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   Case # 2012-578   
June 21 – August 30  

  Case # 2012-1489  
November 29 – November 30  

 There and Back Again:  
An Eagle’s Unexpected Journey 
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It was June 21 when the call came in from Central Maine Power.  An 
injured Bald Eagle had been discovered inside the CMP substation in 
Newcastle.  It seemed apparent to the employees that the bird had 
an injured wing, but lacking the experience or the safety gear for 
capturing a large raptor, not to mention a container large enough to 
hold the bird, they requested assistance.   

Maine’s eagle biologist, Charlie 
Todd, was also notified of the 
situation by CMP, and as luck had 
it, he was not far from Newcastle 
at that moment.  Charlie was able 
to secure the bird and drive with 
it to Avian Haven.  We determined 
fairly quickly that the bird had a 
fracture of the ulna, the larger of 
the two bones between the elbow 
and the wrist of the wing.  The 
radius was intact, as was the wrist 
joint. 

Ulna Radius 

Elbow 
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The injury had a good prognosis; regular management that included 
physical therapy kept the wrist supple while the fracture healed.  

He was moved to an outdoor cage on July 2; if you look closely at the 
photo below, you can see the upper edge of the wrap on the left wing.   

The wing 
wrap was 
removed 
just a few 
days later, 
on July 6. 
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All of the eagles that recover from injuries at Avian Haven are banded 
just before they are released.  One leg wears a color band, with red 
identifying Maine as the state in which the band was applied.  The color 
band has two characters, which are large enough that they may be 
readable from a distance. The other leg wears a silver band with 
smaller numbers that normally could be read only with the bird in hand.  
In Maine, eagles that are banded as youngsters in the nest have the 
color band applied to their right leg.  The color band is put on the left 
leg of older birds of unknown hatch location. 

After that, his recovery was steady!  
He gradually regained flight ability, 
and by the middle of August was 
flying quite well.  We let the folks at 
CMP know that he was ready for 
release, and talked to Charlie about 
an appropriate location.  There was 
ideal property right in Newcastle, at 
the Damariscotta River Association’s 
Great Salt Bay Farm. 



Damariscotta River Association  Great Salt Bay Farm 
                     August 30, 2012   

5 Volunteers Bob, Kelani and Selkie do the honors. 
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https://www.facebook.com/photo.p
hp?v=10151063760105918&set=vb.
282227545917&type=2&theater   

Two videos of the release can be 
found here and here: 

 http://youtu.be/X--cPX942ms  

Toward the end of the 
second video, crows seem to 
challenge the new guy in the 
sky; the eagle easily evades 
them! 
 

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?v=10151063760105918&set=vb.282227545917&type=2&theater
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?v=10151063760105918&set=vb.282227545917&type=2&theater
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?v=10151063760105918&set=vb.282227545917&type=2&theater
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?v=10151063760105918&set=vb.282227545917&type=2&theater
http://youtu.be/X--cPX942ms
http://youtu.be/X--cPX942ms
http://youtu.be/X--cPX942ms
http://youtu.be/X--cPX942ms
http://youtu.be/X--cPX942ms
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And that was the last we saw or 
heard of him . . . until the October 
CMP bill arrived in the mail! 
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Then on Nov. 29, we got a call 
from a resident of St. George; a 
Bald Eagle had been on the 
ground near his driveway for an 
hour or two, unmoving even when 
approached.  The caller further 
reported that he could see a 
red band on the left leg.  That 
observation told us two things: 
that bird had been banded in 
Maine, but not in the nest.  We 
wondered immediately if this 
bird was one of “our” birds.  

We called our Camden-area staff members and ace rescue team,  
Selkie and Abe; they quickly gathered rescue gear and headed south.  
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An hour later, they called to say they had the bird secure and were 
back on the road.  Abe told us the band number, and Diane typed it 
in as a search term on our records.  It came right up in the case 
notes; the bird was the one we’d released in Newcastle three 
months earlier.  Selkie and Abe had both been there! 
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No injuries were apparent, but Selkie and Abe told us over the 
phone that the bird had not resisted capture, and seemed very 
weak.  Sight unseen, we suspected lead ingestion.  

