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CASE STUDY: 

DDT and the Bald Eagle
The nation's symbol, the bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), has received a great deal of attention since it was listed as one of the nation's first Endangered Species in 1967.  The decline of this magnificent bird was traced to many factors, including habitat loss, disturbance of nest sites, and illegal shooting, but the greatest problem was environmental contamination by the organochlorine pesticide DDT.

It is impossible to know exactly how many bald eagles inhabited North America at the time of the first European settlers.  However, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service stated in a news release of 1999, "When America adopted the bird as its national symbol in 1782, as many as 100,000 nesting bald eagles lived in the continental United States, excluding Alaska."
In the 1940’s, the bald eagle faced its most serious threat to survival: the pesticide DDT.  Used safely as a powder disinfectant for U.S. troops in World War II, DDT became a deadly killer when transformed into a spray pesticide.  This spray was first used in the south to fight mosquito infestations, but its use became widespread across the country within a short time.  At the same time as the increase in DDT use, the bald eagle suddenly plunged into a desperate decline.  By 1963, the bald eagle population of the lower 48 states of the union had fallen to a mere 417 nesting pairs of eagles.
In 1972, DDT was banned from use in the United States and in 1973 Congress passed the Endangered Species Act which provided special protection for the bald eagle and many other threatened and endangered species.  Since then, the bald eagle has made a significant comeback.  Today (2007), new numbers show the largest population of breeding bald eagles in the U.S. since World War II.
On August 11, 1995 the Fish & Wildlife Service reclassified the bald eagle from Endangered to Threatened in the lower 48 states.  Finally, on June 28, 2007 the bald eagle was delisted from Threatened status thus completing the recovery process.
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