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Conservation groups have fired another shot in their efforts to have lead bullets banned from condor country.

In a lawsuit filed Thursday, they ask state authorities to take immediate action to safeguard endangered California condors, which
swallow bullets as they dine on carcasses left behind by hunters.

"It's an icon for the state and we have a responsibility to ensure that condors and other wildlife are around for future generations,"
said Jeff Miller of the Center for Biological Diversity. The group is a plaintiff in the lawsuit, along with two hunters, the Natural
Resources Defense Council, the public policy group Physicians for Social Responsibility and the Wishtoyo Foundation, a Native
American organization. They say the state Department of Fish and Game and the Fish and Game Commission have to deal with the
lead problem to ensure the survival of the huge birds, which have soared above the mountains of Southern California since the
Pleistocene era, when they fed on the carcasses of mammoths and mastodons.

"The immediate goal is to switch to non-lead ammunition in the condor range," Mr. Miller said. "Longer term, we'd like to see them
phase out lead statewide."

News of the lawsuit disappointed officials with the Department of Fish and Game, said spokesman Steve Martarano, "because we
have been working on this issue for quite a while."

The Fish and Game Commission has said it wants to take up the matter when it meets in February to approve hunting regulations, a
process that happens every three years. Meetings are expected to be held prior to that, so members of the public can have a say on
the issue.

"There will be ample opportunity for public discussion," Mr. Martarano said.

"If the commission beats us to the punch," Mr. Miller said, "and comes up with something, that's great. . . . Hopefully this (lawsuit) will
make it happen much quicker."

In the two decades since condors began being released into the wild from a captive breeding program, at least nine wild birds have
died from lead poisoning and more than 90 others have had to be captured and treated, said Jesse Grantham, who runs the federal
recovery program for the birds.

"It's going to be really hard for us to move forward when we continue to have birds dying at random," he said.

The issue of lead has been simmering for several years now, and last year, Rep. Pedro Nava, D-Santa Barbara, introduced a bill to
limit the use of lead bullets in key parts of the condor's habitat. It was voted down by the state Assembly.

Mr. Nava had a mixed reaction to the lawsuit.

"I'm pleased that these organizations feel the same way that I do about the threat to the condor. I'm disappointed that we were unable
to craft a legislative response last year." He plans to try again early next year.

The state has launched educational programs to persuade hunters to go lead-free, or to bury any animal remains containing lead
bullets so they can't be scavenged by condors or other animals. Rebates have also been offered to encourage hunters to switch to
lead-free ammunition.

However, the plaintiffs in the lawsuit say such efforts haven't been enough.

"There's no evidence that their call for hunters voluntarily taking these measures has resulted in any kind of groundswell," Mr. Miller
said.

But Sam Paredes, executive director of Gun Owners of California, said progress is being made.

"The people who filed the lawsuit jumped the gun. They leapfrogged over everything and went straight to court," he said. "It's going to
turn it into a food fight rather than a good process where we can sit down and listen to each other and ask questions and have a
dialogue. When you file a lawsuit, you kind of throw that out the window."

To that, Mati Waiya, a Chumash ceremonial leader and executive director of the Wishtoyo Foundation, which uses traditional
Chumash cultural values and practices to foster environmental awareness, asked, "How long do we continue to wait? If the condors
ever go extinct, a big part of our culture will disappear too."

Condors were on the precipice of extinction in the 1980s, when only 22 remained, prompting biologists to capture the wild birds and
begin an ambitious captive breeding program. Now there are 284 birds -- 128 of them flying free.

"There are a lot of folks that are saying we'll never have a self-sustaining population of condors unless we deal with the lead issue,"
Mr. Grantham said.

Some hunters don't believe lead bullets are the cause of the problem, but this year, a group of scientists studied lead in condors and
in bullets and carcasses in their habitat. They were able to match the chemical signature of the lead in the birds' bloodstreams with
that in lead bullets and concluded that ammunition is "the principle source" of lead that accumulates in condors.

"The debate is over, essentially," Mr. Miller said. "It couldn't be more definitive." He said that lead fragments left in carcasses may



also be a danger to people who eat the meat.

However, some hunters maintain that lead-free bullets aren't a practical alternative to conventional ammunition, and they're suspicious
of the plaintiffs' motives.

"They are the types of people who don't want to see people in the field hunting at all," Mr. Paredes said. "That is what this all boils
down to."

"Their goal is not to come up with something practical that's good for the environment," he added. "Their goal is basically to wipe
sportsmen out. . . . We think that this is a thinly veiled assault on the hunting community in California by folks who would like hunting
to go away throughout the county and maybe throughout the world."

Mr. Miller denied that.

"We think there is a solution that's going to protect condors and allow hunters to continue hunting."

"This is not a matter of hunters versus everybody else," Mr. Nava added. "This is a matter of education and persuasion."

CONDOR FACTS

 Condors are genetically related to storks.

 Condors eat an average of 2-3 pounds at a feeding.

 Condors have no vocal cords; they force air through their bodies to make sound.

 When scared, condors regurgitate their stomach contents.

 Adult condors show their emotion through skin color changes.

 Condors defecate on their legs to reduce their core temperature.
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