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Project Abstract:

Mercury (Hg) is a major contaminant of ecological systems. Hg in the form of methylmercury is a bioaccumulated
in organisms and is responsible for deleterious effects in birds and may have affected recovery of demes of bald
eagles in the lower 48 States. Fossil fuels, mining, and industrial pollution are major anthropogenic sources of
environmental mercury worldwide. Increasing or proposed resource development in the northern plains (e.g., coal
bed methane, coal burning power plants) may result in increasing contamination of aquatic environments on which
bald eagles depend.

We will collect blood, feathers, and carcasses of nestling, free-flying, and rehabilitated bald eagles in Montana and
Wyoming to determine levels of Hg and other contaminants. As osprey nest in high density in proximity to bald
eagles, are easily accessible, exploit a similar food base, and have been shown as indicators of certain contaminants
in the environment, they may serve as an appropriate surrogate for contaminant analysis of bald eagles.

Baseline data on contaminant loads of aquatically associated species are needed to evaluate extent of impact of
resource development. Environmental Hg contamination had implications for bald eagles population persistence
and human health and results of this study may assist in identification, evaluation, and remediation of contaminated
areas. The results of this study should also assist in evaluating the appropriateness of using osprey as surrogate
indicators of environmental contamination of bald eagles and reveal pre-impact levels of deleterious compounds in
aquatically dependent species.
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