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Suit seeks lead-bullet ban
Environmental groups join in effort to protect condors
By KEVIN HOWE

Herald Staff Writer

A consortium of environmental activists has filed a federal lawsuit seeking a ban on the use of lead bullets by hunters in
California condor ranges.

The suit was filed in U.S. District Court in Los Angeles by the Wishtoyo Foundation, Physicians for Social
Responsibility, the Center for Biological Diversity and the Natural Resources Defense Council, said Craig Noble,
spokesman for the NRDC.

Federal law already requires the use of non-lead shotgun pellets while hunting waterfowl.

The plaintiffs cited studies showing that lead from bullets left in carcasses or gut piles from game animals is a major
source of lead poisoning in the rare and endangered condors.

Not all conservation organizations support the lawsuit.

"We feel it would be counterproductive at this time," said Kelly Sorenson, executive director of the Ventana Wildlife
Society, which has been releasing condors into the wild on the Big Sur coast since 1996.

"We would much rather see a financial incentive program put in place," he said, allowing hunters to buy more expensive
non-leaded ammunition at a reduced rate, similar to an Arizona program.

"I don't think the hunting and ranching community has been given enough of an opportunity to be part of the solution,"
Sorenson said.

He said it's hard to tell unleaded bullets from leaded copper-jacketed bullets, and enforcement of game regulations "is
already stretched. I don't see a ban as even feasible right now, and it looks like a great way to anger hunters and ranchers,
which is not what we're trying to do."

Steve Matarano, spokesman for the state Department of Fish and Game, noted that the wildlife commission rejected a call
for a ban on lead ammo two years ago, saying it would consider a ban when its next regulation cycle comes up. That will
happen in February, he said.

The state's current hunting regulations urge hunters in condor ranges to use unleaded ammunition, or pick out bullets and
fragments from gut piles or to bury them. The voluntary program uses the slogan, "Get the lead out."

The plaintiffs don't believe voluntary programs are working, said NRDC attorney James Birkelund.

If the Fish and Game Commission "can beat our lawsuit to the punch, that's great," he said, adding that the plaintiffs would
be satisfied with action by either the commission or the courts.

The assertion that lead bullets and fragments in carcasses eaten by condors are a major source of lead poisoning for the
endangered birds was confirmed in August by scientists at the University of California-Santa Cruz. They published a study
online in the journal Environmental Science & Technology that looked at lead from rifle bullets and shotgun pellets.

The UC-Santa Cruz researchers used a "fingerprinting" technique based on the unique isotope ratios found in different
sources of lead. The technique enabled them to match the lead in blood samples from condors to the lead in ammunition.

The California condor was declared endangered by the federal government in 1967 and by the state in 1971. In 1987, the
last 22 wild condors were trapped and taken to zoos for a captive breeding program that has raised the condor population



to just less than 300.

There are 135 condors flying freely throughout the southwestern United States, Sorenson said, all at risk of lead poisoning.

Kevin Howe can be reached at 646-4416 or khowe@montereyherald.com. 
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