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Special Management Practices for Bald Eagle Nests 
 
Introduction 
 
Bald eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) require relatively large areas of suitable habitat in mixed 
or deciduous forest for breeding.  Nests are often associated with large rivers or lakes and often 
located in prominent old growth trees. Therefore the potential for conflict with forest 
management exists (Arnett et al., 2001).  The special management practices (SMPs) outlined 
below for forestry operations in the vicinity of bald eagle nesting areas have been developed to 
maintain and procure future habitat for this species.  The SMPs adhere to a zoning system that 
becomes less restrictive as distance from the nest increases.  While acknowledging that the level 
of human disturbance which eagles will tolerate  varies among nesting pairs and nest locations, 
these SMPs specifically target nests in forested locations distant from human habitation.  
Guidance for activities that may affect nests located near human habitation should be requested 
on a case by case basis by contacting a Regional Biologist with the Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR).  These SMPs are based upon the experience of DNR Regional Biologists and 
published sources (e.g. OMNR 2010, USFWS 2007, Gende et al. 1997). 
 
Essential habitat at each nest site is generally considered to encompass a minimum of 260 
hectares (640 acres) including aquatic and terrestrial habitat used for foraging and breeding.  In 
potential nesting habitat, four to six over mature but wind-firm living trees (especially white 
pine, hemlock and large-toothed aspen) should be preserved for each 130 hectares (320 acres) 
within 400 m of a lake or river.  Additionally, eagles require dead, partially dead or living perch 
trees that project above the canopy within 400 m of each nest site.  The following guiding 
principles should be considered for regional management of breeding habitat where at all 
feasible: 
 

 It is important to maintain large contiguous areas of suitable habitat, not just small, 
specific sites where nests are located.  Within this habitat, primary focus should be given 
to nest trees and secondary focus given to perch trees. 

 Forest harvesting and silviculture plans should be clearly documented prior to 
commencing forestry activities and further unplanned development should be 
discouraged or prohibited. Additionally, the upper limit of forestry activities in the area 
should be reached gradually, avoiding sudden large-scale development. 

 All large scale forestry-related activities and development should be restricted to low or 
non-critical time periods of the year. 

 Buffer zones should be established around all nest trees within a breeding area regardless 
of activity status, as alternate nests are sometimes used for nesting, feeding or roosting 
sites. Nest trees should be allowed appropriate vegetation to provide a visual screen and 
wind protection. 

 Roost trees, tall old-growth trees (preferably dead or with dead tops) within 50m of 
water, should be left to be used for hunting and roosting. 
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Special Management Practices 
 
Definitions: 
 

Active nest:  a nest known or suspected to have been occupied at least once within the last 5 
years.  When 2 or more nests are present in close proximity and used in different years by one 
pair, the most recently used nest should be considered the active nest. 
 
Alternate nest:  a nest known or suspected to have been occupied at least once within the last 
5 years and which is not an active nest. 
 
Inactive nest:  a nest not known or suspected to have been occupied at least once within the 
last 5 years. 
 
Breeding season:  February to July. 

 
Bald Eagle Active and Alternate Nest SMP: 
 

1.  Primary zone extends 100 m (ca. 330 ft.) from the nest.   
a. In this zone all land use except that necessary to protect or improve the nest site 

should be prohibited.  This includes forest harvesting and silviculture, land 
clearing, road construction or any major construction. 

b. Human entry, low-level aircraft, and motorized access should be prohibited 
during the breeding season. 

c. Restrictions at other times should be addressed on a case by case basis. 
 

2. Secondary zone extends 200 m (ca. 660 ft.) from the nest.   
a. In this zone all land-use activity that results in significant changes to the 

landscape should be prohibited.  This includes clearcutting, land clearing, road 
construction or any major construction.  

b. Non-clearcut forest harvesting and other silviculture must be conducted outside of 
the breeding season. 

c. At least 1 mature wind-firm tree per ha should be retained in this zone as alternate 
nest/roost trees.  Wind-firm pine, hemlock, spruce and aspen that project above 
the canopy will be favoured when available.  

d. Human entry, low-level aircraft, and motorized access should be prohibited 
during the breeding season. 

e. Restrictions at other times should be addressed on a case by case basis. 
 

3. Tertiary zone extends 400 m (one-quarter mile) from the nest. 
a. Land clearing, road construction or any major construction should be minimized 

as much as possible and should be avoided during the breeding season. 
b. Forest harvesting and silviculture should be conducted outside of the breeding 

season. 
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c. At least 1 mature wind-firm tree per 5 ha should be retained in this zone as 
alternate nest/roost trees.  Wind-firm pine, hemlock, spruce and Aspen that 
project above the canopy will be favoured when available.  

d. Restrictions at other times should be addressed on a case by case basis. 
 
 
Bald Eagle Inactive Nest SMP: 
 
 

1. Although meeting the definition of an inactive nest, eagles prospecting for a nest site may 
establish a nesting territory at the site during the early part of the breeding season 
(February – March).  No activity is to be conducted within 200 m of the inactive nest site 
during the February - March period.  If the site becomes active, follow the active primary 
SMP outlined above.  If the site remains inactive, forest harvesting can proceed 
beginning 1 April. 
 

2.   For inactive nest sites, the primary zone extends 20 m (63 ft.) from the nest.   
a. In this zone all land use except that necessary to protect or improve the nest site 

should be prohibited.  This includes forest harvesting and silviculture, land 
clearing, road construction or any major construction. 

 
3. Secondary zone extends 100 m (ca. 330 ft.) from the nest.   

a. In this zone all land-use activity that results in significant changes to the 
landscape should be prohibited.  This includes clearcutting, land clearing, road 
construction or any major construction.  

b. Non clearcut forest harvesting should retain at least 1 mature wind-firm tree per 
ha in this zone as alternate nest/roost trees.  Wind-firm pine, hemlock, spruce and 
Aspen that project above the canopy will be favoured when available. 
 

4. Tertiary zone extends 400 m (one-quarter mile) from the nest. 
a. Land clearing, road construction or any major construction should be minimized 

as much as possible. 
b. At least 1 mature wind-firm tree per 5 ha should be retained in this zone as 

alternate nest/roost trees.  Wind-firm pine, hemlock, spruce and aspen that project 
above the canopy will be favoured when available. 
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