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Bald Eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) are not unheard of 
at Bolsa Chica. There was a banded juvenile Bald Eagle who 
briefly visited back in 2017. He was named Ethan. His metal 
ID band “5D” told us he hatched on San Clemente Island.  He 
created quite the stir and even made it into our 2018 “Wings 
Over Bolsa” calendar.

As exciting as that was, the more exciting news is that another 
juvenile Bald Eagle visited in 2022 and has been coming back 
to Bolsa Chica every year since.  We know it is the same eagle 
because it has an irregular iris in its eye, creating a less-than-
perfect circle.  The imperfect iris could be a genetic defect or 
from an old injury. It is also assumed to be a female based on 
her size, because females are about 1/3 larger than males.  

She’s a tough one who doesn’t take bullying from the Ravens, 
Crows nor Ospreys who wish her to go away, and who frequently 
scream, and dive-bomb her. Bolsa Chica is a relatively small 
open space and resources are scarcer, so it’s not surprising the 
other birds do not welcome the eagle. She’s holding her own 
and making the best of it, though. One thing that probably 
helps is she’s not a picky eater. Her opportunistic feeding 
behavior might be one reason that she’s been staying a little 
longer each year as she learns to hold her ground. In the photo 
with the Turkey Vulture, she had just finished eating a ray and 
the vulture came in to pick at the leftovers. You can also see just 
how big she is, as she dwarfs the not-so-small Turkey Vulture!  

Bald Eagles wouldn’t exist here without the efforts of the 
Institute for Wildlife Studies, US Fish and Wildlife Service, 
National Park Service, and others, who started bringing these 
stately birds back to Santa Catalina Island in 1980 and then to 
the northern Channel Islands in 2002. After DDT, the most 
likely cause for Bald Eagle population decline, was banned 
in 1972, reintroduction efforts and artificial egg incubation  
outside the nest have begun to increase their numbers. 
But it wasn’t until 2006 that two pairs of Bald Eagles 
successfully hatched one egg each without human help.  
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Those were the first known successful Bald Eagle nests on the 
California Channel Islands in about 50 years! In 2007, the 
scientists on Catalina Island decided to not artificially incubate 
eggs from two nests to see if the levels of DDE (a metabolite 
of DDT) were low enough for the eggs to hatch on their own. 
The successful hatching of those eggs was dubbed the “Easter 
Miracle” because it occurred on Easter weekend.  That was also 
the year the Bald Eagle was removed from the Endangered 
Species list.  

In addition to the awe of seeing Bald Eagles on the islands 
again, the recovery of the Bald Eagle population is also seen 
as a critical component of the recovery of the endangered 
island fox subspecies (Urocyon littoralis).  Gold Eagle (Aquila 
chrysaetos) predation has been the leading cause of the island 
fox population decline since the 1990s on the northern Channel 
Islands. With Bald Eagles nesting on the islands again, it might 
dissuade Golden Eagles from breeding on the islands and 
hunting the foxes.

We enjoy watching our Bald Eagle celebrity grow up here at 
Bolsa Chica. Bald Eagles take about five years to fully mature, 
and each year her head feathers have grown more white.  She’s 
close to or at maturity age now (4.5-5 years old) and will soon 
be looking for a mate. She is not likely to nest here, as Bolsa 
Chica is not an ideal nesting habitat, but that doesn’t mean she 
won’t visit again. It will most likely be in the winter though.

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION  
AND SOURCES:
Institute for Wildlife Studies:  
www.iws.org/birds/bald-eagle
National Park Service:  
https://www.nps.gov/chis/learn/nature/bald-eagles.htm
The Catalina Islander: History of Bald Eagles on Catalina:  
www.thecatalinaislander.com/history-of-bald-eagles-on-catalina/
Communications with Melissa Borde, Reserve Manager at BCER
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Three years ago, I researched a way to volunteer to support 
the Bolsa Chica Ecological Reserve, as we really enjoy 
walking the trails and I wanted to give back to this beautiful 
space. I was fortunate enough to find the Bolsa Chica Land 
Trust and its Stewards restoration program.  

I then began participating in the Stewards’ bi-monthly 
public volunteer days that happen on the first Sunday and 
third Saturday of each month (weather permitting).  Over 
the following few months, there were several things about 
this experience that really made a favorable impact on me 
and made me want to get more involved. 

