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combination of captive breeding and release, and wild nest 

reproduction, this population is steadily increasing and is expected to 

continue to increase, barring stochastic catastrophes. 

Table 3. Numbers of California Condors in the Wild in August 2013 

Location Type Number 

Southern California Wild-fledged 10 

Released free-flying 56 

Central California1 Wild-fledged 11 

Released free-flying 61 

Arizona Wild-fledged 7 

Released free-flying 66 

Mexico Wild-fledged 2 

Released free-flying  29 

Total  213 

1 Central California includes Pinnacles National Monument and Central Coast. 

________________________ 

Source: USFWS 2013b.  

 

Threats and Environmental Stressors 

Because California condors are characterized by high survival rates 

and low reproductive rates, low rates of adult mortality are important 

for population stability (Meretsky et al. 2000; Snyder and Schmitt 

2002; Walters et al. 2008). Condors have a clutch size of one egg, a 

normal nest success rate of 40%–50%, and an age of first breeding 

from about 5 to 8 years (USFWS 1996). They may nest in successive 

years if nestlings successfully fledge early in the year, but they usually 

skip years (USFWS 1996).  

The decline of the condor population during the early 1900s has not 

been definitively linked to any  particular cause; however, it was likely 

the result of high mortality rates due to direct persecution, collection of 

specimens, and secondary poisoning from varmint control efforts and 

1,1,1-trichloro-2,2-bis(pchloro-phenylethane (DDT) (Snyder and 

Snyder 2005; D’Elia and Haig 2013). Lead poisoning may have been a 

contributing factor, but was not recognized as such until after 1980, at 
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which time it became identified as a major cause of mortality that 

resulted in the recent decline (Janssen et al. 1986; Bloom et al. 1989; 

Pattee et al. 1990; Cade 2007; Grantham 2007b; Hall et al. 2007), 

particularly since the development of lead ammunition that fragments 

upon impact in living tissue. In both California and Arizona, many 

reintroduced birds have been exposed to high levels of lead (Fry, 2003 

and 2004; Cade 2007; Grantham 2007b; Hall et al. 2007; Hunt et al. 

2007; Sullivan et al. 2007; Woods et al. 2007). Other recent 

documented sources of mortality include predation, powerline 

collision, micro-trash, fire, and shooting (USFWS 2013a). 

The latest version of the Condor Recovery Plan (FWS 1996) suggests 

that habitat loss is not an important factor in the recovery of the 

condor. Similarly, Snyder (2007) did not identify habitat loss as a 

limiting factor for wild California condors. Although historical condor 

habitat, especially foraging areas, has been modified, condors are 

opportunistic scavengers and have switched from natural carrion to 

feeding on domestic livestock carrion with the conversion of native 

grasslands to pasture (Wilbur 1972; Studer1983). In addition, current 

condor populations may be too low to be affected by low habitat 

availability (Snyder and Schmitt 2002). However, as the wild condor 

population increases and expands its current foraging range, and 

potentially nesting site distribution, secure foraging habitat 

availability and safe food sources could become limiting factors for 

recovery of the species. Providing foraging habitat for the condor is 

one of the recovery objectives for the species (USFWS 1996).  

Conservation and Management Activities 

Since the 1980s, there has been an extensive series of conservation 

and management activities for the California condor, which are briefly 

summarized here. The reader is directed to the Recovery Plan for the 

California Condor (USFWS 1996) for an in-depth discussion of 

conservation actions prior to 1996.  

In 1973, a California condor recovery team, involving the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service (USFWS), California Department of Fish and Game 

(CDFG), National Audubon Society, U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Land 

Management, Zoological Society of San Diego, and Los Angeles Zoo, was 

created and the Condor Recovery Program was initiated (USFWS 1996). 
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The team produced the first California Condor Recovery Plan, which 

was approved in 1975, with subsequent revisions in 1979, 1984, and 

1996. While earlier plans focused on reducing mortality factors 

through habitat preservation and conservation and the initiation of a 

captive breeding program for California condors, the 1996 version of 

the plan shifted the conservation emphasis to the existing captive 

breeding program and reestablishment of the species in the wild 

(USFWS 1996).  

