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The Condor Case: a Rallying Cry!

WiLLiaMm D. SEVERINGHAUS!

The plight of the California Condor (Gymnogyps
californianus) has generated a great deal of debate in
the popular and technical literature. Questions about
safeguards have been raised in the National Audu-
bon Society and government-funded Condor Pro-
grams, and, more recently (Pitelka 1981, Auk 98: 634),
there has been controversy about decisions that des-
ignate priorities of species to be saved. The essential
question is whether we try to save the Condor or
some other species that has a higher probability of
surviving. This is an important question in a time
of limited funding and reduced government empha-
sis on environmental programs.

! Environmental Division, USA-CERL, Box 4005,
Champaign, Illinois 61820 USA.

I agree with much of Pitelka’s concern about de-
cisions regarding which species should be saved and
how they should be studied. Accordingly, I believe
that three points may need careful consideration: (1)
the danger of attaching a “seems doomed anyway”’
label to species without supporting scientific evi-
dence; (2) the need for a rallying cry to motivate peo-
ple “innocent still of what man is doing” or to ed-
ucate properly those “‘philosophically opposed to the
notion that man is doing anything wrong”; and (3)
the eventual disposition of the “large-scale invest-
ment” being made.

As a more environmentally aware people, we have
been preoccupied with many species that have been
on the brink of extinction. There are presently 752
species listed by the federal government as endan-
gered or threatened (Endangered Species Technical
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Bulletin, 1981, VI(5): 6), with recovery teams working
to save 68 critical species. It might be easy to refer
to some of these species as ““doomed,”” but there are
a number of examples showing considerable prog-
ress toward recovery. The snail darter was known to
be restricted to a short section of the Little Tennessee
River. Recently, snail darters have been reported from
other streams, and it is believed that researchers have
been successful in transplanting this species else-
where. The black-footed ferret was considered ex-
tinct by many scientists, but a recent discovery in
Wyoming and a plan developed by a recovery team
have brought overwhelming new hope. The Whoop-
ing Crane (Grus americana) was given minimal hope
for survival because of its extremely low numbers
and increasing human consumption of its habitat.
Studies now show that this species can be fledged
by Sandhill Cranes (G. canadensis), increasing the
Whooping Crane’s potential for survival. Would its
future be as promising if research had stopped be-
fore this discovery? A review of a few issues of the
Endangered Species Technical Bulletin (Dept. Inte-
rior Fish & Wildl. Serv., Washington, DC) will yield
more examples of success stories.

My second point concerns public awareness and
the mobilization of poorly informed and unmotivat-
ed people in both private enterprise and govern-
ment. Raising funds to help starving children or save
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baby seals requires that people have the visual im-
pact of seeing the condition of these children and
seals in order fully to comprehend and have com-
passion for them. Once such a program is estab-
lished to solve these problems, there is a bureau-
cratic tendency for expansion. Eventually, other less
stressed children are fed and less attractive animals
are saved. The motivational momentum gained
through trying to save the Condor may reduce the
opportunity for loss of other species.

How do we justify the “large-scale investment”
being made by the National Audubon Society
($500,000 over 5 yr) and the federal government
($750,000 over 2 yr) of $1.25 million? This can be put
into better perspective by comparing it to the $463.0
million outlay to the Fish and Wildlife Service for
FY1981 (The Budget for Fiscal Year 1983: 8-82) and
the $13,525 million outlay for “Using and Preserving
Natural Resources and Improving the Environment”’
(ibid.: 5-52). Finally, where will the funds go if not
to the Condor program? The National Audubon So-
ciety’s share would undoubtedly go to another needy
cause, but the funds from the federal government
may be “lost through the cracks” (e.g. budget cuts,
management costs required to cancel the program,
etc.) and thus be unavailable for a similar, useful
purpose.

The Condor Case: A Continuing Plea for Realism

FrRANK A.

Severinghaus doesn’t go along with my skepticism
about the Condor recovery program (1981, Auk 98:
634), even though we appear to agree on many basic
points. My suspicion is that, if he were closer to the
California scene, he would not be so optimistic. One
has to live in the State to appreciate the degree to
which, inexorably, the Condor is threatened by pop-
ulation growth in the Los Angeles area and the
southern San Joaquin Valley. Suitable habitat is slowly
being squeezed, and, in the surviving habitat, there
are more and more people intruding here and there,
often with guns or just messing around. Subtly or
not so subtly, this cumulatively depresses the prob-
ability of the Condor population’s survival.

I alluded to this in my commentary, but the signs
then were already more serious than I realized. In
the extreme southern Sierra Nevada, between Ba-
kersfield and Los Angeles and mainly to the east of
Interstate 5, there is a large area that provides critical
roosting sites in the present-day distribution of the

! Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, University of
California, Berkeley, California 94720 USA.
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Condor. This is the privately owned Tejon Ranch of
270,000 acres, slated for large-scale real-estate devel-
opment (see Business Week, 31 August 1981, pp. 75—
76). 1 understand that over at least 6 months of the
year, up to 75% of the surviving Condor population
uses this area. Kern County authorities have accept-
ed a plan for this development projected to the year
2000. In other words, within the time span already
projected by the Fish and Wildlife Service for the
Condor’s recovery, the prospects for maintaining
suitable habitat are more dismal than I earlier real-
ized. This is my estimate of the situation even if the
Tejon Ranch plans include provisions to protect
roosting sites and a surrounding acreage.

The Tejon Ranch plan depends significantly, how-
ever, on water resources yet to be developed. This
means that over some years to come, the Condor
population may have a breathing spell of continuing
access to its indispensible habitat. This may do more
to help whatever recovery is possible than all that
has been done to date. Even so, there is an irony. If
the present five or six reproductive pairs of Condors
were successful enough to result in a significant re-
covery, the population would need a larger area, with



