20aSNWUSNNRa y2GSao

OUTCOMES
Summaryg Lake James haavb knownactive Bald Eagle nests during the 2@22022 breeding
season of which one failed (Nest #4) and the other seems to have fledged at least one young
(Nest #5). ese twoactivenests are located aipposite sides of the lake (Figure ahd most
of the lake in between these nests has not yet been systematically searched for additional
nests.
Nest #3¢ We observed no Bald Eaglt this nestand conclude that this nest was not being
used by Bald Eagleduring the 202%, 2022 breeding season.
Nest #4¢ Two adult Bald Eagles used this nest during the 202022 breeding season but
failed to fledge any young. They were first observed sitting on the nest in late November 2021,
which resembled incubationdiavior. Duringeach of theDecembey January, and February
monitoring sessiog the Bald Eagle pair was seen at the nest taking turns to sit in the nest,
behaviors again consistent with incubatiorhe nest was usually attended bge of the Bald
Eaglesvhich only leftwhen its partner came to take their turithe nest was unattended for a

few minutes on just a few occasions before an eagle returned to the nest.
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Unfortunately, no Bald Eagles were seen at the nest during the March or April
observations even though each observatsmssionasted for three consecutive hours. We
therefore concluded that the nest had failed for unknown reasons (e.g., egg or nestling
predation, inclement weather, infertility, death of the parents, abandonment by the parents,
etc.). We have no evidence that the eggs had hatched because we never saw food delivery to
the nest or heard nestling vocalizations, but our gap of about a montvden monitoring
sessions means that they could have hatched and died during that interim.

Nest #5¢ Bald Eaglessed this nest and likely fledged at least one young during the 2021

2022 breeding season. Thendownerreported seeingadult Bald Eagkeadding sticks to th

nest on November 13, 203personal communicatio®022, Clifton Avery of NCWR@)lifton

Avery confirmed the presence of this nestd sawtwo adult Bald Eagles courtshipnear the

nest on January 2@ersonal communicatio8022, Clifton Avery of NCWRQhe landowner
continued to report that the nest was active throughout the breeding season and that the Bald
Eagles brought food to the nest as late as May or Jpaesonal communicatio@022, Clifton

Avery of NCWRCZIlifton Avery suspects that they fledgatdeast one young, which is

supported by a sighting of onavenile Bald Eagle accompanied by an adult near the nest
location on July 1{personal communicatioB022 Jack RakerjVe conclude thathis nest was
active and successfully fledged at least one young, but it remains unknown precisely how many
young fledgedr their survival postledging

Additional Nest Searchigi¢ We did not find any additional active Bald Eagle nests, but Daniel
Baronfound an old raptor nest of unknown age or origins (Figure 1, Table 1). Daniel Baron

searched parts of the lake that seemed promising, but most ostidine remains to be
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explored. Along the shoreline of the Lake James State Park where they sedfithed (),
Daniel Baron observeigdw emergent pinesuggesting that the lack of suitable nest sites may
be limiting Bald Eagle nesting along that undevelogleordine.

Bald Eagle Sightings & MappirmgOpportunistic Bald Eagle sightings were concentratejdst
three areas (Figure 1Most Bald Eagles were seen in therth-eastern part of the lake near
Nests #2; 4 (Figure 1). There was also a concentration of sightings at the center of the lake
near the Marion Country Club, and another few observatiortte far western part of the lake
near Nest #5 (Figure 1).

Sightings were mostly of adult Bald Eagles,itvuhature and juveniles were also
reported (Figure 1)However, i may be difficultfor the lay persorto distinguish immature and
juvenile Bald &gles, so thesage class designatiostould be interpretedvith caution Some
sightings oftheseyoung Bald Eagles occurred early in the breeding seaseaningthat they
were fledglings from the previousreeding seasofor earlier) rather than the current breeding
season. The only juvenile sighting that we attribute to successful breeding from the;2021
2022 breeding season was one juvenile reported by Jack Raker near Nest #5.

Directional flight paths of Bald Eaglgsgureb) reveal that Bald Eagles are indeed using
parts of the shoreline where we did not search and where they are not being opportunistically
sighted. Specifically, the faorth-eastern part of the lake includetiord Ay S | f 2y 3 (KS
western sidehat is overwhelmingly forested (across the lake from Nests #3 & 4), but where we
did not search and where it seems possible that few people visit. However, three Bald Eagles

were seen flying toward or over thahordine (Figureb).
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Other Outcomesg; After compiling information about all the known Bald Eagle nests at Lake
James, weuggest that the Bald Eagle pair from Nestg #lmay indeed be the same pair. Of
course, banding and resighting are needed to know for certain the identity of individual bird
However, it is intriguing thallests #1¢ 4 were sequentially active with nremporaloverlap
(Figure6). They are alstocated neareach other(Figure 1andare locatedsequentiallywith

Nest #1 being the furthest south, and each subsequent nest l@esiwrt distance further

north along the same shoreline. Anecdbéxidence suggests that anthropogenic disturbance
may have caused this nest abandonment because increased housing development near each
nest coincided with the timing that these nests wedeandonedFinally, we conclude that the
breeding pair at Nest #5 is a different set of birds from those at Nest #4 because these nests
were located far apart from each other, and used at the same time during the 2222

breeding season (Figure 6).

