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OUTDOORS

This year’s survey of
bald eagles nesting in
Georgia may have cov-
ered less territory than
usual. But the results
point to a population
that is still going strong.

The survey by the
state Department of
Natural Resources rated
nest success for bald ea-
gles above average in all
areas checked, according
to survey leader Dr. Bob
Sargent.

The survey was shaped
by Sargent’s retirement
as a DNR program man-
ager in March — some fol-
low-up flights are done
in April — and issues
including bad weather
that nixed a handful of
northeast Georgia nest
checks. Yet while the
sample size was smaller
for the DNR surveys in
even-numbered  years,
nearly half of all known
eagle nests in the state
were monitored, provid-
ing a reliable measure of
productivity.

Of 113 occupied nest
territories recorded, 101
were successful, fledging
170 eaglets (1.7 per nest)
— an 89 percent success
rate. The totals for nest
success and fledging
topped long-term aver-
ages. Accounting for
nests not checked, Sar-
gent said the findings
suggest Georgia again
had over 200 nests, as it
has since 2015, and the
number of nesting eagles
continued to increase in
some areas, even if that
trend has slowed over the
last 10 years.

“This year’s results
reflect a population that
is having a strong year
acquiring food resources
and has clearly bounced
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back from the serious
hit productivity took —
especially on the coast —
during the initial avian
influenza outbreak in
2022. Unfortunately, we
have evidence that the
disease persists in Geor-
gia and elsewhere across
the U.S. But our survey
shows that these magnif-
icent birds are resilient.”

Bald eagles have re-
bounded here and across
the species’ range. Fac-
tors fueling the recovery
include a U.S. ban on
DDT use in 1972, habi-
tat improvements after
enactment of the federal
Clean Water and Clean
Air acts, protection
through the Endangered
Species Act, increased
public awareness, res-
toration of local popu-
lations through release
programs, and forest re-
growth.

Following a steep de-
cline in the eagle popula-
tion in Georgia, the state
went from no known
successful nests during
most of the 1970s to one
in 1981, 55 by the turn
of the century and more
than 200 today.

DNR monitors ea-
gle nesting by helicop-
ter twice a year, split-
ting the state into five
sections for surveys.
Flights in January and
February mark nests in
use. Follow-ups in March
and April help gauge how
the nests fared.

The state’s six coastal
counties are surveyed
annually. During even-
numbered years, nests
are checked in northeast
and central Georgia, as
well as the north/north-
west region of the state.
Volunteers also monitor
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Above, a bald eagle on the Georgia coast.

about 15-20 nests state-
wide each year, sharing
their observations with
DNR.

The 2026 survey cov-
ered the coastal counties
and barrier islands, a
swath of northeast Geor-
gia framed by Athens,
Dublin and Augusta-area
reservoirs, and several
reservoirs between At-
lanta and Macon. Data
on 16 nests that volun-
teers checked from the
ground was also includ-
ed. (A follow-up survey
flight was not completed
for some nests east of
Milledgeville and along
lakes Richard B. Russell
and Hartwell.)

Nest success rates
ranged from 88 percent
onthecoastto91 percent
in central and northeast
Georgia and 94 percent
for the volunteer-mon-
itored nests. The rates
are notably higher than
the long-term averages
of 70-75 percent. But
Sargent also cautioned
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that conducting the
follow-up survey flight
earlier than normal on
the coast this year could
have led to a slightly in-
flated nest success rate
for that region.

The number of oc-
cupied nests surveyed
on the coast has varied
over about the last 10
years from the low 70s
to the mid-80s, so the
75 recorded this year is
average, he said. DNR
typically documents
30-35 occupied nests in
the central and north-
east Georgia areas. This
year’s results would
have Dbeen consistent
with that range if the
entire follow-up survey
could have been com-
pleted.

The public is encour-
agedtoreport eaglenests
via https://georgiawild-
life.com/bald-eagle, or
(478) 994-1438). Such
reports typically lead to
the discovery of 10-15
new nests a year.
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