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Bald Eagle Perch-sites in Eastern Washington

Abstract
We non i to red  Ba ld  Eag le  ( I la l iaeerus  teucocep l ra las)  use  and re la r i re  abundance o f  | r : rc |  r - rpes  x lo is  n ,a jo t  Ndrcr  tod ies  in

eas le rn  t r  ash ingron du ; ing  rh .  $ in rers  o f  1982-u3 and 1983.84 .  Eag les  perched in  londerosa p i rc , .  (P inzs  ponr le rcv) .  snags ,

co t ronsoods (p ;u  tas  spp. ) ,  nar -nar le  s t rucLures ,  tbe  ground,  i ce ,  and o ther  s i res .  Urc  o l  perches  ra r icd  $ i th  tho i t  ava i lab i l i t )

a to rg  each wate i  bodr .  Pondt  rosa  p ines .  v rags ,  and (o t to .$oods  fecc ived h igh  p fupor r ions  o f  u !L :  *here  they  re re  ava i la l l c .

Ba ld  Eag lc  perches  shou ld  be  cons idcrcd  in  the  managemenr  o t  r ipar ian  arcas .

lntroduction

Wintering Bald Eagles (Haliaeetus Ieuco'

cep[alus) spend much of each day perching (Serv-

heen 1975). The avai labi l i ty of suitable perches

may inf luence the local distr ibution of wintering

Bald Eagles (Erickson el al.  l9?6, Stalmaster and

Newman 1979, Fielder and Starkey 1980,

Steenhof et al.  l9B0).

More than 200 Bald Eagles annually winter

along the major water bodies in eastern Wash-

ington. Shorel ines along eastern Washington

water bodies olTer a varietv of perch types

However, these shorel ines are also subject to ex_

tensive human modif icat ion (e 9., logging,

f irewood cutt ing, l ivestock grazing, and hydro-

electr ic, agricultural,  rcsidential,  recreational,

and highway development and expansion)

Steenhof el al.  (1980) found that 58 perccnt of

the Bald Eagles wintering in South Dakota

perched within 5 m of the water. Therefore shore-

l ine modif icat ions may affect wintering Bald

Eagles. Wildl i le managers should consider the

availabi l i ty and importance of those pcrches to

bald eagles when evaluating shorel ine modif ica-

t ions. To faci l i tate this consideration, and sup-

plement Bald Eagle perch site information for

western Washington (Stalmaster and Nervman

1979), we present information of 1336 observa-

t ions of Bald Eagles perched or f l1ing along the

water bodies in castern Washington.

'Prescnt  address:  lSl l  8rh Slrect  N E,  East  {enatchee,

vashington 98801.

l ' igure L Eastcn Washinglon Bald Eaglc surrev area.

Study Area

The study area (Figure l) included the Colum-
bia River (from Pasco to about l0 km above Ket'

t le Falls), Banks Lake, the Spokane Rivcr (from
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i ts mouth to Spokane), and the Pend Orei l le River
(from Newport to lone), a total of 1775 km of
. h o r e l i n e .  W e , l i r i J , J  t h ,  s t u J \  i r r r r  i r t L ,  s , ' g -
ments becduse of lheir managenent b.y_ a r,ari-
ety of hydroelectr ic agencies. We addressed the
Columbia River according to the reserl.oirs ly-
ing behind the h_vdroelectr ic dams (Priest Rapids,
Wanapum, Rock Island, Rocky Reach, Wells, and
Chief Joseph). The Hanford Reach included the
Columbia River betwccn Pasco and Priest Rapids
Dam. FDR Reservoir,  lying behind Grand Coulee
Dam, rvas divided into south l ' l lR Reservoir (the

Columbia River between the dam and the mouth
of the Spokane River) and north FDR Reservoir
(the port ion between the Spookane River mouth
and 10 km upstream from Kett lc Fal ls).  The
Spokane and Pend Orei l le r irers were each
treated as separate segments.

The  s tud r  a ta  i n ,  l ud " ' 15  r t sqe t r t i un  r sso . i a -
t ions or zones described by Erankl in and D,vrness
(1973): the l t tpni ' i , i  l t id"nttt lo 4gropyron spir
tatum and Artemisia tr ipart i ta Festuca ;dahoen-
sls vcgclat ion associal ions and the Pinas
p onde rosa, Ts uga he t e ro phylla ancl Pseudotsuga
menziesi i  zones. The physical character of the
study area shorelines also varicd greatll (e.g., arid
lands, gravcl bars, mud f lals, steep basalt cl i f fs,
and forests).

