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Introduction

The Mississippi River corridor, an area extending from the Twin
Cities into the Southern Unjted States has traditionally supported
large numbers of wintering Bald Eagles ¢ Haliaeetus leucocephalus ).
The eagles are attracted to open river water and a resulting
concentration of potential prey species {(waterfowl, fish, small
mammals). The river and its tributary systems provide food and shelter
for wintering eagles from MNovember through late March.

During a study made from 21 December 1985, through 21 January
1984, the area surrounding Figs Eve Island #1 was identified as
significant bald eagle wintering habitat, Located 2 miles southeast of
downtown St. Paul on the Mississippi River, Pigs Eye Island #!, and
the smaller island to its immediate north (henceforth called Island
#2), are situated near the eastern shoreline directly west of the
Metropol i tan Waste Control treatment facility.

In response to concerns expressed by the Minnesota MNongame
Wildlife Program and the Pigs Eve Tree Top Coalition, this study was
undertaken to:

i. Ident|fy daytime and evening habitat for bald eagles on or near
Pigs Eve Islands 1 and 2.

2. Assess the possible impact of tree removal on Islands 1 and 2
on wintering eagle populations.

Me thods

This study was conducted from 24 February 1984, through 15 March
1984. Observations were not made on 13 March,; due to weather
conditions. A circuituous route, following Warner Road east to Highway
&1, south to 1-494, west to Concord Road, and north to Butler Road was
driven daily to locate eagles on the perimeter of the study area.
Three observation areas were estab]lished along the western shore of
the Mississippi River: (1) At a point adiacent to the northern tip of
lsland #1, (2) at a point adjacent to the southern tip of Island #1,
and {3) 1.4 miles south of Island #1 on the flood control levee, .l
mile north of the South St. Paul stocKrards and directly west of the
Pigs Eve heron rookery (See Diagram 1). Observations were made with
8x23 field binoculars and a 15x-460% spotting scope. Times of
observation were adjusted throughout the 3 week period to achieve a
representative sampling of eagle activity during davlight and early
evening hours, Activities were separated into four categories; flving,
sparing, perching, and roosting, defined as follows:

Filvina: low level flight with freguent wing beats associated with
potential feeding sjtuations (Steenhot, 1¥83),

Soparing: high Tevel 41ight with set winas.

Perching: sedentary daytime behavior followino or preceding
flight.

Roosting: sedentary nighttime behavior characterized by
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imactivity.

Flying was distinguished from socaring because of its direct
association with feeding situations and habitat use.
Perch sites were identified and an estimate of perch height made.

Three on-foot traverses of Islands 1| and 2, and one of land along
the eastern shoreline of the Mississippi River, from the waste
treatment facility to the northern perimeter of the heron rookery,
were made to identify signs of eagle usage {(castings, droppings, Kill
sites), locate roosting trees and feeding sites, and to further
identify potential habitat.

In addition, an immature Bald Eagle rehabilitated at the
University of Minnesota Raptor Research Center, was ocutfitted with a
radio telemetry transmitter and released frem the Carpenter Nature
Center in Hastings, Mn. on 21 December 1985, This bird moved to the
study area by 26 December 1985. Regular monitoring of this birds’
movements further aided identification of habitat utilized by eagles
and provided a2 model of daily eagle activity patterns.

Results

A total of 34 bald eagle sightings was made on 13 of the 19 davs
of this study. Sightings on or near Island #1 occurred on 25¢2
sightings), 26(1), 27(1), 28(1) February, and 5{2), &¢1), 7(1), 9{1),
10¢13, 11C1); March, while sightings on Island #2 occurred on 24¢1),
24(1), 28(1), February, and 5(1), 7(1), 9(2), 10(2) March (see Table
#1), Soaring eagles, although often visible during observation, were
not included in compilation of this data but are categorized under the
heading OTHER in Table #1.

Potential food sources (fish, waterfowl, small mammals), were
abundant at several locations near Islands 1 and 2. At the southern
tip of Island #2 flocks of waterfowl contained 250-300 birds,
dependent upon river and weather conditions, on 10 of 19 dave of this
study. On 10 March 1984, an adult eagle was flushed from the western
edge of Island #2 and inspection showed two recent duck Kills as well
as fish skeletal remains, On 11 March, an immature esagle was observed
for 2.5 hours on the same island with a distended crop, indicative of
recent feeding behavior,

BacKwater near the waste treatment facility outflow channel
contained waterfowl as well as numerous fish carcasses and eagles were
cften seen flying into this area although not directly observed
feeding. Inspection however, revealed skeletal remains of several fish
as well as droppings indicative of eagle usage.

