
How lead affects wildlife 

and the environment

Lead can sicken and kill many di�erent kinds 

of animals. Lead poisoning can also make 

animals lethargic and disoriented, so that 

they are at greater risk of fatal accidents.

Ducks, geese, and swans are especially 

vulnerable to lead poisoning because they 

naturally consume small rocks (“grit”) to help 

them grind food in their gizzards. Lead 

fragments from spent bullets or �shing 

tackle are easily mistaken for suitable grit. 

Bald and golden eagles are also particularly 
vulnerable to lead poisoning because of 

their highly acidic stomachs. Any ingested 

lead is quickly broken down by the acid 

rather than passing through their bodies. A 

piece of lead only the size of a grain of rice 

is enough to kill an eagle.

Foxes, coyotes, and other mammals who eat 

the carcasses of animals shot with lead are 

also at risk of lead poisoning.

The lead in spent ammunition never goes 

away. It accumulates, year after year, 

eventually poisoning marshes and any 

environment where guns are �red.

In 1991, the use of lead shot for waterfowl 

hunting was banned nationwide. 

In 2016, the sale and freshwater use of 

lead �shing tackle was banned in New 

Hampshire to protect loons.

Make the switch!
Many hunters are ditching lead ammunition 

amid growing evidence of the harm it causes 

to wildlife and the environment and concerns 

about consuming contaminated meat. 

Alternatives to lead include 100% copper or 

copper-zinc alloys that expand similarly to 

lead-core bullets but without the extensive 

fragmentation.

Resources for hunters:

� huntingwithnonlead.org

� North American Non-lead Partnership

(nonleadpartnership.org)

What you can do

� If you hunt, use non-lead ammunition. (Bow
hunting is not recommended as it prolongs
animal su�ering.)

� If you already have a stockpile of lead
ammunition, use it at the shooting range
where it won’t harm wildlife.

� If you continue to hunt with lead
ammunition, do not leave “gut piles” behind
to poison scavenging animals.

� If you hunt as a way to get “healthy protein,” 
consider that plant-based protein is the
healthiest form and does not require killing.
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Get the lead out 
of hunting

Non-lead  ammunition 

protects people, wildlife, and 

the environment



Lead then and now

In the “olden days,”  people made all sorts 

of things out of lead — paint, pipes, even 

makeup (which is what likely killed Queen 

Elizabeth I). 

But today we know that no amount of lead 

exposure is safe. Even trace amounts of lead 

can impair brain development in young 

children and babies, even before birth.

Despite these known dangers, lead is still 

used to make ammunition although there 

are safer alternatives, such as copper.

Lead: It’s what’s for dinner
Studies show that lead fragments too small 

to detect by sight, touch, or chewing can be 

present in the �esh of deer shot with lead 

ammunition. (See NH Fish & Game web site)

The x-ray at right shows more than 450 lead 

fragments spread through the neck of a 

deer shot with a lead ri�e bullet.

One study involving 30 deer carcasses 

brought to 30 di�erent butchers found that 

ground meat from 24 of the deer contained 

at least one metal fragment, 93% of which 

were lead. 

Studies also show that people who eat 

hunted animals have higher blood lead 

levels on average than those who don’t. 

Wildlife poisoning from lead ammunition

Lead bullet

Lead bullets fragment into hundreds of tiny pieces upon impact. Fragments can travel up to 

18" from the wound site. Eagles, foxes, and other scavenging animals get lead poisoning from 

eating contaminated carcasses and “gut piles” left behind by hunters.
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Deer Animals feed on lead 

fragments in “gut pile”

Animals feed on lead 

fragments in carcass