\regetation or shorel ine characterist ics along
several segments merit  discussion. The Hanford
Reach has many large cobble islands ancl several
stands of black locust(Robinia pseutloacat:ia) anc)
Chinese elm (Elrnus sp.) trccs. Verl tal l  basalt
cl i f fs border most of the southern 2i3 of
Wanapum Reservoir.  Man-made raptor pcrchcs,
designed for Baid Eagles, havc bcen erected
along Wanapum, Rock Island, Wells, and Chief

Joseph reservoirs. l lxcept for 4 tr ipods with
crossarms along Rcrck Island Reservoir,  al l  man-
made perches along thcse rescrvoirs are single
poles with crossarms. A large number of r iver pi l-
ings occur in the Pend Orei l le River and these
power poles, and towers were also classif ied as
man-made perches. Much of Banks Lake is bor-
dered by steep basalt cl i f fs. Banks Lake, large
port ions of the Spokane Rivcr, and large ern-
bayments along the Pend Orci l lc River freeze
over each winter. N{ost of thc rcmainder of the
study area remains relat iveiv ice-free.

Methods

Observations of Bald Eagles, and their perches
were recorded monthly from November l9B2'
February l9B3 and November 1983-March 1984,
e r l ep t  r he  Sp "Lan .  enJ  Pen , l  O re i l l "  r i r e r s  l . r .
not suryeyed during the winter of l982-83.

Su rve l s  we re  conduc ted  i n  a  h i gh 'w ing
Cessna aircraft,  f lorvn at speeds of 130-145 km/h,
30-60 m above ground level, using an observer/
pi lot and at least one addit ional observer. The
same direct ion rvas f lown each month within f ive
da,vs of thc l5th of each month, except when
neather reduced visibi l i ty. Whcrc r ivcr or reser-
voir rvidth exceeded 0.8 km, each shorel ine was
flown separatcly bccausc eaglc sightings wcrc
more easi ly made within a distance of 0.,1 km
from the aircraft.  Where water bodv widths were
0.8 km or less, the route was f lown along the
center axis of the rvater, al lowing both shorcs to
be obserr.ed simuhancously.

In recording perches, the use ofdead port ions
of a tree was included with snag use. Cround
perches included cliffs, shoreline rocks, mud flats,
and gravel bars. We included counts of f lying
birds as part of Table I for comparativc purposcs.

We used rank correlat ion (Chapman and
Schaulele 1970) to analvze avai labi l i ty and use
of perch types along each rvater body. Subjec-
t ive ranking of the relat ive avai labi l i ty of perch
types al lowed comparison of numbers of trees,
lengths of cl i f fs, and areas of gravel bars and ice.

Results and Discussion

Bald Eaglcs uscd perch sites in eastern Wash-
i ng ton  p r ima r i l l  a , ' , ' o rd i ng  l o  t he i r  r a r l i r r g
avai labi l i ty along the water bodies surveyed. Of
the 1336 Bald liagle sightings tallied during nine
surveys (four of rvhich did not include the
Spokane and Pend Orei l le r ivers), l4 percent
were of eaglcs in f l ight rvhich had not bcen
flushcd by our approach. They were either soar-
ing or in transit .  Along the mainstcm Columbia
(two winters of surveys) Bald Eagles perched in
ponderosa pincs, snags, on lhe ground and in cot-
tonwoods 34 percent,26 percent, l5 percent, and
l2 percent of the t i ine, respectivelv (Table l)-
Along the Spokane and Pend Orei l le r ivers, (one

ninter of survels) eagles perched in ponderosa
pine, cottonrvoods and snags 32 percentj  27 per-

cent and 24 percent of the t ime, respectively.
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TABLE 1. Urilizarion oftrald cagles perch sires along major warerbodies in easte.n Washington (number ofsighrings is follo{ed

by percent  of  s ight ings in parenlheses).

Body of water' p ine
Cotton.

Snag wood
No.

Total  F ly ingOther ' Groun. l '  Ice

Han{ord Reach
P. iesr  Rapids Res.