As part of the program, all remaining individuals left in the wild were 

captured between 1982 and 1987 for an intensive captive bird 

breeding program. By 1987, a captive population of 27 individuals 

had been established. Captive breeding operations resulted in a 

substantial production in young, which prompted the initiation of a 

condor release program to the wild in 1992. An intensive 

management program, including monitoring, captive breeding, and 

supplemental feeding, continues to be implemented because it is 

needed to maintain wild populations (USFWS 2010).  

Data Characterization 

The California condor is one of the most thoroughly studied species in 

the United States. Free-flying condors have been outfitted with 

radiotelemetry and GPS units, and hundreds of thousands of data 

points have been collected. For example, the U.S. Geological Survey 

(USGS) 2010 study of the Southern California condor population alone 

analyzed 127,931 GPS locations for 21 individuals for the period of 

2004 through 2009. A wealth of information and data are available for 

this species, and the continuing efforts at captive breeding and release 

ensure that this data flow will continue.  

Management and Monitoring Considerations 

The California condor has been one of the most managed species in 

the United States. As a result of this intense management, including 

the ongoing captive breeding program, condors have been pulled back 

from the brink of extinction.  
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Specific measures identified in the USFWS spotlight species action 

plan [for] 2010–2014 (2009) to reach the identified target goal of 

maintaining the status of the condor include the following: 

1. Maintain captive reproductive rate of no less than 20 chicks 

per year. 

2. Increase the wild populations to 280 individuals. 

3. Increase yearly active breeding attempts to 35 pairs. 

4. Improve annual wild nest success rates to 52%. 

5. Continue monitoring for lead exposure in free-flying California 

condors and surrogate species and lead in the environment using 

carcass collection concurrent with regulation changes. 

6. Continue chelation therapy treatment for all California condors 

with measured lead blood levels higher than 40 micrograms  

per deciliter. 

7. Complete and publish research reports on topics related to 

California condor natural history, ecology, and management to be 

applied toward adaptive management. 

8. Maintain outreach and education programs to provide information 

on California condor biology, ecology, and management actions. 

9. Maintain outreach and education programs to provide information 

on non-lead alternative ammunition. 

In addition, the USFWS 5-year Review included specific management 

and research recommendations over the next 5 years within specific 

programs including: priority needs, captive breeding program, field 

restoration activities, data analysis and management, outreach and 

education, and research. 

Literature Cited 

41 FR 41914–41916. “Determination of Critical Habitat for American 

Crocodile, California Condor, Indiana Bat, and Florida Manatee.” 

September 24, 1976.  

42 FR 47840–47845. Final rule: “Correction and Augmentation of 

Public Rulemaking.” September 22, 1977. 



DRAFT 
August 2014 

BIRDS California Condor (Gymnogyps californianus) 

 15 August 2014 

Bloom, P.H., J.M. Scott, O.H. Pattee, and M.R. Smith. 1989. “Lead 

Contamination of Golden Eagles (Aquila chrysaetos) within the 

Range of the California Condor (Gymnogyps californianus).” In 

Raptors in the Modern World, ed. B.U. Meyburg and R.D. Chancellor. 

Berlin, Germany: World Working Group on Birds of Prey.  

Brasso, R.L., and S.D. Emslie. 2006. “Two New Late Pleistocene 

Avifaunas from New Mexico.” Condor 108:721–730. 

Cade, T.J. 2007. “Exposure of California Condors to Lead from Spent 

Ammunition.” Journal of Wildlife Management 71:2125–2133. 

D'Elia, J.D., and S.M. Haig. 2013, California Condors in the Pacific 

Northwest. Corvallis, Oregon: Oregon State University Press. 

Fry, D.M. 2003. Assessment of lead contamination sources exposing 

 California Condors. California Department of Fish and Game 

Species Conservation and Recovery Report, 2003-02. 

Fry, D.M. 2004. Final report addendum: analysis of lead in California 

Condor feathers: determination of exposure and epuration during 

feather growth. California Department of Fish and Game, Habitat 

Conservation Planning Branch, Species Conservation and Recovery 

Program Report 2004-02. California Department of Fish and Game, 

Sacramento, CA. 

