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Lead Ammunition: 

Lead has been used in ammunition for centuries. It is a heavy metal with a unique combination of properties. It is very 

dense, which helps a bullet maintain speed and penetrate targets. Lead is also a soft metal, meaning it can easily be 

melted and shaped, and is less likely to damage the inside of a gun barrel. 

However, lead ammunition presents environmental and health concerns to 

ecosystems, wildlife, and humans in ways that aren’t immediately obvious. 

 

A Toxic Metal with No Safe Role 

Lead has no beneficial role in the human body or in animals, and even small 

amounts can cause harm. It affects the brain, nervous system, and other 

organs.  

 

Children are especially vulnerable to lead, because their bodies absorb lead 

more easily and their developing brains are more sensitive to its effects. Lead 

poisoning in children can cause stomach aches, irritability, learning disabilities, behavior problems, hearing problems, 

and reduced intelligence. Children who are exposed to low or moderate levels of lead may not look or feel sick, even 

though the damage is occurring.  The effects of long-term exposure to lead may not be seen until a child starts school 

Continued next page  

POISON TRIVIA 
 

TRUE or FALSE?  

An adult can overdose on ‘baby aspirin.’  

 

Answer on page 3 

and begins to show signs of behavior and learning problems. The 

most common cause of lead poisoning, particularly in children, is 

swallowing or inhaling dust and chips from deteriorating lead-based 

paint in homes built before 1978.  

 

Lead poisoning in adults can cause abdominal pain, nausea, 

vomiting, constipation, and fatigue. Chronic exposure harms the 

central nervous system, and can cause kidney disease and 

reproductive problems.  

A shared poisoning risk for wildlife and people 
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At very high levels, lead can cause seizures, coma, and 

even death. These cases are rare, and may occur when a 

person swallows an object made of lead, such as a 

fishing weight, a piece of costume jewelry, or fragments 

of lead ammunition.  

 

Hidden Fragments, Hidden Risks 

When lead bullets strike game, they shatter into 

hundreds of tiny, often microscopic, pieces that spread 

far from the 

wound—

sometimes many 

inches through 

the tissue. 

Studies using X-

rays have shown 

that tiny lead 

fragments are 

common in game 

meat, such as 

venison. Many 

are so small they 

can’t be seen or 

felt. Grinding or processing game meat can spread the 

tiny lead fragments throughout.  

 

In 2009, a group of researchers brought 30 different 

white-tailed deer carcasses to 30 separate meat 

processors and asked for steaks and burger packages, 

which were then tested for lead. The researchers found 

that 32% of 234 ground venison packages contained at 

least one metal fragment, and 93% of all fragments were 

positively identified as lead. 

 

People who eat wild game routinely —such as hunters 

and their families—face an increased risk of lead 

exposure over time. 

 

Wildlife Often Bears the Greatest Burden 

The effects of lead ammunition extend far beyond 

humans. After a hunt, animals that are shot but not 

recovered may die in the field. Hunters may leave gut 

piles or carcasses behind. These remains can be riddled 

with tiny lead fragments that do not break down over 

time. 

 

Many animals will scavenge carcasses, including eagles, 

hawks, owls, vultures, opossums and more. As a result, 

they ingest the lead and become poisoned. Animals 

poisoned by lead may experience lethargy, partial 

paralysis, weakness, inability to move or fly, organ 

failure, and even death. 

 

The Wildlife Center of Virginia, which provides medical 

care to native wildlife, reports that lead exposure is one 

of the most significant threats facing Bald Eagles today. 

Seventy-five percent of 

the 76 Bald Eagles 

admitted to the Center 

in 2025 tested positive 

for lead. The Center 

detected lead in 25 

additional species as 

well, including nine 

other raptor species, 

Virginia Opossums, and 

snapping turtles.  

 

According to the U.S. National Park Service, more than 

130 wildlife species worldwide have been documented 

as poisoned by lead from ammunition.  

 

Meat from game may contain tiny 
fragments of lead too small to see 
or feel, even after processing. 

A fragment of lead the size 
of a grain of rice could be 
deadly to a Bald Eagle. 

Shout-out! If you find a sick or injured wild animal in Virginia, call the Wildlife Center of 

Virginia at  540-942-9453 for advice on the best way to help. The Center is open seven days 

a week, 9 am to 5 pm. For emergencies after 5:00 pm, rescuers can call to leave a message 

for the on-call veterinarian.  To learn more, make a donation, or inquire about volunteering, 

visit www.wildlifecenter.org.  We are grateful to the Center for their help with this article. 

https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/hunting/ammo/lead-short-summary.html
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/hunting/ammo/lead-short-summary.html
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19390698/
http://www.wildlifecenter.org
https://www.nps.gov/pinn/learn/nature/leadinfo.htm
https://www.nps.gov/pinn/learn/nature/leadinfo.htm
http://www.wildlifecenter.org
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“The amount of lead it takes to cause symptoms varies from species to species, but is small,” says Connor Gillespie, the 

Wildlife Center of Virginia’s Director of Outreach. “For example, a fragment of lead the size of a grain of rice is enough 

to kill a bald eagle.”  

 

A Safer Alternative 

There is good news: alternatives exist. Non-lead ammunition—such as 

bullets made from copper—has become increasingly available and 

popular. These alternatives do not fragment into toxic particles, reducing 

risks to both wildlife and people.   

 

Gillespie adds, “Many hunters are unaware of the problem or have been 

misinformed. Yet hunters are among the strongest advocates for wildlife 

conservation.” Nationwide, many are embracing lead-free ammunition as 

a means of preventing wildlife lead poisoning.  