Rock Is land Res.
Rocky Reach Res.
Wells Res.
Chief  Joseph Res.
Banks Lake
South FDR Res.
North IDR Res.

q 0 )  3 ( 3 )
0 ( 0 )  ( 8 )
0( 0) 0( 0)
0( 0) r(20)

1s(32) 1s(32)
13(l?) 18(24)
46(4?) ,r3(1,r)
l8(10) 2?(r6)
3q40) 26(30)

22q51 136(34)

Rp ?8(67) C 2q22)
Jo l( 8) c 6(46)
Rp 1( 3) c 3l(97)

o ( 0 )  c  q 0 )
P n  3 ( 6 )  C  3 ( 6 )
P m  q 8 )  c  3 ( 4 )
Pn 3( 3) C 2t 2)
Pn l( 1) C 57(33)
Pm 12(11) C 13(15)
Pm 13( 3) G l7( 4)

6( 5)
5(38)
0( 0)
3(60)

l](23)
32(13)
2t 2)

6s(38)
( l )
q t )

( 3 )
0( 0)
0( 0)
(20)
0( 0)
3{ 4)
l (  t )
q 0 )
0( 0)
q 0 )

q  0 )  117  12
q 0 )  1 3  s
0( 0) 32 13
0 ( o )  s  r
0( 0) 17 9
q 0 )  7 s  0
0 (0 )  97  3
11. 2) 172 s8
0( 0) 86 12
0( 0) 396 57

q r ) 158(1s) q<1) 1040 170

6
8

l  l q 1 l )3s2(34) 2?q26) r29(r2)

32(48) 20(30) q 0) 0( 0) I'm 6( 9) C 4.{ 6) 4{ 6) 66
q e) ?115) 30(6s) { e) Pn 0( 0) c q 0) t( 2) 16

Spolane R.
Pend Oreille R.

30(27) 4( 4)

'Spokane and Pend 0rei l le  r ;vers were surveyed 5 t imes,  other warer bodies {e.€ surrey€d 9 t ines.
'Other perch ryp€s identified as: Jo-Juniperus occi.lcntolis, Pm-Pseudonuga nenziesii, Rp Robnn pseudoacocia
3cravel bars (G) and cliffs (C) were the nost used ground perches C or C desisnates the perch tlpe most abundant.

TABLE 2. RanLinss (hishesr ranking = l) of relative abundance of perch types and their use (abundance/use) and the coeffi-

cient of rank correlation (rl) or those rankings for each water body (highest rankings indicated by l).

36132) 27(24) 6( 5) 4.( 4) 5( 4) 1 1 2 1 4

Bodv of  sater
Ponderosa Cotton- Man'made

pine Snag $ood structures
Cround'

Other C/C Ice rk

Hanford Reach
Priest  Rapids Res.
Wanapun Res.
Rock Island Res.
Rockr Reacb Res.
Wel ls Res.
Chief  Joseph Res.
Banks Lake
South FDR Res.
North IDR Res.
Spokane R.
Pend Oreille

3t5 413
4/3.5 212
6/5 415
2t2.5 l [
411 .5  l / 3
4t2 2i l
212 614.5
5/3 4l l
212 5/5
312 5/s
312 5/6.5
4t2 t/ l

6t6
6t5
5/5.5
2 / l - 5
1 i 3
t l t
3/4
l i t
l i l
l i l
2 t3.5

7 t6
3/5
3t2.5

6.5/6.5
5/5.5
416
7ti

6.5t6.5
7 t6.5
7 t6.5
3/3.5

t / 1
3/3.5
213

6.5/5.5
3/4.5
314
313
616
3t4
214
213
5/6.5

G 212
c  l / t
c  l i t

c 4/5.5
c 5/4.5
G 7/5.5
c 5/4.5
c l t2
c 4/3
G 4/3

c 6i4.5
G 716.5

6/6.5
5/6
6/5

6.5/5.5
6.5/6.5

6t1
717
215

6.5/6.5
6/6.5
4t4.5
6/5

.88

.96

.89

.91

.77

.76

.88

.57

.96

.BB

.88

.82

Mean

Mean tank ing

3.0/3.3 3.5t2.7
l/3 4/1

3.9/3.6
5t4

3.3t3.2
3t2

5.3/5.5
616

3.3/4.0
2t5

5.6/5.9
717

'Eirher grayel bes (G) m diffs (C), *bichever were most abundanr (as indicated) were used ro rant ground perches.
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Several aspccts of Bald Eagle perch sites in
eastern Washinglon mcri l  discussion because the
perches are either ior:al l1'  valuablc to BaJd Eagles
o r  sub j r c l  l o  i | | r l ac l  f r nm humnn  r ,  t i r  i l i r " .  o r
both. Cl i f fs provicle elcvatcd perches. Lif t  pro'
vided by n' inds near cl i f fs al low eagles to I ly or
soa r  w i t h  a  m in ima l  ene rgy  cxpend i t u re
(Stalmaster l9B3). Where cl i f fs were common or
abundant a high proport ion of eagles were either
seen f lying or on "ground" perches, primari ly
cl i f fs (e.g.; s 'anapurrr Reservoir 69 perccnt on
ground pcrches, 29 percent f l1ing; Banks Lake
25 percent on grourtd perches,25 percent l ly ing,
Tablc l) .  Few of man's present act ivi t ies in

eastern Washington affcct cl i f fs used bl eagles.
Stalnaster and Norman (1979) found that