Grantham, J. 2007a. “Reintroduction of California Condors into Their 

Historical Range: The Recovery Program in California.” In California 

Condors in the 21st Century, ed. A. Mee and L.S. Hall. Nuttall 

Ornithological Club and the American Ornithologists’ Union. 

Grantham, J. 2007b. “The State of the Condor.” Western Tanager 73:1–3. 

Hall, M, Grantham, J, Posey, R, and Mee, A. 2007 (in press). Lead 

exposure among reintroduced California condors in southern 

California. In Mee, A.; L.S. Hall; and J. Grantham eds. California 

Condors in the 21st Century. American Ornithologists’ Union 

and Nuttall Ornithological Club. 



DRAFT 
August 2014 

BIRDS California Condor (Gymnogyps californianus) 

 16 August 2014 

Hansel-Kuehn, V.J., 2003. “The Dalles Roadcut (Fivemile Rapids) 

Avifauna: Evidence for a Cultural Origin.” MA thesis, Washington 

State University–Pullman. 

Howard, H. 1947. “A Preliminary Survey of Trends in Avian 

Evolution from Pleistocene to Recent Time.” The Condor. 

University of California Press. Vol. 49, No. 1, pp. 10-13. Condor 

49(1):10–13. 

Howard, H. 1962. “Bird Remains from a Prehistoric Cave Deposit in 

Grant County, New Mexico.” Condor 64(3):241–242. 

Hunt, W.G., C.N. Parish, S.C. Farry, T.G. Lord, and R. Sieg. 2007. 

“Movements of Introduced California Condors in Arizona in 

Relation to Lead Exposure.” In California Condors in the 21st 

Century, ed. A. Mee and L.S. Hall. Nuttall Ornithological Club and 

the American Ornithologists’ Union. 

Janssen, D.L., J.E. Oosterhuis, J.L. Allen, M.P. Anderson, and D.G. Kelts. 

1986. “Lead Poisoning in Free-Ranging California Condors.” Journal 

of American Veterinary Medicine Association 155:1052–1056.  

Johnson, M., J. Kern, and S.M. Haig. 2010. “Analysis of California 

Condor (Gymnogyps californianus) Use of Six Management Units 

Using Location Data from Global Positioning System Transmitters, 

Southern California, 2004-09–Initial Report.” Department of 

Interior, Open-File Report 2010-1287. Reston, Virginia: U.S. 

Geological Survey. 

Koford, C. B. 1953. The California Condor. National Audubon Society 
Research Report 4:1-154. 

Liddell, H., and R. Scott. 1980. A Greek-English Lexicon (abridged 

edition). Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press.  

Mee, A., J.A. Hamber, and J. Sinclair. 2007. “Low Nest Success in a 

Reintroduced Population of California Condors.” In California 

Condors in the 21st Century, ed. A. Mee and L.S. Hall. Nuttall 

Ornithological Club and the American Ornithologists’ Union. 

Meretsky, V.J., and N.F.R. Snyder. 1992. “Range use and movements of 
California Condors.” Condor 94:313–335. 



DRAFT 
August 2014 

BIRDS California Condor (Gymnogyps californianus) 

 17 August 2014 

Meretsky, V.J., N.F.R. Snyder, S.R. Beissinger, D.A. Clendenen, and J.W. 

Wiley. 2000. “Demography of the California Condor: implications 

for reestablishment.” Conservation Biology  

Pattee, O.H., P.H. Bloom, J.M. Scott, and M.R. Smith. 1990. “Lead 

Hazards within the Range of the California Condor.” Condor 

92:931–937. 

Snyder, N.F.R., R.R. Ramey, and F.C. Sibley. 1986. Nest-site biology of 

the California Condor. Condor 88:228-241. 

Snyder, N., and J. Schmitt. 2002. “California Condor (Gymnogyps 

californianus).” In The Birds of North America, No. 610, edited by A. 

Poole and F. Gill, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: The Birds of North 

America, Inc. 

