
Disregarding a plea from his own 
Fish and Game Commission, Gov. 
Arnold Schwarzenegger signed into 
law Saturday a bill that would ban the 
use of lead ammunition for hunting 
big game in the California condor 
range. 

Assembly Bill 821, the Ridley-Tree 
Condor Preservation Act, written by 
Assemblyman Pedro Nava, D-Santa 
Barbara, requires the use of nonlead 
centerfi re rifl e and pistol ammunition 
when shooting big game or coyotes 
within specific areas of the state 
identifi ed as the condor’s range. 

Those involved in restoring wild 
condors to California hailed the 
bill as a necessary step to ensure 
the success of the giant scavenger’s 
reintroduction. 

“This is a great day for the California 
condor and the state of California,” 
said Glenn Olson,  executive 
director of Audubon California. “I 
would like to commend Governor 
Schwarzenegger for signing the 
Ridley-Tree Condor Conservation 
Act and again putting our state at the 
forefront on wildlife protection.” 
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“The Condor Preservation Act will 
signifi cantly reduce lead poisoning 
of condors in California and is an 
important fi rst step in getting lead out 
of the food chain,” said Adam Keats 
of the Center for Biological Diversity 
in San Francisco. 

The center, Keats said, hopes to see 
the Legislature or the Fish and Game 
Commission extend the ban on lead 
to include pistol and .22 caliber 
rimfire cartridges, and shotgun 
pellets or slugs used for big game, 
as suitable alternative ammunition 
of those types of weapons becomes 
available. 

“We very much appreciate that 
Gov. Schwarzenegger chose to 
do what’s right for the California 
condor by signing this bill into law,” 
said Dr. Michael Fry, the American 
Bird Conservancy’s director of 
conservation advocacy. 

“Governor Schwarzenegger is very 
pro-hunting and pro-gun rights. His 
signing this bill is a confi rmation that 
this law is not anti-gun,” Fry said, “it 
is an anti-lead measure.” 

The California condor hovered on 
the brink of extinction when its 
numbers dwindled to 22 birds in 

1982. In 1987, the remaining seven 
wild condors were captured for 
captive breeding programs at the Los 
Angeles and San Diego zoos. 

The birds raised in captivity have 
gradually been released back into the 
wild in Arizona, Southern California, 
the Big Sur Coast and Pinnacles 
National Monument. There are 
nearly 300 condors in zoos and fl ying 
free. 

The free-flying population stands 
at 127 condors, 70 of them in 
California, including 28 in Big Sur 
and 13 at Pinnacles, with other wild 
populations in Southern California 
and Arizona. 

Condors have proven to be especially 
sensitive to lead poisoning. In August 
2006, scientists at the University 
of California-Santa Cruz published 
fi ndings in the journal Environmental 
Science & Technology that lead from 
bullets left in carcasses or gut piles 
from game animals shot by hunters 
is a major source of lead poisoning 
in the endangered birds. 

Since 1992, according to the Center 
for Biological Diversity, at least 
12 condor deaths in the state have 
been caused by lead poisoning, and 
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other condors have had to undergo 
treatment after ingesting lead. 

Lead-caused deaths this year 
accelerated pressure on the Legislature 
by wildlife groups to move for a ban 
on bullets to prevent condors from 
eating them along with carrion from 
shot game carcasses or gut piles. 

A ban on using lead bullets for hunting 
is already in effect in Arizona. 

The condor range specifi ed in the 
bill takes in the coastal mountain 
ranges and the Sierra Nevada, but 
excludes most of the Central Valley, 
and is based on data gathered by the 
Ventana Wildlife Society and others 
involved in the release of condors that 
have been raised in captivity back 
into the wild since 1997. 

Many free-fl ying condors have global 
positioning satellite transmitters 
affi xed to them, and their movements 
can be tracked. 

Based on that tracking, the current 
condor range was determined to 
extend north of the Pinnacles to 
Diablo Mountain, the Coast Range 
and Big Sur, down to Ventura County 
and across the Tehachapi Mountains 
to the southern Sierra. 

One proposal had been to simply 
declare identified deer ranges as 

condor range, but that would have 
included wide areas where no 
condors fl y. 

Members of the state Fish and 
Game Commission,  who are 
responsible for regulating hunting 
and fi shing in California, had asked 
Schwarzenegger last month to veto 
the bill. The commission is expected 
to vote on defining the new lead 
ammunition regulations at its Nov. 
1 meeting. 

One possibility is extending the 
nonlead ban to encompass the entire 
historic condor range, or making the 
ban apply statewide. 

The commission will also have to 
defi ne “nonlead” bullets. A letter to 
Schwarzenegger, signed by Fish and 
Game Commission executive director 
John Carlson Jr. and commission 
president Richard Rogers, urging 
the governor’s veto noted that recent 
testimony before the commission 
from gun and cartridge makers was 
that the technology does not exist 
to manufacture bullets that are 100 
percent free of any trace of lead. 

“The requirement for ammunition 
to have no lead content,” the letter 
said, “would essentially completely 
ban hunting of big game and coyotes 
throughout the condor range.” 

Even the “lead-free” bul lets 
considered acceptable by wildlife 
biologists contain some lead alloy 
in the “gilding metal” that softens 
the outside of the bullet suffi ciently 
to let it pass through a rifl ed barrel 
smoothly. 

In a related development, Tejon 
Ranch Corp. announced in February 
that nonlead ammunition will be 
required for all hunting and predator 
control on its 270,000-acre property 
in the Tehachapis starting in 2008 
to protect condors that forage there. 
Tejon Ranch operates the largest 
private hunting program in the 
state. 

AB 821 also requires that the state 
Department of Finance determine 
if suffi cient funding is available to 
pay for a coupon program for free or 
reduced-charge nonlead ammunition 
for hunters. 

Condors remain a fully protected 
species under state law. The state 
and federal governments both list the 
California condor as an endangered 
species. 


