
On a treeless, brown hilltop, a young
California condor hopped through an
open gate, exiting its roomy, mesh pen
to taste freedom for the first time in its
18-month life. The bird perched on an
artificial tree roost near an older condor
hovering outside, and then lifted off for
a graceful swoop above the ridge top.
From a neighboring hillside, cheers
erupted from about 100 scientists and
condor groupies who had watched for
more than three hours to applaud this
latest success in the recovery of North
America's largest land bird, a species that
reached the brink of extinction two de-
cades ago.

Since that first flight in late October of
the condor known as 307, five more cap-
tive-bred young condors have been re-
leased at Pinnacles, a 24,000-acre park
in central California.

That brought the free-flying population
of the giant scavengers to 114 condors
throughout California, Arizona and Baja
California. Including condors still in cap-
tivity, a species that had dwindled to 22
birds in 1982 -- prompting a decision to
capture the entire population shortly
thereafter -- now has grown to 246.

The condors, noted for their wingspans
of more than nine feet, have come a long
way. They once soared the skies from
British Columbia to Baja California, but

by the 1980s the few survivors clustered
in Southern California's backcountry. In
1985, the drastic step of capturing the
nine remaining wild birds for captive
breeding sparked harsh accusations that
the move would alter condor behavior
and culture forever. Today, those initial
reservations have largely given way to
praise for an example of how humans
can intervene to save a species.

"I was reluctant to take the last ones out,
but with all the birds dying, it was obvi-
ous to me that there was nothing we
were going to be able to do in the wild
for them. It's turned out absolutely the
right thing to do," said Ron Jurek, a wild-
life biologist with the California Depart-
ment of Fish and Game. The birds re-
produced at the Los Angeles Zoo and
the San Diego Wild Animal Park, and in
the 1990s biologists started reintroduc-
ing them to the wild.

As released birds reach their six-year-
old maturity, they are gradually mating
and producing their single biannual egg
per pair. They are exploring traditional
stomping grounds -- a condor from Big
Sur even visited kin at Pinnacles, 100
miles away. Mortality is down signifi-
cantly, and scientists anticipate a day
when the population could reach 300
free-flying condors in California and
Arizona.

"No one is feeling as desperate as we
used to. We're looking at quality of birds
now, instead of just quantity. We feel we

just have a long ways to go, but we're
definitely on the right track, which is
encouraging," said Chad Olson, raptor
biologist at Grand Canyon National Park.

The past few weeks have seen a flurry
of encouraging milestones. For the first
time in 22 years, a condor chick born
outside captivity took flight in California,
having survived its critical early months
in the nest. The bird became an official
fledgling when it left its nest for a 150-
foot maiden trip in the Hopper Mountain
National Wildlife Refuge of Ventura
County.

Then two more chicks fledged in Ari-
zona, one of them in the Grand Canyon
on Thanksgiving Day, arcing about 400
feet from a nest on a sheer cliff to a
boulder below, Olson said. This rare club
of wild-born chicks that survived to take
wing, including an Arizona bird that
fledged last year, now totals four.

"Maybe we've gotten over the hump that
these young pairs are beginning to breed
in the wild and successfully fledge chicks
-- but that's to be determined in the fu-
ture," said Jesse Grantham, senior wild-
life biologist for the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service in Ventura.

His caution is echoed by other scientists
who say the condor recovery program
faces substantial hurdles to make the
birds a truly self-sustaining wild popula-
tion. " Nothing is a given here," Grantham
said. "We don't have original wild con-
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dors out there to mentor [younger birds].
So they're creating their own tradition
and culture now. They're learning all over
again about how to survive in a severely
degraded habitat."

In fact, released condors do not live as
wild creatures. They are intensively
managed by state and federal biologists
and private partners, whose Internet sites
detail each bird's behavior, misbehavior
and proclivities.

The birds wear small transmitters affixed
to their wings, bringing scientists to the
rescue if they fall ill or linger danger-
ously near people. They eat fresh calf
carcasses left by their minders to keep
them from dining on lead-contaminated
hunter kills. "Bad behavior," such as
roosting on the ground where they are
vulnerable to coyotes, gets them a re-
turn to the safety of captivity. Fake
power poles that administer small shocks
train them away from roosting on dan-
gerous utility poles.

Researchers are excited about an ex-
pensive new tool, Global Positioning Sys-
tem transceivers that they attach to the
birds, using satellite tracking to monitor
their altitude, speed and hourly move-
ments.

"This is particularly important because
without knowing exact location, we can't
mitigate the threats this bird faces," said
Kelly Sorenson, executive director of the
nonprofit Ventana Wilderness Society,
which helps manage and release con-
dors at Pinnacles and Big Sur. Those
threats include collisions with power
lines, lead poisoning, gunshots and inges-
tion of antifreeze, which are among fac-
tors that killed 59 of the 180 condors re-
leased in the last decade.

Lead poisoning is a long-standing prob-
lem. It has killed five condors since 1997
and prompted emergency treatment for
26 more, according to state data. Eating
hunter-felled game is the assumed cause,
although a 2003 study for the state urged

more research on the birds and their
environment in order to make definite
conclusions.

California has launched an education
campaign, asking hunters to bury car-
casses and intestinal remains of their kills
and use lead-free ammunition, which
generally costs more. But critics want
stronger action.

"The reality on the ground is that we are
flushing this species down the toilet" with
the lead hazard, said Peter Galvin, con-
servation director of the Center for Bio-
logical Diversity. The group plans to pe-
tition the state to ban lead ammunition.

Also alarming, condors are munching on
human trash.

Adults feed their chicks metal and plas-
tic, perhaps confusing it with calcium-
rich bone, Sorenson said. One chick res-
cued with a broken wing had 35 bottle
caps in its stomach. The condors' daily
range of 150 miles adds to the difficulty
of keeping them away from refuse.

"There are no guarantees, and there's
still a long way to go," Grantham said.
"As long as we have all of these man-
caused mortality factors impacting the
birds, we're never going to get to self-
sustainability. Maybe that's going to take
a long, long time."


