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fieldnotes

ENDANGERED SPECIES

Dodging a Bullet

UST BEFORE EASTER last year a female California condor soared across the international border

from Mexico into the United States. The historic flight, which marked the first recorded sight-

ing of a condor in San Diego County since 1933, heralded a year of renewal for the endangered
species. As the season progressed, wild condor chicks hatched in California, Baja California, and
Arizona. The total of nine chicks born in the wild in spring 2007 included the first chick hatched in
more than a century in the California redwoods and the first in Mexico since the 1930s.

Whether these birds survive to maturity depends less on this prehistoric species’ proven re-
silience than on how humans affect the steep canyons where they forage on the gut piles of wild
boar, deer, and other wildlife left by hunters. For decades lead fragments from the bullets used
to bag big game have been killing the condors almost as quickly as new chicks are hatched.

So when Arnold Schwarzenegger, the Republican governor of California, signed landmark
legislation in October banning lead ammunition in condor country, that move topped even
the auspicious events of last spring. On July 1 a major source of lead will be removed. “It puts
wind in the sails of the entire condor recovery program,” says Graham Chisholm, conserva-
tion director for Audubon California.

The legislation capped months of pressure on the California Fish and Game Commission to re-
duce condors’ exposure to lead. Despite a population that has increased from 23 individuals in 1982
to about 301 today, a majority of the 154 free-flying condors out there suffer from lead poisoning.
Since scientists began releasing captive birds in 1992, at least 12 have died in Arizona and 15 more
in California because of lead, but scientists think more deaths could be attributed to that cause. One
of the latest victims had a reading 56 times the level considered safe for humans.

“There isn't a shadow of a doubt that lead from ammunition is the leading cause of death
and illness in the California condor,” says Judd Hanna, a retired Navy pilot and rancher whom
Schwarzenegger appointed last February to the Fish and Game Commission. Hanna’s cer-
tainty cost him his position when Schwarzenegger fired him in September after the gun lobby
and 34 Republican legislators complained about his anti-lead stance.

Ironically, the outcry from bird advocates and the national press over Hanna’ ouster brought
even more attention to poisoning and, environmentalists believe, may have actually spurred the
governor to sign the bill. The legislation will not eliminate lead, and the lead ammunition com-
monly used to hunt small game will still be legal. Nor does it apply to Arizona, where 60 condors in
the Grand Canyon area are protected only by a voluntary lead-reduc-
tion and hunter education program that includes the free distribu-
tion of safer ammunition. But regulating most ammunition in central
and southern California is a decisive first step, says Jesse Grantham,
condor program coordinator for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

In the past year he has observed signs of independence in con-
dors he has not seen since the 1980s, when he was Audubon’s con- !
dor biologist in the years before the last birds were brought into
captivity. For example, some condors have begun roosting in remote
canyons as they move more widely about their historic range.

Grantham is optimistic that after 25 years, the $40 million federal
condor recovery program may finally establish a self-sufficient pop-  With California’s ban on
ulation. “The secret is having wild adults naturally fledging chicks  lead ammunition, the good
into a wild environment,” he says. “When they have no contact with  news could get better for
human beings, we'll be almost there."—/ane Braxton Little the California condor.
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