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ABC and NWRA implore the Hunting and Wildlife Conservation Council to recommend to any and all relevant 
parties that lead ammunition and fishing tackle be phased out on all lands managed under the National Wildlife 
Refuge System.  
 
American Bird Conservancy (ABC) and the National Wildlife Refuge Association (NWRA) support the 
expansion of hunting and fishing opportunities on National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) lands while phasing out the 
use of lead ammunition and fishing tackle used in the aforementioned activities. 
 
As organizations committed to the protection of public lands for wildlife conservation and recreation, NWRA 
and ABC fully support the decision of several National Wildlife Refuges to propose phasing-out lead by fall of 
2026. This decision was recently upheld in a court settlement whereby the US Fish and Wildlife Service 
(USFWS) is required to include lead phase-outs in hunting and fishing rules introduced next year.1  
 
NWRA and ABC led a coalition which has also supported the phase out of all lead used for hunting on Patuxent 
Research, Rachel Carson, Great Thicket, Wallops Island, Erie, Chincoteague, and Canaan Valley Refuges, and 
the phase out of all lead used for hunting and fishing on Eastern Neck, Blackwater, and Patoka River NWRs. 
 
Lead Poses Threats to Bald and Golden Eagles 
 
Lead toxicity has recently been shown to have population-level impacts on Bald and Golden Eagles. Bald Eagle 
population growth is estimated to experience 4.8% suppression from lead toxicity alone, and Golden Eagle 
population growth is suppressed 0.8%.2 Other studies have shown that lead reduces the overall resilience of 
Bald Eagle populations,3 increases susceptibility of Golden Eagles to other environmental toxins like mercury 
and DDE,4 and impairs overall function.5  
 
Bald Eagles were only recently delisted from endangered status and many wildlife experts feel Eastern Golden 
Eagles warrant stronger protections due to declining populations in the United States.6 Both species are 
protected under the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act which mandates Eagles not suffer take, meaning no 
one is permitted to:  

 
“…pursue, shoot, shoot at, poison, wound, kill, capture, trap, collect, molest or disturb [Bald and Golden 
Eagles].7”  

 
Despite this, Eagles are being poisoned every day by contaminated game which was killed with or ingested 
lead. 
 
Lead Poses Threats to Avian Scavengers 
 
Avian scavengers such as vultures, condors, and corvids are also victims of lead poisoning. Acute and chronic 
exposure to lead causes lethal and sub-lethal outcomes for numerous species which are common, and 
ecologically necessary, on National Wildlife Refuges.8 Ataxia, organ failure, immune suppression, and impaired 
reproduction are all potential outcomes of such lead exposure on the aforementioned species.9 
 

 



Lead Poses Threats to Waterbirds  
 
Discarded lead fishing tackle is also a major threat to wildlife. Lead fishing tackle is easily mistaken for grit or 
stones which may be ingested by waterbirds. When the lead is exposed to the digestive acids in gizzards and 
stomachs, it begins to dissolve and absorbs into the bloodstream where it can cause behavioral and 
physiological changes.10 A single lead sinker or jig is toxic enough to kill a loon when ingested.11 Swans are 
also at risk, ingesting lead sinkers and jigs in shallow water, or ingesting lead fragments and ammunition when 
feeding in upland habitat.12 
 
Positive Outcomes of Lead Restrictions 
 
In 1991, the United States banned the use of lead shot for waterfowl hunting. The ban has led to reduced rates 
of crippling in ducks and geese,13 reduced detectable blood lead concentration in ducks,14 and a decrease in non-
hunting duck mortality in the years following the ban.15 
 
After lead shot was banned in the range of the California Condor in 2008, California saw a measurable decrease 
in lead exposure to predatory and scavenging raptors due to hunter compliance with lead ammunition 
regulations.16 
 
New Hampshire and Maine have both instituted lead fishing tackle bans and restrictions to protect wildlife, and 
neither state has experienced a measurable decrease in recreational fishing. 
 
Addressing Concerns about Lead Restrictions  
 
There are arguments that lead phase-outs should be purely voluntary; however, fewer than 20 percent of 
individual State websites have any easily accessed information on the dangers of lead toxicity from hunting and 
fishing. We support the empowerment of sportspeople with more information but the purely voluntary approach 
of phasing-out lead ammunition has not yielded the necessary change required to keep refuge lands safe from 
lead toxicity. 
 
This concern, and others, were addressed by the USFWS in the 2022-2023 Station-Specific Hunting and Sport 
Fishing Regulations final ruling17: 
 

•There is not a need to demonstrate population-level effects on a species before mitigation efforts are 
implemented 

•A switch to non-lead ammunition and fishing tackle does not present Environmental Justice or 
accessibility concerns 

•Purely educational and voluntary approaches have not yielded significant results 

•It is well within the Service’s purview to phase out lead   

Switching away from lead ammunition and fishing tackle has positive impacts on human health. There is no 
safe level of lead exposure according to the World Health Organization,18 and hunters and anglers ingesting or 
interacting with wildlife containing or exposed to lead potentially suffer negative health outcomes. 
 
Unlike some of the great challenges facing wildlife, there is a solution to wildlife lead toxicity from ammunition 
and fishing tackle. Viable lead alternatives are already available to sportspeople, which means no interruption in 
recreation. The North American Non-lead Partnership has made many non-lead options available to people 
across the country. 
 



Conclusion 
 
In summary, a national rulemaking requiring the swift phase-out of lead ammunition and fishing tackle on 
National Wildlife Refuge lands is necessary. We support the provision of information about the dangerous 
effects of lead ammunition and fishing tackle, as well as wider availability of ammunition and tackle exchange 
programs. We strongly request that the Hunting and Wildlife Conservation Council recommend that the 
National Wildlife Refuge system phase out lead ammunition and fishing tackle on all of its lands in a 
swift manner.  
 
We thank you for the opportunity to submit this comment to the Hunting and Wildlife Conservation Council 
Virtual Meeting. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

     
E. Hardy Kern      Geoff Haskett 
Director of Government Relations,   President 
Pesticides and Birds Campaign National Wildlife Refuge Association 
American Bird Conservancy 
ehardykern@abcbirds.org  
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