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RADIO BEACON FROM A SNAKE RIVER GARBAGE DUMP 
LEADS INVESTIGATORS TO SITE OF BALD EAGLE'S BURIAL 

"He that has patience may compass anything," the 16th century French 
satirist Rabelais wrote. 

"Patience," in both a literal and figurative way, coupled with some sophis- 
ticated 20th century technology, led investigators with the Interior Department's 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service last month to the conclusion of an unusual case 
involving the death of an endangered bald eagle. 

A matchbox-sized radio transmitter emitting a prolonged rapid-pulse "distress" 
signal off the tail of a bald eagle nicknamed "Patience" led airborne biologists 
to a 50-acre island in Oregon's Snake River, where they uncovered the lone eagle's 
burial site. 

Their discovery, after 3 months of charting the research bird's elusive 
migration path through the Intermountain West, led to an inquiry by Fish and Wild- 
life Service law enforcement agents. Charged with the shooting of the endangered 
bald eagle was an Oregon rancher, who had tossed its carcass into the island's 
garbage dump last January. There, its miniature radio device continued to emit 
a staccato pulse that led its trackers ever closer to the scene of the bird's 
abrupt end. 

In late July, after a lengthy investigation during which the Oregon man 
confessed to the shooting, the Federal Court in Portland, Oregon, ordered Evan 
John Mackey, 55, of Ontario, to pay a $2,500 fine under a settlement with the 
U.S. Attorney's office. Under the agreement, one-half of Mackey's fine will be 
turned over to Glacier National Park's Bald Eagle Research Project to fund 
further research. Mackey received the fine and a 30-day suspended jail sentence 
for violating the Bald Eagle Protection Act. 

"Patience," a 3-year-old female that had not yet acquired the "bald" head 
of white feathers distinctive of mature 5-year-old birds, became a research sub- 
ject last October in the McDonald Creek section of Montana's Glacier Park. 
There, researchers captured the bird, attached the tiny radio transmitter and 
identification markers, and released it. In a program co-sponsored by the 
National Park Service and the University of Montana and supported by the 
National Audubon Society and the Wildlife Management Institute, the scientists 
are studying the migration patterns of the majestic birds, which are officially 
listed as "endangered" in 43 States and "threatened" in five others. (In 
Alaska, the species is not in such danger, however.) 

An estimated 10 percent of the bald eagles known to winter in the United 
States pass through Glacier each fall, according to Dr. Riley McClelland, leader 
of the park's Bald Eagle Research Project. At times, their concentration 



in McDonald Creek can range as high as 600 birds. Last fall, researchers began 
equipping the birds with radio transmitters in an effort to reveal the eagles' 
winter migration routes farther south and their return routes to summer nesting 
grounds in Canada, wxth an eye towards developing a management plan for crucial 
roosting and feeding sites along their path. 

"Patience" remained in the vicinity of Glacier Park and nearby Flathead 
Lake until last December, when it departed on a migration of more than 500 miles 
along Idaho's Bitterroot Mountains and the middle fork of the Salmon River. 
This was the first time that researchers were able to fully track a research 
bird's westerly migration, in contrast to the more southerly migration route 
taken by most of Glacier's eagles. 

Harriet Allen, a biologist with the Bald Eagle Research Project, tracked 
the bird for most of its journey, driving a total of more than 6,000 miles on 
mountain roads as she followed the flight path. Somewhere along the Snake 
River near Ontario, Oregon, "Patience's" radio signals were lost. Allen re- 
established contact during two air flights over the river, but an unchanging' 
series of "fast pulse" radio signals told her the bird was possibly in trouble. 

Allen pinpointed Old Crow Island, about 2 miles south of Ontario where 
she had sighted the bird on one instance the week before; as the site of the 
distress signals. The island, in the middle of the Snake River, is owned by 
the State of Oregon and leased for farming and grazing. There, under a foot of 
rubbish covered with a sheet of metal, Allen and State biologists found "Patience," 
its orange wing markers torn off but its radio transmitter still attached and 
operating. X-rays by an area veterinarian later revealed that the bird had been 
struck in the head by a single No. 6 shotgun pellet. 

"I felt a tremendous sense of loss, as did everyone on the project," Allen 
said. "There was much more we could have learned from this bird. But it was 
one of the few instances when we could fully piece together the details of one 
of the many eagle shootings in the West." 

The Fish and Wildlife Service's Division of Law Enforcement in Portland 
estimates that up to 200 bald and golden eagles may be killed in the Pacific 
Northwest each year by gunners who illegally shoot raptors (birds-of-prey), 
by suppliers of the illicit trade in eagle feathers and related items, and by 
people who set baited traps for other wildlife and accidentally snare eagles. 

The Service began an investigation into the eagle's death by interviewing 
nearby landowner Mackey, who raises livestock and poultry on Old Crow Island. 
Mackey, a Malheur County jailer and rancher, confessed to shooting the bird in 
January, claiming that he thought the bird was a hawk that posed a threat to 
his livestock. (On an earlier problem involving depredation by geese on his 
grain crop, Mackey had requested and received technical assistance from the Fish 
and Wildlife Service, which also advises on ways to prevent depredation problems 
by eagles.) 

Under the Bald Eagle Protection Act, bald and golden eagles are protected 
and, except under limited circumstances, their killing, possession, and trade 
is illegal, with penalties up to 1 year in jail and a fine of $5,000 for first 
offenses. (The bald eagle is also protected under the Endangered Species Act 
and, in addition to hawks and other birds, is protected by the Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act.) 
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