First, the team led by Beverly Hansen is very welcoming 
to all. They provide clear direction on the daily objectives 
and support. There are typically a variety of activities each 
day that help the overall objectives, and volunteers can 
pick which they would like to participate in. This approach 
explains why you will see volunteers of all ages and physical 

capabilities. Beverly and the team also keep the experience 
fun and informative. They will take the time to explain 
anything you might see or encounter throughout the 
morning. Breaks are encouraged as needed, and they supply 
a table of snacks and beverages as well.

I was also struck by the overall knowledge the team has about 
the wetlands -- the history of the area, the plants and wildlife 
that live and rely on the reserve -- as well as the passion they 
demonstrate to support and protect the space. The more you 
learn, the more you realize how important this work is to the 
region and community.

My experience with the Bolsa Chica Land Trust Stewards 
has been deeply fulfilling.  Whether you just want a little 
exercise in nature or would like to support on a broader 
level, I highly encourage everyone to volunteer and check 
it out. 
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CONFESSIONS OF A 
BOLSA CHICA 
STEWARD
BY JASON FIKE, BCLT DIRECTOR
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You may remember in autumn of 2022 the Bolsa Chica Land 
Trust supported the creation of the Reserve Watch Program 
at Bolsa Chica along with the California Department of 
Fish and Wildlife, the Amigos de Bolsa Chica, the Bolsa 
Chica Conservancy, and Sea & Sage Audubon.  We are so 
very pleased to share with you the results thus far from this 
outstanding effort.

Annie Daw, the Reserve Watch Program Manager, recently 
tallied the stats from the first 15 months of the Reserve Watch 
Program. It’s impressive to see the ratio of interactions to 
violations decrease from 7% to 3.5%! This highlights the 
effectiveness of the program.

Since the program launch in December 2022 we have tallied:
•	35 active volunteers
•	2,640 volunteer hours
•	24,000 visitor interactions
•	865 violations reported to CDFW (the majority of 		
	 visitors complied after interacting with volunteers, 		
	 those who did not comply were reported to Caltip)

• 60% of violations reported are off-trail visitors and 		
	 visitors with dogs.
• Another 24% are visitors on bikes and e-bikes.
• Other common reports: graffiti/vandalism on signs 		
	 and structures, taking of plants/shells/rocks, and 		
	 fishing gear left behind from overnight fishing. 
• The ratio of violations per interaction started at  
	 7% (after 1 month) and is now at 3.5%  
	 (after 15 months)!
• Overwhelmingly, volunteers have expressed that 		
	 interactions are very positive; so many visitors are 		
	 glad that this program exists and that we are helping 	
	 to protect BCER.

BCLT thanks Annie, Braden, and Reserve Manager Melissa 
Borde and all of the Reserve Watch volunteers for these 
amazing results.

THE RESERVE WATCH PROGRAM 
IS A SUCCESS!

©Annie Daw

Please go to 

https://bclandtrust.org/blog/landingpage/reserve-watch/ 
for more information on how to volunteer and to support this successful project!
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YOUR SUPPORT IS EVERYTHING TO BCLT
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The Bolsa Chica Land Trust puts your money to work!  
Whether it is purchasing thousands of workbooks for 
the third graders in our Miracles program, bags of native 
wildflower seed, or keeping the organization staffed to meet 
the greater challenges ahead, your donations are the support 
we need to keep moving forward.  

This year our Miracles program will be educating 1,800 
students about wetland ecology. Your support purchases 
workbooks for each student, replacement binoculars and 
mats, and the educational materials they will take back to 
their classrooms. High school students who are volunteering 
with the Stewards often tell us that they remember being a 
part of the Miracles program when they were in elementary 
school!  

This spring, our Stewards are out on the muddy Mesa 
planting thousands of native plants.  Your donations go 
towards all of the seed, shovels, soil, and a few snacks for the 
army of community volunteers who are restoring the habitat 
for the Mesa’s songbirds, lizards, bees, and butterflies.

Our team does even more behind the scenes.  The planning 
and permitting phase for the restoration of two critical Tern 
Nesting Islands is almost complete, and now we are starting 
the applications for funding for the implementation phase. 
This project will restore the islands for 13 avian species, 
returning them to their original size. Collaborating with the 
California Department of Fish and Wildlife and the State 
Lands Commission, we are working on long-term planning 
to ensure that the habitats of Bolsa Chica thrive into the 
future and stand up against the coming challenges of sea-

level rise and climate change.  Your donations mean that we 
can give these important efforts our all, and truly partner on 
the care of the Ecological Reserve.