Why would we think that?  Most cases of lead poisoning in eagles 
occur in the late fall and early winter months, during and after 
hunting season.  Lead is very soft and will fragment if it strikes 
bone; so there are often many tiny pieces of the metal in the flesh 
of game animals shot with lead ammunition. Eagles are scavengers, 
and will readily feed on carcasses left in the field, or on the remains 
of field-dressed deer. 

Ingested lead is absorbed in the small intestine and from there is 
distributed to other parts of the body, affecting a number of organ 
systems, particularly the nervous system and the gastrointestinal 
tract. Eagles with acute lead poisoning typically appear lethargic and 
debilitated, unable to fly or walk, or sometimes even stand. Lead 
also damages red blood cells, and because of its effects on 
hemoglobin (the oxygen-carrying component of red blood cells), 
breathing is labored and sometimes accompanied by wheezing or 
grunt-like vocalizations. 
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On intake, the bird was acting like an individual with a lead exposure, 
and that guess was soon confirmed by a blood lead level test.  A quick 
x-ray revealed many lead fragments in the bird’s GI tract.  A minute 
amount of ingested lead can be fatal to an eagle; according to one 
researcher, a lethal dose is only 40 milligrams or less.* (For 
comparison, a standard aspirin tablet is 325 mg.) 

The blood lead level at which 
treatment is begun is usually  
0.2 ppm (parts per million).  
One estimate of the upper 
limit for successful treatment 
is 1.2 ppm.*  The screening 
device we use in house has a 
detection limit of .65 ppm.  
Our instrument reported    
this bird’s level as beyond 
that limit.   

*Reference given on Slide 38.  
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Given the amount of lead present in the GI tract plus the high blood 
lead level, we knew the bird’s chance of survival was very poor.  But we 
also knew that slim chance would vanish if the lead was not removed 
immediately. We opted to attempt to flush the fragments using a 
technique called gastric lavage.  The procedure is done under general 
anesthesia.    

Marc gets the bird into position (left); 
he will first be anesthetized using a 
cone over his head.  Next, while Selkie 
holds the unconscious bird, Shelley 
inserts a tube into his trachea.  For  
the remainder of 
the procedure, 
anesthesia will 
be delivered 
through this 
tube rather than 
through a cone. 
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The bird has been positioned on a tilted surface with his head pointing 
down. With anesthesia now delivered into the trachea, a second tube 
in inserted into the bird’s mouth; this tube will pass through the 
esophagus and into the part of the stomach where the fragments are 
located.  When that tube is in place, warm water is delivered from a 
faucet hook-up.  Gravity will pull the water from the stomach back out 
the bird’s mouth, ideally bringing with it the lead fragments. 



The fragments are very small; we don’t know if we will be able to find 
them in the basin catching the expelled water.  After a minute or two of 
flushing, we remove the water tube, lighten the anesthesia a bit, take 
another x-ray, and let the bird rest on a heating pad in Shelley’s lap 
while the image is developed. 
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The x-ray reveals that we have not been 
successful; the fragments are still there, 
though they are no longer bunched 
together. That they have moved is a good 
sign, however.  We decide to go for a 
second round of flushing. 
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After the second 
round, Shelley 
positions the bird for 
another x-ray.  Then 
Selkie holds the bird 
while Shelley is in the 
darkroom. 
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Shelley checks the tube positioning, and again the bird rests in her 
lap while the latest x-ray is developed.   
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After this round, Selkie has found a few fragments in the 
bucket, and the x-ray confirms that some have been 
removed.  But we feel the need to go for a third flush to see 
if we can get the remainder. 
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To maximize the potential for removal, instead of resting the 
bird on a slanted surface, Selkie holds him upside down while 
Shelley secures the endotracheal tube and monitors breathing. 
Again, Marc is controlling the flush. 
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The final x-ray reveals that a few tiny 
fragments remain, but they are the 
size of sand grains, and we decide to 
leave them alone for the night.  The 
tracheal tube is removed and the bird’s 
mouth checked again.  The airway is 
clear. 
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Gradually the bird regains consciousness in Shelley’s arms. 
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While the bird is still a bit groggy, Shelley takes more blood.  The 
next day, we will send that sample to a lab that can provide an 
accurate blood lead level beyond the range of our instrument. 
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The bird is now fully awake; with Marc 
holding, Selkie tubes an electrolyte 
solution that also contains the first 
dose of a chelating agent; this drug will 
bind with lead ions and promote their 
removal from body systems, hopefully 
in time to save his life. 
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From the time the eagle 
arrived until the time the 
procedure was completed, 
only an hour has passed. But 
it’s been a very demanding 
hour, it’s late in the day, and 
there’s a lot of water on the 
floor in need of mopping. 
We’re ready to wrap things 
up and let the bird rest. 
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The eagle lived the night and was standing the next morning.  We 
prepared for another round of lavage, and took an x-ray to see if the 
remaining pieces had moved since the previous evening.  To our 
delighted surprise, they were gone; the eagle had either defecated or 
vomited them out overnight.  We gave him another dose of the 
chelating agent, and tubed another round of fluids.   

