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An explanation on how lead ammunition can impact condors and other wildlife
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With the A Zone rifle deer hunting season closing this past weekend, many of the southern Sierra deer zones opening this past Saturday, and most of the remaining Southern California's deer zones opening Oct. 14, it appears the word is finally getting out on the potential impacts lead bullet residue in gutpiles or shot and lost game.
Most hunters have at least heard about the problem, especially with condors, but there is still a profound sense of disbelief among hunters that lead from their hunting rifle could possibly be a problem. The scientific research is compelling enough that a lawsuit has been filed by condor advocates, and it is likely to go before a judge who will rule if state and federal wildlife officials have been negligent in protecting condors from lead from hunters' firearms.
Hunters have accepted that lead is toxic if consumed by wildlife. We shoot steel or other non-toxic shot now for ducks and geese because of concerns about waterfowl dying after eating a couple of No. 5 lead pellets while feeding in shallow water. We understand and appreciate that lead has been removed from just about everything used by humans today because of its neurological affects when we get even small amounts regularly.
So why do most hunters believe that lead from our big game rifles can't be a problem? In discussions with hundreds of hunters over the past few years, the skepticism comes down to two areas:
1) Many hunters still believe this is merely an excuse to try to ban hunting. Sure, there are some people who have jumped on the "save the condors" bandwagon because they don't like hunting and hunters, but most of the scientists and agency staff working on the issue are hunters themselves or have no interest in banning hunting. These people have a real concern for the welfare of wildlife -- mostly condors, but also bald and golden eagles and other critters that eat carrion and can pick up lead bullet residue. But this is sort of like arguing with conspiracy theorists -- you either buy this or you don't. I don't think the issue is about "sticking it" to hunters. It's about sensible wildlife conservation and solving a real problem.
2) Most hunters either don't understand, or don't think through, the ballistic part of the equation that puts lead residue in parts of game we lead in the field. I can't tell you how many times I've been told by baffled hunters something like this, "My 7mm mag has punched completely through every deer I've shot, how can there be a problem? Does the condor go dig the bullet out of the hillside behind the buck?" Of course not.
But any hunter who's shot a few head of game has recovered a slug or two from a deer or pig, balled up under the skin on the off side of the animal. Have you ever weighed those recovered slugs? I spent an hour in the garage recently weighing about dozen slugs that I've recovered from game. Most were copper jacketed, lead core bullets like those used by big game hunters. Some were premium slugs like Nosler Partitions that are designed to hold together and penetrate while still expanding into a big mushroom of lead and copper. Others were more standard bullets like Winchester Power Points, Remington Core-Lokts, and Hornady Interlocks. I weighed them all and compared the recovered weights to their original weights. Even the best of these lead core-copper jacketed bullets lost 20 to 30 percent of their weight, most of them lost more. In most of the bullets, that amounted to 30 to 40 grains of lead from the core of the bullet that disappeared somewhere along the way. It didn't disappear in the air on the way to the target. It was left along the wound channel. Even when the bullet exits the deer, there is a wound channel with lead residue. A lot of it.
When we field dress a buck we've shot, we trim away all of the bloodshot meat around the entrance and exit wounds. We pull the insides out and leave it in the field. The internal organs, especially the lungs, are soft elastic tissue and they capture a lot of the tiny lead fragments that are shed by bullets as they pass through game. This is part of what makes lead bullets so lethal. They create a lot of tissue damage, but a lot tiny pieces of lead are left behind in these soft tissues. A condor or golden eagle will drop down on that gut pile and the first thing it eats is the soft, bloody tissue because its the easiest to pick apart. That's also the tissue with the most lead residue.
Those small, even microscopic pieces of lead, are potentially more dangerous than bigger chunks because they have a greater surface area-to-volume ratio. That means a bird will digest more lead in its system from a bunch of small pieces than one bigger piece that weighs the same.
Obviously, these birds don't get a lethal dose of lead every time they feed on a gutpile. There are a lot of variables that would put more or less lead bullet residue into the gutpiles. They might not get much lead at all, but virtually all of the condors and all of the eagles tested have elevated levels of lead in their system and those levels spike during big game hunting seasons. This has been documented both with condors in California and eagles in Minnesota.
The solutions are simple. The easiest and best remedy is to shoot one of the new premium bullets on the market that does not leave lead along the wound channel. Solid copper Barnes X-Bullets and Barnes' new copper-tungsten MRX-Bullet are both loaded into factory ammunition by Federal and Weatherby. The Lapua Naturalis ammunition uses a similar copper bullet that is also lead-free. While copper can also be toxic to wildlife if eaten, these bullets have a reputation for retaining virtually 100 percent of their original weight and penetrating completely through game -- especially deer-sized game. The only X-Bullet I've seen recovered from game weighed exactly the same as it did when it left the end of the barrel. The Winchester Fail Safe, which has been replaced this year by the new XP3 bullet with a similar design, does have a lead core, but the lead is completely encapsulated by copper. This means the lead is never left along the wound channel, and these bullets also retain 100 percent of their original weight and generally exit game.
Shooting lead-free or lead-encapsulated bullets isn't the only solution, however. Condors and eagles feed mostly in the open. Hunters can completely remove the possibility of these birds picking up lead by burying the guts, or simply putting gutpiles and trimmed, bloodshot meat into heavy brush or steep canyons. While this protects condors and eagles, we still leave the lead-tainted material for other wildlife, and we don't know what impacts -- if any -- this might be having on coyotes, foxes, badgers, ravens, or other wildlife that might feed on these remains.
The last part of the debate over how to protect condors and eagles from hunter's lead is over varmint shooting -- and this one is still being hotly debated. While the science is still up in the air, it's something the hunting community needs to examine for our own sake. With a ban on most poisons for rodents, many ranchers and farmers now use hunters for rodent control, especially ground squirrels. Most varmint hunters leave the ground squirrels in the field. They either shoot lead bullets at high velocities in centerfire cartridges or soft lead slugs at lower velocity rimfire rounds. At high velocity, the lead slugs practically vaporize, and there is a legitimate question about how much lead residue might still be caught in the small carcasses, if any. Low velocity lead loads are shown not to shed much lead along a wound channel as they penetrate through game. Small game, like ground squirrels, might not have any lead residue from a rimfire slug. In fact, I know a falcon breeder who has used .22 rimfire-shot ground squirrels to feed his raptors without ill affects for years, but could they be accumulating very tiny amounts of "background" lead from these squirrels -- just like all wild condors seem to accumulate?
Condor researchers argue the elevated, but not dangerous, "background" lead levels found in wild condors could be coming from the many ground squirrels left in the field by varmint hunters. But we simply don't know this for sure. We need more research on this subject before hunters think about collecting carcasses or shooting expensive non-lead alternatives for varmints. Such research would be simple and conclusive. All you'd have to do is X-ray 100 or so carcasses shot with a variety of varmint loads and examine if and where lead residue is captured.
What we don't need is a lead ammunition ban for all hunting. What we do need is solid research and hunter education on this issue. Hunters have always stepped to the plate for wildlife conservation and there's no reason to expect that with supportive science we wouldn't do it again -- voluntarily. 