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Systematically monitor Nests #3, 4, & 5 during the upcoming 28223 breeding season.

Although it seems likely that the pair from Nest #3 is the same that is now nesting at nest #4

(due to their proximity and timing})t may still beworthwhile to watch Nest #3 for at least a
few sessions during the upcoming breeding season to confirm whether that nestdesexd
been completely abandoned.

2. Conduct outreach to the private landowners of Nests #4 & 5. These landowners should be
encouraged ad supported in using best practices to ensure the safety andiveatig of

nesting eagles during the upcoming breeding season. The abandonment of earlier nests
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coincided with increased housing development near the nest sites. We do not know the
precise reaon for those nests being abandoned, but anthropogenic disturbance may have
contributed. This possibility should serve as a cautionary tale for the two currently active
nests which are both located on private property. Their landowners should be encouraged
and supported to protect those nests from anthropogenic disturbances.

. Search for additional Bald Eagle nests along the Lake James shoreline. Although we did not
find any additional nests, we were not able to search the entire lake. We suggest that the
rest of the shoreline should be systematically searched. If that is not possible, then targeted
searches near the Marion Country Club should be conducted because that is where several
adult Bald Eagle sightings were reported this year. Another area wortilsag is the

western shoreline in the far norteastern part of the lake where a few Bald Eagles were

seen flying toward, and over, that shoreline.

. Given the lack of emergent pines that Daniel Bamotesalong some of the shoreline,
managers should caider the option of constructing nesting platforms for Bald Eagles in
otherwise suitable habitat.

. Continue to solicit Bald Eagle sightings from the local community. Although these are
opportunistic and imperfect observations, they can inform us as to e/ should focus

our nest searching efforts. Furthermore, sightings of young birds may indicate dispersal of
immature Bald Eagles to the lake or successful fledging at the lake. Such citizen science also
has additional benefits, such as engaging and etitugahe public about wildlife

conservation.
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6. Survey the mitigation sites and existing platforms that were established as part of the
Habitat Conservation Plan for Bald Eagles at Lake J@vihudién 1997. These locations
should be checked for Bald Eagle presence and neatitigjity, andthe platforms should be
checkedand maintained in good condition. If these sites have not been used by Bald Eagles,
then that suggests that these mitigation efforts weneffective and should be done

differently in the future.
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Table 1.Bald Eagle nests at Lake James in North Carolina, USA.

Woas this nest

Nests Lat Long A’\::fi?/te Notes monitored during Outcome from 20222
(North) | (West) 2021-22 breeding Breeding Season
Dates
season?
Nest found in February 1999 and its
outcome for that breeding season is
N - o unknownt. This nest was useabain in
Eagle ® © 8 | December 1999March 2000, but it failed
Nest © 0 N | (likely due to cold weathet) NCWRC No, N/A N/A
#1 £ $ & | reports this nest being active through
=2 20022. Nest was active before the area wa

developed with housing Nest blew out of
tree in 2002.

(Tablecontinued on next page)
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Nests

Lat
(North)

Long
(West)

Nest
Active
Dates

Notes

Was this nest
monitored during
202122 breeding

season?

Outcome from 20222
Breeding Season

Bald
Eagle
Nest
#2

35.764897

-81.848951

2002- 20144 0or 2015

Nest was used from 2002003 and again
from 2005- 2007, before being destroyed
by high winds in summer 208However,
Bald Eagles built a new nest in the same
tree and nested there from 2002014,
(For the purposes of this table, bottests
are summarized as "Bald Eagle Nest #2"
since they are at the same location.) Mart
Whitfield reported this nest was actively
being used by Bald Eagles and fledged
young from at least 2006 (when she
purchased a home nearbyhwards. She
also reportel that while the immediate
area around the nest is protected from
development by HOA rules (presumably
because it is a HCP mitigation $)tethe
broader area has been increasingly
developed since 2006Nest is missing as g
November 2021 at the latest. Unclear if
the Bald Eagles abandoned this nest site
due to anthropogenic disturbance or
natural causes.

No, N/A

N/A

(Table continued on next page)
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Woas this nest