Ferching appeared to be dependent on areas supporting prey
population concentrations, but no preference was shown for specific
trees. Adults were observed perching 4 times on or near Island #1 and
3 times on Island #2. Immature eagles were observed perching on or

near Island #1 on 3 occassions and 3 times on Island #2. Adults were
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found to perch in the upper 1/4 of trees at heights varying between &0
and 80 ft. above the base elevation while immature eagles chose lower,
sturdier branches, generally within 30 to 50 +t, of oground lewvel.

Roosting on the islands was not observed during the time of this
study. Observations on 24 February however, indicated that two adult
bzld eaqgles roosted approximztely 1 mile south of Island #1 in
woodland adjoining the heron rooKery, Telemetry readings and
directional flight observyations suggested that roosting occured in an
area 5 miles to the south of Island #1 in the vicinity of River LakKe,
on the Mississippi River, Movement to there was observed and monitored
b¥ radio on 25, 24, 27 February, and 4, 10 March.

Therefore, the main use of the area by eagles was for food
toraging, and 30¥ of eagles” time involved use of Island HZ.

Discussion

Qur sightings point conclusively to a significant use of the study
area by a population of wintering bald eaoles. Prey populations were
sizeable and provided an ample food base for both adult and immature
eagles. Servheen and English (197%), indicated that adult bald eagles
annually return to wintering areas with consistent food resources, and
in so doing Jjuvenile eagles learn of prey and habjtat locations by
following behavior of the foraging adults. In general, young eagles
are found only in areas where food is abundant (Grubb and Kennedy,
1982}, Throughout the period of observation at least szeven different
sdults and three individual juvenile eagles were seen in the study
area. This presence indicates that the Pigs Eye Island area is
important to wintering bald eagles in Minnesota.

A preferance for specific perching sites was not indicated.
Because an immature eagle was the only bird seen utilizing the same
perch on more than one occacsion, this may point out the #lexibility
eagles employ in choosing perching sites while searching for food.

Tree removal, would effectively remove perching options from the
gagles,

During an earlier study, from 21 December 1785, through 21 January
1984, radio telemeiry readings verified roosting at the southern end
of Pigs Eve Island #1. Its absence during this study should not be
taken as conclusive evidence that the island is not being utilized for
reosting purposes. As daylight increases and weather becomes more
temperate, strategies for energy expenditure and conservation by the
eagles are not as crucial for survival in March as they are in
December and January. There is more flexibility in being away from a
food source since there is more time to find it. This allows the
eagles to use preferred roost sites away from feeding areas. The fact
that eagles are now roosting away from the study area is therefore not
surprising. In essence, it points to a more direct need for
observations during a time frame when the Islands are likely to he
used for roosting.
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In conclusion, the study area combines three important
for wintering bald eagle habitat on the Mississippi River:
water, (2) consistent food sources, and (3) perching sites
potential prey populations. The combination of these three
areas south of the study area on the Mississippi River are
variable or nonexistant, further indicating the importance

elements
(1) open
near
factors at
highly

of the Pigs

Eve Island area for wintering bald eagle survivability in the Twin
Cities area. Removal of trees from Island &2 and the northern end of
Island #1 would have a detrimental effect on the eagles using this
area by eliminating necessary hunting and perching sites near their
major feeding area. With perching options removed the study area would

be eliminated as a wintering site for bald eagles.



Table 1. Bald Eagle Sightings On or Near Pigs Eve Islands #1 and #2z,
24 Feb., 1986-15 March 1984

DATE ISLAND #1 ISLAND 82

=
p
i
]
L 3

02/24/86
02725786
02/24/84
02/27/86&
02/2B/84
03/01/86
03/02/84
03/03/8¢
03/04/84
03/05/84
03/04/84
03707784
03708786
03/09/34
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03/14/84
03/15/84
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*5ightings within study area not associated with Islands #1 and 42
te.g0.soarlng).
#¥No observations made.
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