Later that morning, we sorted through the 
fragments recovered from the catch bucket, 
removing any we could identify as something 
other than lead.  We put what remained onto a 
scale sensitive to hundredths of a gram.  The 
reading was 0.09 gram, or 90 milligrams – more 
than double the amount estimated to be lethal 
if remaining in the GI tract.  Although the lead 
was now gone, we did not know how long it had 
already been there, or how close the bird was 
to death already.  And of course, we could not 
be sure that all of the fragments on the scale 
were indeed lead. 
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Well before noon, the eagle began to exhibiting the 
respiratory distress characteristic of acute lead 
poisoning.  Delivering extra oxygen has little if any 
effect; the damaged red blood cells cannot carry 
oxygen.  We knew that treatment of eagles that have 
progressed to this point is usually unsuccessful, and 
whatever optimism we’d had earlier in the day faded.  

There were several more of these episodes that 
afternoon, but fortunately they lasted only a few 
minutes. He seemed to recover from them and rest 
comfortably for much of the day. We held onto a faint 
hope that chelation might yet help the bird, though 
knew it was unlikely. 

Need to explain why O2 
cannot be  utilized 

http://youtu.be
/WHqonrRUB2o 

Photos cannot adequately represent the oxygen 
starvation of a lead-poisoned eagle; this video will 
better allow you to see what this bird went through.    

http://youtu.be/WHqonrRUB2o
http://youtu.be/WHqonrRUB2o
http://youtu.be/WHqonrRUB2o
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We tubed him some easy-to-digest liquid foods early in the 
afternoon, and again around 7 p.m., when another dose of the 
chelating agent was also administered.  When we left him, he was 
lying down and breathing without much apparent effort.  But an hour 
later, Diane found him dead.   

It was three months to 
the day since his 
memorable release at 
Great Salt Bay. 
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Two days later, on Dec. 3, we received the results of the blood 
test we’d sent out on Nov. 30.  The amount of lead in his blood 
had been many times the level considered lethal in Bald Eagles. 
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This bird’s story is especially poignant to us because of                   
our prior acquaintance with him.  However, his case                            
is not an isolated incident.  In 2012, we admitted four                 
eagles with presenting blood lead levels greater than                       
.65 ppm.  None survived.  Nine other birds with initial levels higher 
than .1 ppm were admitted in 2012 with injuries likely related to 
impaired coordination and perception caused by lead ingested in non-
lethal amounts. Some of these birds recovered from wing and other 
injuries, but others were left with permanent nervous system 
impairment and/or loss of stamina due to lead-caused cardiac damage.   

http://www.peregrinefund.org/non-lead-
ammo  

Go to this website by  

Lead poisoning in eagles is found in many parts of the country –  
to see for yourself, type lead poisoning eagles in the search 
box of your favorite web engine.   

