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ABSTRACT.—Poisoning from lead shot has been well documented globally. However, despite its recog-
nized importance as a threat factor for populations of vertebrates of conservation concern, very little is still
known about its hidden long-term effects. Long-lived species are particularly susceptible to bioaccumula-
tion of lead in bone tissues. In this paper we gain insights into the sub-lethal effects of lead contamination
on Egyptian Vultures (Neophron percnopterus), a globally threatened species. We compared two popula-
tions (Canary Islands and Iberian Peninsula) differing in exposure to the ingestion of lead ammunition. The
island population, being sedentary, has a greater exposure to the ingestion of lead hunting shot during the
winter hunting season. To determine the sub-lethal effects of lead, we analyzed the consequences of the ac-
cumulation of this contaminant in bone tissue.

Blood lead levels were higher in the island population showing clear seasonal trends, being highest during
the hunting season. Moreover, males were more susceptible to lead accumulation than females. Bone lead
concentration increased with age, reflecting a bioaccumulation effect. The comparison of quantitative
measurements obtained from deconvoluted FTIR spectra showed that the bone composition was signifi-
cantly altered by this contaminant and, in particular, the degree of mineralization decreased as lead concen-
tration levels increased. These results demonstrate the existence of long-term effects of lead poisoning
which may be of importance in the declines of threatened populations of long-lived species exposed to this
contaminant.
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