
The ultimate test of a person’s conscience may be 
the willingness to sacrifi ce something today for 
future generations whose words of thanks will not 
be heard.

- Gaylord Nelson

In 1984, it was determined that acute lead poisoning 
was the cause of death of one of the few remaining 
condors in the world - Immature Condor 1. This 
was the very fi rst documented case of its kind with 
California condors. Twenty-three years have passed 
since that discovery. Before 1984, loss of habitat, 
random shootings, varmint poisoning, egg collecting 
and nest disturbance were all widely considered to be 
the major contributors to the declining numbers. By 
1982, there were a mere 22 condors remaining in the 
entire world population, with nine left in the wild.

The discovery of lead poisoning was a huge fi nd and 
many of the unsolved, mysterious deaths of the birds 
started to make sense. In the winter of 1984-85, one 
member of each of four of the last fi ve remaining 
breeding pairs disappeared completely, leaving only 
one breeding pair by the breeding season of 1986.

That year, I began hunting here in California for deer 
and wild pigs in Central and Southern California.

The indigenous people of this region have, for 
centuries, honored and revered the condor. I began 
following the condor as a young boy, when Topa 
Topa was captured from the wild and taken to the 
Los Angeles Zoo in 1967.

Hunter who loves condors wants nonlead 
ammo ruling

The condor’s situation today is grave. This bird is 
an indicator species. Where it goes, humankind will 
follow.

Being a volunteer for U.S. Fish & Wildlife these past 
nine years, I’ve witnessed many highs and lows of 
the condor reintroduction program, which started 
back in 1992. There was endless infi ghting that took 
place among environmental groups in the 1980s, but, 
eventually, the last wild condor was brought into 
captivity in April 1987. Yes, the condor has brought 
much debate among us.

Today, there are 306 California condors. One-
hundred-and-forty-seven of them are free-fl ying in 
the skies of California, Arizona and Baja. Of the 
134 released captive-bred condors here in California 
since 1992 and the last wild birds of the 1980s, there 
have been 11 confi rmed, lead-related deaths.

Since 1997, 10 birds have been recaptured and treated 
for extremely high levels of lead, and released. Some 
of these survived, but others later died of unknown 
causes because the condition of the carcass prevented 
adequate necropsy studies or the birds simply 
disappeared.

Increased trapping and handling of wild condors 
in California over the last year have resulted in the 
discovery of more condors being exposed to lead, 
and there have been seven additional chelations this 
year alone.
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Priceless experience

The experience of releasing, monitoring, tagging, 
trapping and nest watching these ancient “Birds of 
Thunder” has been priceless to me. I’m a very lucky 
man.

I also love the hunt, the pursuit, the consistent 
conditioning of the chase, oh, and the delicious meat 
of deer and wild pig here in California.

Using lead ammunition in the late 1980s through the 
1990s put me in quite a dilemma.

What should I do with the gut piles if I couldn’t get 
the deer or pig out whole? I couldn’t be a hypocrite 
and just leave the lead-tainted carcass in the fi eld.

I began to bury them, cover them, throw them over 
cliffs and ledges. I tried my best to make them as 
inaccessible as possible for eagles, condors, vultures, 
bears, mountain lions and coyotes - even during 
those “midnight” hunts. Impossible, I know, but the 
effort was there.

In 1997, compadre Corby Poulis hand-loaded this 
“extra-hot” load with an all-copper bullet from 
Barnes Ammo. We were sighting in our rifl es for our 
annual trip to Montana with my other best friend, 
Rudy Alvaro. Whether it was a 6mm, .243, .270, 
7mm or 300 Winchester Mag, the bullets were “on 
hit.”

As far as ballistics go - accuracy, feet per second and 
near-100 percent weight retention - it was a dream 
come true for any hunter. Three elk and three mule 
deer later, we were all completely sold.

That was 10 years ago and now Barnes Ammo (100 
percent copper) has done one better. I can now buy 
its bullets over the counter or online, ready to fi re.

What I later discovered, thanks to Chris Parish of the 
Arizona Peregrine Fund, was that all that lead that I 
had shot in the 1980s and 1990s to kill my deer and 
pigs not only fragmented into hundreds of pieces, 
upon point of impact (thanks to radiographs on deer 
shot with lead ammo), but ended up in my mouth as 
well as my children’s. That is one reason I started 
to bow-hunt.

Important meeting

Aug. 27, a meeting of the California Fish and Game 
Commission in Sacramento will allow us - the hunter 
and wildlife enthusiast - to voice our concerns and 
opinions about a possible nonlead restriction on big 
game, bird and varmint ammo. The largest private 
hunting ranch in California - the Tejon Ranch in 
Kern County - and both Fort Hunter Ligget and 
Camp Roberts in Central California have already 
made the switch from lead to nonlead ammo because 
they have seen the science and know it is the right 
thing to do.

It’ll come down to the California Fish and Game 
Commission at its Aug.27-28 meeting to make the 
right choice.

I hope that we, as hunters, can start to see that the 
less impact we have on our environment, the longer 
we will be able to preserve it for future generations. 
Condors, eagles, bears, mountain lions and coyotes 
have every right to exist side by side with us. They 
did for thousands of years before the Gold Rush.

Let’s not make the same, senseless mistakes that the 
European invaders made. The science is now there 
on lead and its effects on wildlife and humans. I hope 
that we, as environmentalists and caretakers of this 
precious, holy land, can try to understand that the 
basic urge to hunt that was instilled in my indigenous 
ancestors of North America can still be respected, 
honored and practiced.

- Anthony Prieto, of Santa Barbara, is a co-founder, 
along with Paul Andreano, Nick Todd and Jan 
Hamber, of Project Gutpile. The Web site is www.
projectgutpile.org.


