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There are only a few dozen California condors left in the wild, and many of them have 
been exposed to potentially lethal doses of lead from ammunition -- not bullets fired at 
them, but bullets in animals left to rot in the wild. 
 
At least five of the large scavengers have died from lead poisoning since 1997. Another 
26 birds have received emergency treatment to reduce toxic lead levels in their systems. 
 
State and federal biologists have long suspected that condors -- and other birds like bald 
eagles and golden eagles that feed on carrion -- are being exposed to the metal after 
eating dead animals that have lead ammunition in the carcasses. 
 
Two recently released scientific reports seem to support those conclusions. "There is a 
strong tendency for the toxicity events to occur in the fall of the year, roughly coinciding 
with hunting seasons, although episodes, clearly involving lead ammunition, have 
occurred at other times of the year also," concluded a report by the California Condor 
Lead Exposure Reduction Steering Committee, a diverse group that ranges from wildlife 
biologists to hunters to members of conservation groups. 
 
Now both state and federal agencies are trying to reduce lead exposure by asking hunters 
to either use lead-free ammunition, retrieve all the animals they kill, or bury the carcasses 
or gutted portions of their kill. 
 
Both the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and the California Department of Fish & Game are 
working with hunters and hunting organizations, said Ron Jurek, a Fish & Game 
biologist. "We're getting a lot of cooperation actually," he said. "Hunters by and large are 
conservation-minded." 
 
The report by the steering committee recognized the need to do something to reduce 
exposure, Mr. Jurek said. "When you're dealing with an endangered species, even one 
death is significant." 
 



A loose group of hunters and wildlife biologists have put together something called 
"Project Gutpile," laying out ideas for how hunters can reduce condor exposure to lead. 
One of the ideas is to simply bury the innards, or "gut piles," of animals killed and 
dressed in the wild. The group has a "get the lead out" effort to educate hunters about 
alternatives to lead shot. There are several alternatives, although they often cost at least 
50 percent more and sometimes twice as much, as lead ammunition. 
 
So far there aren't any plans to outlaw lead ammunition, said Bruce Palmer, the 
coordinator of the California Condor Recovery Program. "The initial intent is to work 
with the hunting public and not do it through the regulatory approach," Mr. Palmer said. 
"If in five or seven years we haven't made enough headway, then we'll have to explore 
other options." 
 
After almost 25 years of work and $35 million, the condor recovery project has 
reintroduced the bird into the wild and successfully bred the species, but the program has 
had several setbacks on the way. 
 
A total of 221 California condors exist, with 80 of those birds now in the wild, Mr. 
Palmer said. Of those, 49 are in California, he said. The birds have a huge range that 
extends from Monterey to Santa Barbara and Ventura counties. In one study, D. Michael 
Fry of UC Davis' Department of Animal Science estimated that as many as 30,000 
carcasses or partial remains were left in the field that could be scavenged by condors. 
 
F. Y. I. 
For more information about Project Gutpile and suggestions about lead-free ammunition, 
see: www. projectgutpile. org 
For population information on California condors, see: 
www.dfg.ca.gov/hcpb/species/t_e_spp/tebirdondor. shtml 


