
 
 

Lead still threatening condors 

Some experts call for a ban on the ammunition to help protect the 
birds. 
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FILLMORE -- The condor's head perked up and her chest swelled at the first glimpse 
of the undulating hills and grass-filled canyons of her youth.  

One of the world's last wild-reared condors was coming home after spending more 
than six weeks in a zoo hospital recovering from lead poisoning.  

The black-winged vulture had ingested lead fragments, probably from ammunition in 
a carcass she ate, and had to be force fed while medication removed the toxin from 
her body.  

She was released Monday in Ventura County, and when she returned to the wild, the 
huge bird bolted from her cage, flapped her massive wings a few times and then 
soared into the setting sun.  

The biologists witnessing the flight of Adult Condor No. 8, or AC8, rejoiced in her 
recovery. But each knew this legendary bird could be struck down again.  

Lead poisoning, which brought these prehistoric creatures to the brink of extinction 
20 years ago, continues to threaten North America's largest bird and the success of 
the California Condor Recovery Program.  

The program is one of the nation's most expensive and most successful efforts to 
restore an endangered species. But its critics say wildlife officials have done little to 
address the lead ammunition problem -- despite warnings dating back more than 20 
years.  

"If they just turn around and put the condors in the wild and they haven't done 
anything about lead poisoning ... this recovery program is not going to succeed," 
said Noel Snyder, a retired biologist who helped manage the condor program in the 
1980s.  

Snyder and others say the condor program's managers are afraid of confronting the 
politically powerful National Rifle Association and hunters. Wildlife officials say 
they're waiting for conclusive proof that ammunition is the source of the poisoning.  



"Hunters are a very strong and powerful group," Steve Thompson, U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service California/Nevada manager, said. "We want to make sure we are 
working with them, not against them."  

In the meantime, Steve Beissinger, chairman of the environmental science 
department at the University of California, Berkeley, said the condor program is 
stalled.  

"They are going to be stuck at this level indefinitely if there is not some effort put 
forward to deal with the lead problem," he said. "At some point, the public is going 
to lose patience."  

The California condor, a bald-headed scavenger with a wing span of up to 9 1/2 feet, 
once soared the coastal regions from British Columbia to Baja California. But its 
population began to dwindle in the late 1800s because of the loss of habitat and 
food, lead poisoning, shooting and toxins used to kill predators.  

In 1984, the number of condors in the wild had dropped to just 15, a precipitous 
decline Snyder blamed on lead poisoning.  

The federal government made the controversial decision to bring AC8 and the other 
wild condors into captivity to breed.  

By 1992, their numbers had grown to 63, and the condor program began releasing 
young birds into the wild. Today, there are 198 California condors, with 77 of them in 
the wild in Arizona, Southern California, Baja California and Big Sur.  

The federal and state government, along with private groups, have spent nearly $40 
million on the condors' recovery.  

All the birds are intensively managed and monitored. Still, 56 of the released birds 
have died since 1992, and at least five of those succumbed to lead poisoning, 
according to federal records.  

Biologists said they're certain there are even more lead-poisoning victims among the 
birds who have disappeared in the wild and are counted among the dead.  

"Once they are adults, they have no real predators," Fish and Wildlife Service 
information specialist Bronwyn Davey said.  

Since 1997, when field biologists began routine testing for lead poisoning, Davey 
said nearly 30 condors have undergone treatment for the toxin. She said those birds 
likely would have died without help.  

Birds can starve to death because lead poisoning paralyzes their digestive system. 
California condors are especially susceptible to it because their digestive systems 
retain for long periods of time anything they ingest.  

Condors also are more likely to eat ammunition than other birds. They get their 
calcium from carcass bones, so they search for small hard fragments. In animals 
killed by hunters, those fragments may be bullets or shot.  



The Condor Recovery team provides lead-free carcasses, but field biologists said the 
birds also find other carcasses to eat.  