 

Snyder, N. and H. Snyder. 2000. The California Condor: A Saga of Natural 

History and Conservation. San Diego, California: Academic Press. 

 

Snyder, N. and H. Snyder. 2005. Introduction to the California Condor. 

Berkeley, California: University of California Press. 

Studer, C.D. 1983. Effects of Kern County cattle ranching on California 

condor habitat. Master’s thesis. East Lansing, Michigan: Michigan 

State University. 

Sullivan, K., R. Sieg, and C. Parish. 2007. “Arizona’s Efforts to Reduce 

Lead Exposure in California Condors.” In California Condors in the 

21st Century, ed. A. Mee and L.S. Hall. Nuttall Ornithological Club 

and the American Ornithologists’ Union. 

USFWS (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service). 1996. California Condor 

Recovery Plan, Third Revision. Portland, Oregon. 62 pp. 

USFWS. 2009. Spotlight Species Action Plan 2010–2014 [for the 

California condor]. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Region 8. 

http://ecos.fws.gov/docs/action_plans/doc3163.pdf. 

  

http://ecos.fws.gov/docs/action_plans/doc3163.pdf


DRAFT 
August 2014 

BIRDS California Condor (Gymnogyps californianus) 

 18 August 2014 

USFWS. 2010. USFWS website: Hopper Mountain National Wildlife 

Refuge Complex–California Condor Recovery Plan. Accessed 

February 2, 2011. http://www.fws.gov/hoppermountain/ 

CACORecoveryProgram/CACO%20Biology.html. 

USFWS. 2012 USFWS website: Hopper Mountain National Wildlife 

Refuge Complex–California Condor Recovery Plan. 

http://www.fws.gov/hoppermountain/CACORecoveryProgram/P

opulationReportMonthly/2012. 

USFWS. 2013a. “California Condor (Gymnogyps californianus) 5-Year 

Review: Summary and Evaluation.” U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

Pacific Southwest Region. June 2013. 

USFWS. 2013b. “California Condor Recovery Program: Population Size 

and Distribution.” August 31, 2013. Accessed October 22, 2013. 

http://www.dfg.ca.gov/wildlife/nongame/t_e_spp/condor/docs/ 

StatusReport.pdf. 

Walters, J.R., S.R. Derrickson, D.M. Fry, S.M. Haig, J.M. Marzluff, and J.M. 

Wunderle. 2008. Status of the California Condor and Efforts to 

Achieve its Recovery. Prepared by the American Ornithologists’ 

Union (AOU) Committee on Conservation, California Condor Blue 

Ribbon Panel, a Joint Initiative of AOU and Audubon California. 

August 2008. 

Wilbur, S. R. 1973. “The California Condor in the Pacific Northwest.” 
Auk 90(1):196–198. 

Wilbur, S. R. 1978. The California Condor, 1966-76: a look at its past 
and future. North American Fauna 72. 

Woods, C.P., W.R. Heinrich, S.C. Farry, C.N. Parish, S.A.H. Osborn, and 

T.J. Cade. 2007. “Survival and Reproduction of California Condors 

Released in Arizona.” In California Condors in the 21st Century, ed. 

A. Mee and L.S. Hall. Nuttall Ornithological Club and the American 

Ornithologists’ Union. 

http://www.fws.gov/hoppermountain/CACORecoveryProgram/CACO%20Biology.html
http://www.fws.gov/hoppermountain/CACORecoveryProgram/CACO%20Biology.html
http://www.fws.gov/hoppermountain/CACORecoveryProgram/PopulationReportMonthly/2012
http://www.fws.gov/hoppermountain/CACORecoveryProgram/PopulationReportMonthly/2012
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/wildlife/nongame/t_e_spp/condor/docs/StatusReport.pdf
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/wildlife/nongame/t_e_spp/condor/docs/StatusReport.pdf



	California Condor 
	Legal Status 
	Taxonomy 
	Distribution  
	Natural History 
	 Ecological Relationships 
	Population Status and Trends 
	Data Characterization 
	Management and Monitoring Considerations 
	Literature Cited 


