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Working Group

Human health

• No safe level – largest impact on foetus and children

• Lead phased out of most products – e.g. water pipes, cosmetics, paints & fuels

• Main remaining sources of lead – (i) industrial and mining sectors (generally localised)

     (ii) bullets & sinker (widespread across the landscape)

Health of scavenging species

• The more a species is dependent on scavenging (e.g. vultures – obligate scavengers) the 
higher the lead levels

• Extensive scientific literature on subject – USA, Europe, less from Southern Africa – 
nothing from Namibia until recently

• First evidence came from California with the Condor – 56% of deaths were due to lead 
poisoning, from ammunition in game

• Lead bullets fragment – into hundreds of pieces – far more than hunters realise







How does the lead get into scavengers?

Only from hunting – trophy, shoot-and-sell, culling, own use

• Wounded animals that die in the veld

• Eviscerated internal organs dumped in veld

• Area of carcass damaged by bullet cut out and left in veld

• Predators shot & left in veld

Bullet entry and exit holes are places where vultures and 
other scavengers usually start feeding – high lead 
concentration areas





https://conservationnamibia.com/blog/b2021-unleaded-please.php

• Entry point to address lead (Pb) in Namibia came from within the wildlife sector

• First attempts to work with hunters in Namibia >15 years ago – no support!!

• Only with the enlightenment did we start making progress (DvdW)

• Set up the Namibian Wildlife Lead Poisoning Working Group chaired by MEFT

• Lead is also of significant concern for human health – farmers, culling teams, 
hunters and their respective staff and their children

https://conservationnamibia.com/blog/b2021-unleaded-please.php


https://n-c-e.org/namibian-wildlife-lead-poisoning-working-group



Priorities & activities of the lead Working Group to date

Incentivising the transition of hunting and wildlife sector to lead-free 
ammunition

• Monitor lead levels in scavenging birds such as vultures, eagles, kites, …
• Monitor lead levels in scavenging carnivores and across different 

landscapes
• Share information with target groups on the negative impacts of lead 

ammunition on wildlife and people
• Provide information on lead-free alternatives
• Support MEFT to transition to using to lead-free ammunition
• Engage with arms and ammunition dealers
• Build a partnership with academia, Ministry of Health and others, including 

collaboration with the South African Lead Task Force.
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LEAD LEVELS IN VULTURES IN NAMIBIA



LEAD LEVELS IN CARNIVORES IN NAMIBIA

Global status Common name Namibian status

Endangered African Wild Dog Critically Endangered

Vulnerable Cheetah Endangered

Vulnerable Lion Vulnerable

Vulnerable Leopard Vulnerable

Vulnerable Black-footed Cat Vulnerable

Least Concern Spotted Hyena Vulnerable

Near Threatened Brown Hyena Near Threatened

• Carnivore long bones & skulls

• Species - jackal, cheetah, hyaena, leopard

All bone samples tested positive for Pb.

Maximum [pb] = 14,59 mg/kg (cheetah skull)

Minimum [pb] = 0,17 mg/kg (hyaena skull)

Overall average [Pb] = 2,95 mg/kg

Would expect hyaena to have higher Pb than 
cheetah – cheetah was a captive animal fed 
shot game meat! 



Preliminary conclusions from these studies

• Alarmingly high levels of Pb in vultures, adults and nestlings

• Fits in with patterns worldwide, including Southern Africa – but worse 
in Namibia because of our relatively larger wildlife economy

• This is the first study on carnivores – just a starter project, but shows 
that:

(i) carnivores have significant lead levels in bones, and

(ii) research needs to be expanded significantly, to also include 
blood as well as other carnivore species across the country

• Collaborate with the Namibian Carnivore Working Group to get 
samples for analysis.



What are the next steps?

1. Strengthen the data on lead in scavenging birds and carnivore.

2. Extend the monitoring to other groups, e.g. waders in Walvis Bay from harbour 
activities; crocodiles and otters from sinkers.

3. Look at lead levels in people – focus on hunters and game farmers, their 
workers and families.

4. Test for lead levels in meat sold in supermarkets, etc.

5. Share results with selected groups – but don’t frighten the public away from 
game meat.

6. Provide info on lead-free ammo.

7. Introduce an environmental levy on lead ammo to subsidise non-lead ammo, 
and to support info sharing and focused research.

8. Work with game meat outlets to insist on game meat certification hunted only 
with non-lead ammo.

9. Support MEFT to change to lead-free ammo.

10. Introduce regulations to stop the sale of lead ammunition in the wildlife sector.



Thank you
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