Lastly, your support of BCLT and the work we do is a shared 
legacy.  Generations of children walk these trails and marvel 
at the wildlife, generations of endangered species rear their 
young here, where it is safe for them. Bolsa Chica is where 
we all can take a moment to smell the sage scrub, listen to 
the birdsong, and find a peaceful center. Your donations to 
BCLT mean that we can continue to safeguard this place we 
all treasure, and continue to make it better for now, and the 
future. 

Thank you for your continued support!

©Roger Bloom©Roger Bloom ©Roger Bloom©Roger Bloom
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Following our particularly wet winter, we can expect a flush 
of wonderful wildflowers on the Mesa this spring.  Most 
of the native wildflowers on the Mesa -- the poppies, blue-
eyed grass, baby blue-eyes, and goldfields -- have been 
planted, or came from the seed of prior plantings by the 
Bolsa Chica Stewards.  Back in 1996 when we started our 
restoration efforts, there were no naturally occurring native 
wildflowers on the Mesa.  A field of beautiful forbs was the 
dream, and yet, we found establishing native wildflowers on 
the Mesa to be very, very difficult. The competition from a 
vast infestation of non-native grasses is relentless. Our little 
wildflowers need a bit of space to grow so that sunshine 
can touch their leaves and the breeze can make their petals 
flutter.

Pushing back a tidal wave of knee-high non-native grass 
is the chore for our Stewards every year. The non-native 
grasses are annuals, meaning that they grow quickly, go to 
seed, and then go brown and die, all within a few months. 

They grow in a thick mat, and their roots go deep. The rain 
is so needed and welcome, however, as we watch it fall, we 
know one thing – as the water helps our native plants grow, 
it also helps the non-natives thrive.  

This year, as you wander the Mesa trail and enjoy the 
carnival of springtime, know that at Bolsa Chica, a lot of 
hard work by amazing BCLT volunteers make it possible for 
the wildflowers to grow.  And you help too!  Your donations 
help us purchase the seeds, tools, and materials that are 
put to use at our on-site nursery called the Growing Space 
– those tables and canopies behind the Mesa fence where 
4,000 native plants germinate every year. The more funds 
we have for the project, the more plants we can get into the 
ground and more native habitat we can establish. So, as you 
celebrate spring, please consider making an extra donation 
to our Stewards restoration project so that we can continue 
to make all the good things grow.

SPRING CLEANING ON THE MESA:
CLEARING NON-NATIVE GRASSES
AFTER THE RAIN, COME THE FLOWERS!
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A LITTLE LUPINE
Most of the native wildflowers you see on the Bolsa Chica 
Mesa in the spring were planted by our Stewards team. 
But not all. Since the beginning of the Stewards, we have 
kept an eagle eye on all things that grow on the Mesa. And 
one spring, about 15 years ago, Mother Nature gave us a 
surprise.  Deep within the fenced in area was a carpet of 
the tiniest lupine flowers (Lupinus bicolor) that we had 
ever seen.  Perhaps the seed was dropped by a flock of 
Canada Geese that had wintered on the property. The tiny 
lupine was a joyful sign that the Mesa could in fact harbor 
wildflowers. We had been trying in vain for many years to 
kickstart wildflowers in the areas we were planting, with 
limited success. But somehow, these little lupines snuck in 
and were having a jolly time all on their own.

They are “blink and you’ll miss them” tiny, and their 
flowers fade after just a few days. Only a few inches tall, 
these purple and white flowers are a much-needed food 
source for our native bees and other beneficial insects. We 
were delighted to see them on the Mesa, and they renewed 
our hopes of someday seeing wildflower meadows there.  
However, the following years proved disappointing. The 
little lupine did not return the following years with the 
same ferocity, and we watched as the few that returned 
struggled amid the knee-high non-native grass. The 
drought a few years back saw them disappear almost 
entirely. Then after the drought came the rains, and our 
little elusive friends returned in abundance.

While many of Bolsa Chica’s visitors rarely notice these 
tiny blossoms, they are a significant building block in 
the increased biodiversity of the Mesa’s upland habitat. 
Lupines are a nitrogen fixer at their roots – thus helping to 
heal the Mesa’s soil. Both below and above ground, these 
little plants are giving the Mesa the tools to thrive.

After decades of bad farming practices, the flora of the 
Bolsa Chica Mesa had become overwhelmingly non-
native.  Our Stewards have been painstakingly reversing 
the damage, and building native habitat needed for the 
survival of songbirds, lizards, insects, and the mammals 
that call the Mesa home. These little lupines are a welcome 
partner in the effort, and even though they are tiny, they 
are mighty!
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Celebrate 
Spring 
at Bolsa Chica, 

Support the work of 

Bolsa Chica Land Trust 

today!