A similar pattern can be seen in our practice over the years 
2004-2011: all told in this time period, we were brought seven 
eagles with blood lead levels over .65 ppm, and 12 with levels 
greater than .1 ppm.    

http://www.peregrinefund.org/non-lead-ammo
http://www.peregrinefund.org/non-lead-ammo
http://www.peregrinefund.org/non-lead-ammo
http://www.peregrinefund.org/non-lead-ammo
http://www.peregrinefund.org/non-lead-ammo
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Lead poisoning from spent ammunition can be avoided very simply:                      

 Get the Lead out of Hunting 

Many dozens of websites have material on environmentally-responsible 
ammunition.   Here’s one example: 
 
 
 

Other non-lead ammunition resources and sources can be found here.   

http://www.huntingwithnonlead.org/  

Evidence that lead poisoning in eagles is acquired from spent ammunition in 
hunter-shot game can be found in this article. 

http://www.peregrinefund.org/non-lead-ammo
http://www.huntingwithnonlead.org/
http://www.soarraptors.org/Documents/LeadFromSpentAmmoSourceOfExposure&PoisoningInBaldEaglesCruz-MartinezRedigDeen2012.pdf
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Lead poisoning from spent ammunition is a concern not only for 
wildlife such as eagles, but also for people who eat meat from 
game animals shot with lead ammunition. 

A wealth of information is available 
in the proceedings of a conference 
sponsored by The Peregrine Fund in 
2009.  The entire set of 
conference presentations is 
available online here: 

A printed copy 
can be ordered 
here: 

http://www.peregrinefund.
org/subsites/conference-
lead/2008PbConf_Proceedi
ngs.htm  

https://www.createspa
ce.com/3382279  

http://www.peregrinefund.org/subsites/conference-lead/2008PbConf_Proceedings.htm
https://www.createspace.com/3382279
http://www.peregrinefund.org/subsites/conference-lead/2008PbConf_Proceedings.htm
http://www.peregrinefund.org/subsites/conference-lead/2008PbConf_Proceedings.htm
http://www.peregrinefund.org/subsites/conference-lead/2008PbConf_Proceedings.htm
http://www.peregrinefund.org/subsites/conference-lead/2008PbConf_Proceedings.htm
http://www.peregrinefund.org/subsites/conference-lead/2008PbConf_Proceedings.htm
https://www.createspace.com/3382279
https://www.createspace.com/3382279
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If this bird’s story was as sad for you as it was for us, perhaps you 
are wondering what you could do to help prevent future incidents.  
Here are some suggestions: 
 

  Visit some of the websites linked from the previous slides, and 
become better informed about lead poisoning from spent 
ammunition.  If you are not yourself a hunter, pass that information 
along to friends who are.  Help them understand that hunting with 
lead can put toxic waste into their own food as well as into the 
environment. 
 

   If you are a hunter, buy yourself a box of non-lead ammunition 
and try it out!  Give a package of non-lead ammunition to the 
hunters on your gift list. Some examples of bullet types and 
performance can be found on huntingwithnonlead.org. 
 

  If your local retail sporting goods store does not carry non-lead 
ammunition, ask to speak to the sales manager for that department.  
Provide him or her with information on such products (including why 
they are important) and request that the store stock them.  
 

   Forward a link to this slide show to the people on your mailing 
list. 

 

http://www.huntingwithnonlead.org/bullet_types.html
http://www.huntingwithnonlead.org/bullet_performance.html


This bird will never fly free again, except perhaps in spirit.  But by 
helping to promote awareness of lead poisoning from ingested spent 
lead ammunition, you can help prevent other Bald Eagles from 
succumbing to a similar fate.  We hope that you will join us in making 
the effort to do so.  Thanks in advance . . . 
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 . . . from Diane, Marc, Shelley, Terry, Selkie, Abe;  and all the 
eagles who are out there right now, looking for winter food. 
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*    

The source for 
statements 
marked with an 
asterisk on 
slide 16 is:   

Release photos (slides 5-11, 34 and 38) are by Terry Heitz.   
Release videos (links on slide 11) are by Darryn Kaymen, courtesy of Damariscotta River 
Association (shorter clip), and Abe Baggins (longer clip). 
Rescue photos (slides 13-14) were provided by an unnamed resident of St. George.  
Lavage photos (slides 17-29) are by Abe Baggins.  
Photos on sides 1, 3 and 4 are by Glori Berry. 
Video and photos on slides 31-32 are by Diane Winn. 
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