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PRESS RELEASE 

World Migratory Bird Day: Lead Poisons Birds and People 
 

Bonn, 9 May 2018 - “Unifying our Voices for Bird Conservation” is the theme of World Migratory Bird Day 

2018. Among the significant, but often underestimated threats to migratory birds across the African-

Eurasian Flyways - the major bird migration corridors which links Europe, Africa and Western Asia - is 

lead poisoning. The UN Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) and the Agreement on the Conservation 

of African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA), two international environment treaties behind World 

Migratory Bird Day are also driving international efforts to tackle this global threat. 

 

Lead poisoning is caused when lead is released into the environment. Lead is a highly toxic heavy metal 

that is used for both fishing weights and hunting. When fired from a shot gun, hundreds of lead pellets 

fall into the wider environment putting wildlife at risk.  

 

Between 400,000 and 1.5 million waterbirds alone die in Europe annually from ingesting this lead. The 

number of additional birds suffering health problems because of poisoning by lead ammunition is at least 

as large as the number killed by lead shot every year.  

 

Waterbirds and other birds see lead shot or lost fishing weights and pick them up either as food or 

mistaking them for grit. They die directly from poisoning or the ingested lead affects their immunity, 

behaviour and reproductive capacity. Raptors and scavengers pick up the lead shot or fragments of 

bullets in the prey or carrion they eat. Lead left in the environment contaminates soils, and people are 

exposed when they consume lead-shot game. 

 

CMS Executive Secretary Bradnee Chambers said: “Lead poisoning the world over is not only killing 

millions of birds. Lead in our environment is also an issue of human health which urgently needs to be 

addressed.” While habitat loss, pollution, unsustainable harvest and agricultural practices, illegal killing 

and trapping as well as collision and electrocution by power lines are among the greatest dangers to 

migratory birds, lead poisoning is one of the threats, for which there is a practical solution.   

 

Lead-free ammunition is now available and has been demonstrated by research and in practice to be 

effective. Many hunters already use non-toxic ammunition. Some countries such as Denmark and the 

Netherlands have completely phased out all lead shot more than 20 years ago. 
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Changing to non-toxic alternatives could benefit nature conservation and human health. A ban on lead 

ammunition resulting in reduced lead emissions, secondary poisoning of vultures and other raptors and 

risks to human health, would bring substantive economic benefits to society in terms of healthy people 

and a healthy environment. 

 

AEWA was the first international treaty to focus on addressing the problem of lead ammunition. AEWA 

Executive Secretary, Jacques Trouvilliez said: “The treaty has called for a political commitment to phase 

out lead in wetlands and many countries responded to the appeal. Now we need legally binding measures 

at country level to stop hunting with lead shot.”  

 

CMS addressed lead poisoning to prevent the risks to migratory birds and called for lead ammunition to 

be phased out across all habitats. While many countries in North America and Europe have made 

progress to ban lead in wetlands, CMS wants to take the issue to a global level and extend it to all habitats.  

To support this effort, CMS has formally established the Lead Task Group, a multi-stakeholder expert 

group bringing together the industry, the hunters and conservationists to help Member States facilitate 

concerted efforts to minimize poisoning of migratory birds from lead ammunition and fishing weights.   

 
 
About World Migratory Bird Day 

World Migratory Bird Day is celebrated each year to highlight the need for the conservation of migratory 
birds and their habitats. More than 300 events in more than 60 countries to mark World Migratory Bird 
Day 2018 (registered on the website) will include bird festivals, education programmes, media events, 
bird watching trips, presentations, film screenings and a benefit concert to raise funds for international 
nature conservation.  

The Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) and the African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbird Agreement 
(AEWA) — two intergovernmental wildlife treaties administered by UN Environment — organize the 
campaign in cooperation with Environment for the Americas (EFTA). 

EFTA works with diverse partners to provide English and Spanish educational materials and information 
about birds and bird conservation throughout the Americas. Their programmes inspire children and 
adults to go outdoors, learn about birds, and participate in their conservation. 
www.worldmigratorybirdday.org/partners 

About the Convention on Migratory Species (CMS) 

The Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (also known as CMS or Bonn 
Convention after the city in which it was signed) aims to conserve terrestrial, aquatic and avian migratory 
species throughout their range. It is an intergovernmental treaty, concluded under the aegis of the United 
Nations Environment Programme, concerned with the conservation of wildlife and habitats on a global 
scale. Since the Convention's entry into force in 1979, its membership has grown steadily to include 126 
Parties from Africa, Central and South America, Asia, Europe and Oceania. 

 

http://birdday.org/about
http://www.worldmigratorybirdday.org/partners
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CMS and its related Agreements on migratory birds bring together governments and other stakeholders to 
coordinate and further develop conservation policies, to ensure that all flyways in the world benefit from 
coordination mechanisms that promote cooperation at ground level among the countries involved. A special 
instrument for birds of prey (Raptors MOU) to addresses threats to these species. 
www.cms.int @bonnconvention 
 
About the African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbird Agreement (AEWA) 

The Agreement on the Conservation of African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds (AEWA) is an 
intergovernmental treaty dedicated to the conservation of migratory waterbirds that migrate along the 
African-Eurasian Flyway. The Agreement covers 254 species of birds ecologically dependent on wetlands 
for at least part of their annual cycle. The treaty covers 119 Range States from Europe, parts of Asia and 
Canada, the Middle East and Africa. Currently 76 countries and the European Union (EU) have become 
a Contracting Party to AEWA (as of 1 November 2017). 

www.unep-aewa.org @UNEP_AEWA 
 
Related links: 

World Migratory Bird Day - @WMBD 
World Migratory Bird Day 2018 Events around the world 
CMS Resolution Preventing Poisoning of Migratory Birds  
CMS Guidelines to tackle lead poisoning  
AEWA Resolution Phasing Out Lead Shot for Hunting in Wetlands 
CMS Preventing Poisoning Working Group 
 
For more information and expert interviews, please contact: 

Florian Keil, Coordinator of the Joint Communications Team at the UNEP/CMS and UNEP/AEWA Secretariats  
Tel: +49 (0) 228 8152451  
Veronika Lenarz, Public Information, UNEP/CMS Secretariat, Tel: +49 (0) 228 8152409, press@cms.int 

http://www.cms.int/
http://www.worldmigratorybirdday.org/
http://www.worldmigratorybirdday.org/events-map
http://www.worldmigratorybirdday.org/events-map
https://www.cms.int/sites/default/files/document/cms_cop12_res.11.15%28rev.cop12%29_bird-poisoning_e.pdf
http://www.cms.int/sites/default/files/document/COP11_Doc_23_1_2_Bird_Poisoning_Review_%26_Guidelines_E_0.pdf
http://www.unep-aewa.org/en/document/phasing-out-lead-shot-hunting-wetlands-3
https://www.cms.int/en/workinggroup/preventing-poisoning-migratory-birds

