
More than a dozen years after they
began releasing endangered
California condors back into the wild,
scientists say the birds face
challenges ranging from lead
poisoning to domestication.

"The condor remains one of the most
critically endangered birds in North
America," said Jesse Grantham, a
biologist who spoke at the
conference of the American
Ornithologists' Union on Saturday at
UCSB.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
expert and others said the California
recovery program has made great
strides to preserve the species but
needs fine-tuning.

Dwindling condor populations
prompted scientists to remove the
birds from the wild; the last one was
taken in 1989.

Officials began releasing them back
into the wild in Los Padres National
Forest in 1992.

About 277 exist, compared to the low
of 14 that was the starting point for
breeding new birds in captivity.

Lead poisoning, typically from bullets
found in wild game carcasses eaten
by the birds, has been a leading cause
of condor deaths since the 1980s.

"This looks like the biggest
problem," said retired biologist Noel

Challenges ahead for condor program

Snyder, who spoke at the conference.
"Until it's solved, I don't think you're
going to have viable condor
populations."

Mr. Snyder supports efforts to ban
lead from bullets and cited bills
pending in the Legislature as
possible solutions.

He also said lawsuits could force
ammunition manufacturers to change
their product's composition.

He notes that such a shift could
protect people from lead poisoning
as well.

"This is a great benefit to human
health as well as condor health," he
said.

Another problem facing the birds
after being released into the wild is
domestication. Many captive
condors do not fear humans and
scavenge for food among garbage,
auto wreckage and other waste.

"These birds ingest anything from
rags to nuts," said Mr. Grantham.

Several birds have been recaptured
due to intestinal troubles stemming
from eating too many bottle caps or
windshield wipers.

More than a third of the 113 condors
released since 1992 have died or
disappeared.

Several have borne chicks in the wild,
but few have survived long.

Last November, a wild chick hatched
in Los Padres National Forest in April

was the first to take flight as a
fledgling in the area for 22 years.

Scientists say they have a long way
to go. While their collective efforts
have saved the condor, Mr. Grantham
argued that permanent recovery
would require innovation and strong
management.

"Anything less and there will be no
recovery," he said.
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