In March, 2001, the Condor Recovery Team sent a memo to Thompson's office 
urging the Fish and Wildlife Service to ban lead ammunition on some public lands 
and encourage the use of lead-free ammunition.  

Twenty-one months later, Thompson said the memo is still "under advisement." He 
said he's waiting for a California Department of Fish and Game study to pinpoint the 
source of the condors' lead poisoning.  

"The evidence is overwhelming that it is coming from bullets as well as lead shot," 
said Snyder, the program's former director.  

Davey, the Fish and Wildlife Service spokeswoman, said metal fragments were found 
in at least seven condors before AC8. But none was tested to determine if 
ammunition was the source. Tests are under way to discover the source of the 
fragments recovered from AC8.  

Sonke Mastrup, California Department of Fish and Game deputy director, said the 
state may have to require lead-free ammunition in the condors' range. But he said 
the only two alternative types of ammunition on the market have their own 
problems.  

They are more expensive than lead ammunition. Both are made with copper, which 
can also be toxic, and one must be hand-loaded.  

The military is using a "green bullet" made from tungsten, tin and nylon because 
lead pollution has forced it to close many of its firing ranges.  

These bullets aren't available to the public, and condor advocates say they won't be 
if government officials don't push for it.  

"There should be an emphasis on finding an alternative to lead ammunition," Jesse 
Grantham, an Audubon official who witnessed AC8's release, said. "We can't wait 
another five or 10 years before we do something."  

He said ammunition makers started selling steel shot when the Fish and Wildlife 
Service made the controversial decision to ban lead shot in waterfowl hunting in 
1991.  

However, many hunters say steel shot is inferior to lead in long-distance shooting, 
like that done in deer hunting, because it's too light to maintain enough killing 
energy beyond a relatively short distance.  

Mastrup said many wildlife officials still bear scars from the steel-over-lead battle 
and are reluctant to take on the gun organizations again.  

Kelly Whitley, the National Rifle Association's spokeswoman, said the organization 
would fight any further bans on lead ammunition. She said the NRA will work with 
government officials to develop hunter education programs.  



Condor biologists and volunteers have already started their own education efforts.  

Anthony Prieto, a hunter who has been a condor fan since childhood, urges other 
hunters to remove lead ammunition from carcasses and bury the remains of animals 
they field dress.  

He said he's frustrated that "nobody wants to stand up and deal with the 
bureaucratic red tape and fight with the people we are going to have to fight. It is 
going to be a huge battle, but we did it for the waterfowl."  

Over the years, Mastrup said, the attention to the condors' lead problems fell by the 
wayside because the program's managers were grappling with other life-and-death 
issues.  

"The darned things die all kinds of ways," he said.  

Among the released birds, one condor died after swallowing antifreeze, two drowned 
in a rock pile, coyotes killed three that made the mistake of roosting on the ground 
and eight flew into power lines.  

The first chick to hatch in the wild died last year after another condor apparently 
killed it.  

Three more chicks hatched in the wild this past summer also died, one of them from 
ingesting bottle caps and other trash in the nest. The other two died from unknown 
causes.  

Snyder, the former director of the condor program, and Beissinger, the Berkeley 
biologist, blamed the program's captive-rearing techniques for bizarre behaviors that 
put condors in jeopardy.  

Chris Parish, a wildlife biologist in the Arizona program, said the birds are released 
without parents who could warn against these risky behaviors.  

"If you take any species and release them on their own without their parents, it's 
going to take some time for them to learn to make it on their own," he said.  

As the released birds have matured, field biologists say the condors have become 
more wary of humans and exhibited fewer risky behaviors.  

In the last two years, federal officials also released AC8 and AC9, two of nine 
remaining wild-reared birds brought into captivity in the mid-1980s. They hope these 
two older birds can teach the younger ones safer practices.  

But soaring over huge distances and feeding on carcasses, which may have been 
killed by hunters, is an instinctive behavior for the condors.  

That's why as AC8 soared into the sunset Monday, the biologists watching her looked 
both relieved and anxious. 