Bald Eagles preferrcd perches with an open l imb
s l r n c t u r e  a i l o r v i n g  g o o c l  r  i s i b i l i t y  a n d
unobstructcd f l ight. Our eastern Washingtcrn
studies further -qupport thosc f indings. Ponderosa
p ine  r r .  t he  m" - r  r r a i l a l l .  l , e r . h  r \ pc  i n  "a r r . r n

S'ashington, ranking I or 2 in abundance along
7 of the 12 water bodies (Table 2). fhirt .v- lbur
percent of thc pt 'rched eagles seen during our
su|irev-q rrere in ponderosa pines. Large, old
ponderosa pines often have Lrarc l inbs and an
open l imb slruclure. Snags and many rolton-
r loods also offer an open l imb structure suitable
for Bald Eagle perch sites. Cotlorlr loods an.l
snags were rankcd 3 and 4 in mean abundalce
and accounted for l4 percent and 26 percent of
the perched eagle sightings, rcspectivel l .  Snags
seem lo be preferred perch sites. Although snags
had a rnean ranking of 4 in abundance along
easlcrn Washingtorl  r laters, thev had a mean
ranking of I  in usc (r iuking 3 or higher along
9 of the 12 watcrs). With the exception of snags,
t,agie use of perch tvpes corrclated (u) well  with
perch abundance along each parl icular water
bod,r (Tatr le 2).

Snag . .  r " o t t " n r ru r - r J - .  und  ponde r " . a  p i n . s .

and other trccs aloDg water bodies in eustern
Washington are threatened bl many forms of
human dcvciopment (e.g., l i r .estock grazing, log'
g i ng ,  f i r enood  cu t t i ng ,  and  ag r i cu l t u ra l ,
hvdroelectr ic, highway, and residential der.elop-
ment). Overgrazing b1' l i lcstock, of ' ten concen-
trated in r iparian areas, can alTcct recruttment
of sapJings vhich vould become future perch
sites. Logging and f irewood cutt ing rcmoves
many large trees and snags rrhich mar serve as
Bald Eagie perch sites. Clearing shorel ine trees

for any t,vpe of development el iminates potential
pcrches close to the water, the perchcs rvhich
Bald } iagles use most oftcn (Steenhof el al.  l9B0).
Vegetation to be inundated by hvdroelectr ic proj-
ects in the northwest has usually been cleared
as a standard procedure. Howcvcr, the U.S. Army
Corp .  o f  Eng ine , , r s  l , . f t  J ro re l i ne  rege ta t i on
standing as a f ish and wildl i fe mit igation measure
when they raised the Chief Joseph Darn and
reservoir (U.S. Army l9B0). When the water rose,
many ponderosa pines drowned and now provide

Bald l lagle perch sites as snags. Bald Eagles
rnou ld  bene t i t  shou ld  I u tu rn  h rd roeJe r t r i c  p ro j -

ects adopt a similar "non-clearing" pol icl .
Much public land borders the water bodies

surve)ed in this study, Public agencies should
protect presenl Bald Eagle perch sites and pro'
1. ide for future perches by taking efforts to
preserre and perpetuate old grorvth or large trees
along shorel ines which they manage. Trees at-
tain Jarger size than most man-made perches and
offer other r.alues (e.g., thcrmal, visual, wind
proteclron).

Table I indicates onl,r' slight use of mart-made
perch sites. Howerer, aerial survevs during
previous lears, and random sighl ings indicate
frequent use of these structures by Bald Eagles.

Man-made perches, i f  placed close ro arer,
mav increase Bald Eagle use along treeless
shorel ines. Addit ional man-made perches would
probably bc elfect ive along Priest Rapids Reser-
voir,  the lower htr l f  of Banks Lake, the lower half
of Wanapum Reservoir,  and the uppcr and lower
port ions of thc Hanford Reach because these
waters prcscntly lack shorel ine perches.
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