
QUICK FACTS 

By 1963, only 487 nesting bald eagle pairs
remained in the entire lower 48 states.
DDT was the main culprit; it thinned
eggshells so badly that chicks often didn't
survive to hatch.
Missouri released 74 young eagles at two
sites between 1981 and 1990 to help rebuild
a nesting population.
Missouri's population of permanent,
nesting eagles has grown steadily since, on
top of thousands that winter here from
farther north.
Bald eagles are still on Missouri's state
endangered species list, even as the overall
trend keeps improving.

HOW CLOSE WE CAME TO
LOSING THEM

It's easy to forget, looking at an eagle perched
over the river today, how close this bird came
to disappearing from the country entirely. The
pesticide DDT worked its way up the food
chain and into eagles, thinning their eggshells
so much that many simply broke under the
parents' weight before hatching. By 1963, there
were only 487 nesting pairs left in the lower 48
states.

WHAT YOU CAN SEE TODAY

Winter is the best time to spot eagles along the
Missouri River, when the northern migrants
join the birds that nest here. Watch for them
perched in tall trees along the bank or working
the open water below a dam, where fish stay
accessible even when the rest of the river ices
over.

Bald eagles are still listed as endangered in
Missouri even now; the recovery is real, but it
isn't finished, and that's worth knowing before
calling it done.

Bald Eagle in flight 

THE COMEBACK

DDT was banned in 1972, but eagles needed
more than a ban to come back — they needed
help reestablishing nesting populations in
places like Missouri. From 1981 to 1990,
Missouri ran a 10-year program that released
74 young eagles, raised from captive breeding
or healthy wild populations, at two sites with
good nesting habitat. Volunteers climbed
nesting towers to feed eaglets and helped
monitor nests through incubation.

It worked. Missouri's population of eagles that
nest here year-round, rather than just passing
through, has grown steadily since — and that's
on top of the thousands of eagles that still
migrate down from the Great Lakes states and
Canada each winter.
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