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Conservation Grants Fund Update

Enhancing Natural  
Foraging Behavior  
in California Condors
By Dr. Ignacio Vilchis

Adaptive management of reintroduced 
California condor populations requires 
having a varied quiver. In certain cases you 
might need to keep condors from feeding 
in areas where lead contaminated carcasses 
are known to occur. And in other cases, you 
might want to promote feeding in areas with 
an abundance of lead-free food sources. 

Last fall, a team of ecologists from San 
Diego Zoo Global trialed methodology that 
could be used in these two different scenarios. 
Specifically, we promoted natural exploration 
and feeding behaviors in free flying condors 
in the San Pedro Mártir Mountains of Baja 
California, Mexico, by using a combination of 
condor decoys and animal carcasses. In doing 
so, we showed that we were able to entice 
condors to forage in areas where they had 
never foraged before. 

This is important for the Baja California 
condor population, as it lives just a short 
flight away from an abundant food source 
in the Gulf of California’s western coast, 
where beached marine mammal carcasses 
are typically and naturally found. With a 
population at just under 40 individuals, 
Baja California condors will likely start 
expanding their range in the near future. 
Having an abundant lead-free food 
source available will bring this critically-
endangered condor population closer to 
becoming self-sustaining. We just have to 
show them the way.

Dr. Ignacio Vilchis is the associate 
director of recovery ecology at the 
Institute for Conservation Research, San 
Diego Zoo Global. 
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