Nests Lat Long A’\(I:('?if/te Notes monitored during Outcome from 20222
(North) | (West) 2021-22 breeding Breeding Season
Dates
season?
Nest was actively used from 2015
onwarc?34 Martha Whitfield reported
often seeing Bald Eaglesthis area since al
least 2017, and also reported that several| Yes, Daniel Barot
Bald S b ‘f’b new homes were built near this nest site | observed this
» X N | since thef. Monitoring during 20212022 | nest once
Eagle|, < < N . : Nest present butt was never
> , breeding season concluded that it was no| monthly for 2- 3
Nest ™~ = O ) : used by Bald Eagles
43 1o = = longer being used by thénA home was hours each time
' N | being constructed nearby dumnthe 2021- | in Decembec
2022 breeding seasénUnclear if Bald February.
Eagles abandoned this nest site due to
anthropogenic disturbance or natural
reasons.
5
§
2 Nest found in November 2021 on two Yes, DanleI_Baror . . )
™ o) >, . . . : observed this Nest active, incubation behavior
Bald e') o @ | different occasions, independently. First, | )
N N c ) . - nest once observed, but no chicks ex
Eagle] « < < | Olya Milenkaya, Martha & Chip Whitfield, .
< 5 = . monthly for 2-3 | observed?7. Seems to have faile
Nest ™~ . S | and J. Lindley McKa&nd also, : . :
7o) — Q. ) | hours each time | during incubation stage for
#4 ™ ) o | independently, by Daniel Baron. Unclear i .
= ) . in December unknown reasons.
o | anyone else knew of this nest prior to 202 April
N
o
(Q\]

(Table continued on next page)
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Was this nest

Nests Lat Long A’\(I:('?if/te Notes monitored during Outcome from 20222
(North) | (West) 202122 breeding Breeding Season
Dates
season?
Nest active based on reporting t
NCWRC by landowner who saw|
adult Bald Eagles adding sticks 1
the nest on November 13, 2021
Clifton Avery confirmed the
presence of this nest with two
. adult Bald Eaglesear the nest on
@ January 26, 2022 and interprete
= Not them as being in courtshipThe
g Nest was first reported to NCWRC by . landowner continued to report
£ |land in December 2020 and systematically that the nest was active
Bald 3 < > | 'ahcowner in monitored, but :
~ N~ £ | confirmed byNCWRC on January 26, 282 ) throughout the breeding season
Eagle| © S S : . : opportunistically
N o « | Nestis located inland, on private propetty : and that the Bald Eagles brough
Nest ™~ 2 c : ) monitored by
7o) — © | Nest may have been active earlier becaus food to the nest as late as May ¢
#5 ™ 0 0 landowner, .
Q@ | Jack Raker reported that he has seen Ba NCWRC. and Jad Juné. Clifton Avey suspects that
o Eagles in this area "for several yedrs" ' they fledged 1+ yourtg
Q Raker.
o
(V)

Supporting that conclusion is thg
Jack Raker saw 1 juvenile Bald
Eagle accompanied by an adult
near the nest location on July 11
2022. Conclusion is that this nes
was active and successfully

fledged at least ongoung, but it
remains unknown precisely how
many young fledged.

(Table continued on next page)
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Was this nest

Nests Lat Long A’\(I:(;ite Notes monitored duri_ng Outcome_from 20212
(North) | (West) 202122 breeding Breeding Season
Dates
season?
Nest found by Daniel Baron on March 5,

© - < | 2022. Potentially an old Bald Eagle nest,
Old Q > 2 | butthe nest s too degraded to know for
Raptor ,“3_ 5 S | certain. The nest tree is leaning over the No N/A
Nest 9 $ S | lake and looks likely to fall soon. Seems 1

old to be active during 20212022

breedingseason.

TableAbbreviations:
NCWRC North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission
USFWSUnited States Fish & Wildlife Service

LJEA Lake James Environmental Association

N/A - Not Applicable
WWC- Warren Wilson College
HCP- Habitat Conservation Plan

Affiliations of People Included in Table:
Clifton Avery NCWRC
Bryan TompkinsUSFWS
Martha Whitfield- LJEA
Chip Whitfield- LJIEA
Olya Milenkaya WWC
Daniel Baron WWC

Jack RakerLJEA
James Lindley McKaynaffiliated

TableReferences:

! Blanc L & JH Carter. 2000. "American Bald Eagle Habitat
Conservation Plan for the Lake James Project Burke and
McDowell Counties, North Carolina.” Dr. J.H. Carter Il and
Associates, Inc. Environmental Consultants.

2 Cliton Avery (personal communication 2022)

3¢2YLNAYEA . D HAHMD a. TR 9 3
{e@Yo2f ®dé¢ hNIft LINBaSydaldAazy
Environmental Association.

dadzZf TAY 20 mppTtd a[F1S WHYSa .|
2017 Annual RepoBurke & McDowell Counties, North
Carolina.” Dr. J.H. Carter Ill and Associates, Inc.

Environmental Consultants.

> Martha Whitfield (personal communication 2021)

6 Martha Whitfield, Chip Whitfield and Olya Milenkaya looked
for this nest but couldn't finctin November 2021

" Daniel Baron (personal observations)

8 Jack Racker (personal communication 2022)
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Figure 1Lake James including the five known Bald Eagle nests, an additional old raptér hegtA St . I N2y Qa \aliBadld BEadglel NO
sightings during the 2024.2022 breeding season. Map made by Daniel Baron, September 2022.
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Figure 2 Part of Lak Jameshowing locations dilests #1¢ 3, and an additional old raptor nesflap made by Daniel Baron, September 2022.
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Figure 3.Part of Lake Jamehowing location oNests #. Map made by Daniel Baron, September 2022.
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