 

Hunters who switch report that these products perform well. The North 

American Lead-Free Partnership states “Across the U.S. and beyond, sportsmen and women are making choices to 

manage the unintended impacts of lead from hunting ammunition entering the food chain.”  

 

The Bottom Line: 

• Lead is toxic to both humans and animals, with no safe level of exposure.  

• Lead ammunition fragments can remain in game meat even after processing.  

• Wildlife AND people are vulnerable to lead poisoning from lead-contaminated game meat.  

• Children and frequent game consumers face higher risks.  

• Non-lead ammunition alternatives offer a practical solution.  

 

 

For more information, and to see images of x-rays showing lead fragments in game meat, we recommend: 

 
1. National Park Service. (n.d.). Lead bullet risks for wildlife and humans. 

2. Wildlife Center of Virginia. (2025). 2025 Annual Report. 

3. Hunting with Non-Lead. (n.d.). Hunting with non-lead ammunition. 

4. Minnesota Department of Natural Resources. (n.d.). Bullet fragment study: Lead ammunition and wildlife. 

5. Hunt, W. G., et al. (2009). Lead bullet fragments in venison from rifle-killed deer: Potential for human dietary exposure. 

6. North American Non-Lead Partnership. (n.d.). Voluntary conservation leadership by hunters. 

POISON TRIVIA ANSWER:   True. Baby aspirin (also called low dose aspirin) contains the same 
active ingredient as adult aspirin: acetylsalicylic acid (ASA). Baby aspirin tablets each contain 
smaller doses of ASA, but if you take too many of them, it could add up to an ASA overdose. 
Always read the Drug Facts Label to make sure you are taking over-the-counter medicine safely.  

North%20American%20Non-Lead%20Partnership%20|%20Voluntary%20Conservation%20Leadership%20by%20Hunters
North%20American%20Non-Lead%20Partnership%20|%20Voluntary%20Conservation%20Leadership%20by%20Hunters
https://www.nps.gov/pinn/learn/nature/leadinfo.htm
https://wildlifecenter.org/sites/default/files/documents/WCVA_AR2025_Singles-for%20website.pdf
https://huntingwithnonlead.org/
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/hunting/ammo/lead-short-summary.html
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19390698/
https://www.leadfreepartnership.org/
https://www.fda.gov/drugs/understanding-over-counter-medicines/over-counter-drug-facts-label
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Nothing says summer like a 

refreshing dip in the pool. 

Behind that crystal-clear 

water, however, is a careful 

balance of chemicals 

working to keep swimmers 

safe. Pool chemicals play an 

important role—but if 

handled incorrectly, they 

can pose serious risks. 

 

According to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, pool chemicals send thousands of people 

to the emergency room—nearly 4500 visits each year. 

Not surprisingly, injuries peak during the busy 

swimming season between Memorial Day and Labor 

Day. 

 

Exposure to pool chemicals can cause a range of health 

effects: 

• Breathing in fumes or dust can lead to coughing, 

choking, chest discomfort, and shortness of breath. 

Fumes may be may be especially dangerous for 

people with asthma or other respiratory 

conditions. 

• Eye exposure may cause redness, tearing, and even 

serious eye damage.  

• Skin contact can result in irritation, pain, or 

chemical burns.  

• Improper handling—like mixing chemicals or 

allowing them to get wet in storage—can trigger 

dangerous reactions, release toxic gases, or even 

start a fire. 

The Blue Ridge Poison Center is part of University of Virginia Health. Other funding sources include the Virginia 
Department of Health and HRSA. We are accredited by America’s Poison Centers. Proudly serving the 

Commonwealth since 1978. Join the mailing list to receive this quarterly newsletter. 

Simple Steps for Safer Pool Care 

Following a few key safety practices can prevent most 

pool chemical injuries: 

 

• Read and follow all label directions carefully.  

• Wear protective gear such as gloves and eye 

protection when recommended.  

• Handle chemicals outdoors or in well-ventilated 

areas, keeping fumes away from people.  

• Never mix pool chemicals together, even if they 

seem similar.  

• Always add chemicals to water—never water to 

chemicals.  

• Store chemicals properly in tightly closed containers, 

in a cool, dry place, and away from liquids or 

combustible materials.  

• Clearly label and secure all products out of sight and 

reach of children.  

 

What To Do If Exposure Happens 

 

Skin or eye contact: Rinse immediately with 

lukewarm water for at least 15 minutes.  

 

Inhalation of fumes: Move to fresh air right 

away.  

 

If serious skin or eye irritation continues, or if someone is 

having trouble breathing, seek medical attention right 

away. The Blue Ridge Poison Center experts are always 

available to offer advice: call 1-800-222-1222. Calls are 

free and confidential.  

 

For more information, we recommend the National 

Pesticide Information Center’s Pool and Spa Chemicals 

Fact Sheet. 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-swimming/safety/what-you-can-do-to-stay-healthy-in-swimming-pools.html
http://www.brpc.virginia.edu
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/
https://poisonhelp.hrsa.gov/
https://www.poisoncenters.org/
https://visitor.r20.constantcontact.com/d.jsp?llr=7fcry66ab&p=oi&m=1131648944316&sit=md4wzi6mb&f=e85f481b-c884-4ce5-ae46-d5bf019e663e
https://twitter.com/BlueRidgePoison
https://www.facebook.com/brpc.virginia.edu/
https://www.youtube.com/@blueridgepoisoncenter3664/videos
http://www.brpc.virginia.edu/
https://npic.orst.edu/factsheets/pool-chemicals.html
https://npic.orst.edu/factsheets/pool-chemicals.html

