
BACKGROUND
Subsistence hunters and others consuming hunted game meats, as well as children in hunting communities, 
have been found to have elevated blood lead levels. Surveillance of birds of prey that scavenge the remains 
of hunted animals show that lethal and clinically significant levels of lead peak around the hunting season. 
A CWHC study of lead isotopes determined that eagle poisonings were a consequence of scavenging the 
remains of hunted animals contaminated by lead fragments left by hunters in carcasses at the killing sites. 
Other research has concluded that people risk exposure to bioavailable lead from bullet fragments when 
they eat deer or moose killed with standard lead-based rifle bullets and processed under normal procedures. 
Other Canadian and circumpolar studies have implicated exposure to game meats killed by lead ammunition 
as the probable cause of elevated blood lead levels in newborns and children. The USCDC found that those 
consuming wild game in North Dakota have 50% more lead in their bloodstream than non-game-eaters. 
The provisional tolerable weekly intake set by the World Health Organization is likely exceeded in people 
eating game meat on a regular basis. Reductions in adult and children’s blood lead levels have declined with 
prohibitions on lead ammunition.  Selected references are provided as an appendix to this note. 
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SUMMARY
National wildlife health surveillance has found ongoing death and disease in birds of prey due to lead 
exposure from consumption of fish and wildlife exposed via ammunition or fishing weights. Lead bullet 
fragments can be widespread in hunter killed wildlife carcasses.  Canadian risk assessments and North 
American studies show this lead is bioavailable, documented higher blood lead in subsistence hunters, 
and associated lead ammunition with higher core blood level in newborns and in children. This evidence 
indicates increased lead exposure risk to people consuming game animals killed with lead ammunition. 
Copper bullets have similar ballistic properties and are a viable means to reduce risk.
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CURRENT STATUS
Environment Canada banned use of lead shot for hunting most migratory game bird species. The nation-wide 
ban, in place since 1999, resulted in a dramatic decrease in elevated lead exposure in wild waterfowl. Lead 
ammunition is still used for big game and upland game hunting as well as for killing ‘pest’ species such as 
gophers and coyotes. The use of lead shot and bullets has been regulated in many countries around the world. 
The types of bans vary widely and range from partial, voluntary restrictions of the use of lead shot to a total 
ban on the use and import of lead ammunition. Impacts on wildlife have often provoked these bans. Some 
voluntary bans are being advocated or enacted in the Maritimes. 

CONSIDERATIONS
A prohibition of lead ammunition for hunting would benefit wildlife and people who consume wild game. A 
coordinated approach across Ministries and agencies responsible for wildlife health and public health may 
more quickly and effectively address this shared conservation and human health concern. A coordinated risk 
assessment to establish the level of urgency to respond to the issue and explore regulatory options for risk 
reduction is recommended. Collaboration on a communication strategy to create awareness of the risk in the 
hunting and game animal consuming communities is warranted.

REFERENCES
1.	 Couture A, et al. 2012. Lead exposure in Nunavik: from research to action. Int J Circumpolar Health. 71: 

18591 - http://dx.doi.org/10.3402/ijch.v71i0.18591

2.	 Fachehoun R, et al. 2015. Lead exposure through consumption of big game meat in Quebec, Canada: risk 
assessment and perception. Food Additives & Contaminants: Part A. 32(9): 1501–1511, http://dx.doi.org/1
0.1080/19440049.2015.1071921

3.	 Levesque B, et al. 2016. Monitoring of umbilical cord blood lead levels and sources assessment among the 
Inuit. Occup Environ Med 2003;60:693–695

4.	 Verbrugge LA, et al. 2009. Human exposure to lead from ammunition in the circumpolar north. In R.T. 
Watson, M. Fuller, M. Pokras, and W.G. Hunt (Eds.). Ingestion of Lead from Spent Ammunition: Implications 
for Wildlife and Humans. The Peregrine Fund, Boise, Idaho, USA. DOI 10 .4080/ilsa.2009.0110

5.	 Lindboe M, et al. 2012. Lead concentration in meat from lead-killed moose and predicted human exposure 
using Monte Carlo simulation. Food Additives and Contaminants 1–6, iFirst

6.	 Hunt WG, et al. (2009) Lead Bullet Fragments in Venison from Rifle-Killed Deer: Potential for Human Dietary 
Exposure. PLoS ONE 4(4): e5330. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0005330

CONTACT US
CWHC National Office
Western College of Veterinary Medicine
52 Campus Dr. Saskatoon, SK S7N 5B4
info@cwhc-rcsf.ca
1.800.567.2033
www.cwhc-rcsf.ca
www.healthywildlife.ca

http://www.cwhc-rcsf.ca
http://www.healthywildlife.ca
https://www.facebook.com/cwhcrcsf
http://instagram.com/cwhcrcsf
https://www.youtube.com/user/HealthyWildlife
https://twitter.com/CWHCRCSF
http://www.cwhc-rcsf.ca
http://www.cwhc-rcsf.ca
http://dx.doi.org/10.3402/ijch.v71i0.18591
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19440049.2015.1071921
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19440049.2015.1071921

