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WALNUT CREEK, Calif. - California's Fish and Game Commission is undermining the recovery of the condor by
refusing to ban lead ammunition that is poisoning the birds, environmentalists charged in a lawsuit Thursday.

California condors, an endangered species with a 10-foot wingspan, ingest the lead when feeding on carcasses of deer,
pigs and other animals shot by hunters.

Several condors have gotten sick or died from lead shot, a coalition of four groups charged in the lawsuit filed in the U.S.
Central District Court in Los Angeles

"Lead is the biggest obstacle to the recovery of the condor," said Craig Noble, a spokesman for the Natural Resources
Defense Council, one of the plaintiffs.

The lawsuit accuses the Fish and Game Commission of violating federal endangered species laws by voting 3-1 last year
to deny environmentalists' petition to ban lead shot. The commission oversees hunting rules.

Some hunters opposed the ban, saying other ammunition was costlier or lacked the punch of lead.

Some 130 condors live in the wild in Arizona and Southern and Central California.

While the closest condors to the Bay Area live at Pinnacles National Monument east of Soledad, Calif., wildlife officials
have discussed the possibility of releasing them further north where the birds' long flights could carry them to Mount
Diablo.

State officials called the lawsuit premature.

The Fish and Game Commission already has pledged to revisit the lead shot issue in February when it considers hunting
regulations for the next three years, said Steve Martarano, a spokesman for the state Department of Fish and Game, which
advises the commission.

"We're very disappointed they filed the lawsuit part way through our three-year cycle of hunting relations," Martarano
said.

While it's clear that lead can harm or kill condors, it's less clear how many of the birds actually have died or gotten sick
from it so far, he said.

Environmentalists said the commission had no excuse to delay banning lead shot in condor country.

Also joining the lawsuit were the Center for Biological Diversity, Physicians for Social Responsibility, and The
Whistoyo Foundation, an American Indian organization.


