CONDOR WATCH: Improving management of
one of the world’s most endangered species
with Citizen Science
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Introduction
California condors (Gymnogyps californianus) are
one of the world’s most endangered bird species
with a global population approaching only a few
dozen birds in the early 1980s. Despite
successful captive breeding and release efforts in
recent years, the condor population remains
heavily managed because they are frequently
poisoned by lead from bullet fragments ingested
in scavenged carcasses. Condor release sites,
managed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
National Park Service, and Ventana Wildlife
Society, offer uncontaminated carcasses to birds
as a way to lure them back for medical care and
regular management activities. Release sites are
equipped with automatically triggered cameras
that have captured hundreds of thousands of
photographs of condors in the past 10 years.

The Condor Watch project is analyzing
these photographs in order to understand
how the personalities and social status of
individual birds may predispose them to
lead poisoning and to eventually gather
critical real-time information on the
health and status of these highly
vulnerable birds.

Goals
• extract data on social interactions and other species’
behavior from thousands of still images and make
these data accessible to scientists for research on a
variety of topics
• look for patterns in social dynamics within and across
populations
• determine if dominance hierarchies and/or social
connectivity are indicative of elevated blood lead levels
• evaluate the potential for using photographs to create
an early warning system for improving and streamlining
management
• educate volunteers about condors and the threat of
lead poisoning

Methods
• In collaboration with the Zooniverse
(www.zooniverse.org) we designed a webbased interface that allows users to view
and interact with photographs.
• Users learn how to: use the site; identify
condors, ravens, turkey vultures and
golden eagles; read condor wing tags; and
mark the individual animals they see in
photos.

Patterns we’re exploring

Sample Photos

• Photos may contain condors, mixed groups
of condors and other birds, only noncondor species, other animals that may
have triggered the camera, and nothing at
all.

Photos from release sites
show
mixed
flocks
of
condors,
turkey
vultures,
ravens and eagles feeding at
carcasses as well as fun shots
of condors just hanging
around. Photos provided by
Pinnacles National Park, Hopper
Mountain National Wildlife
Refuge, and Ventana Wildlife
Society.

• Users identify condors, record wing tags,
count other bird species, and communicate
with other volunteers on a project-specific
chat site.

Biographies on birds
tell volunteers about
the lives of the
condors
they’ve
identified.

Since May 1st, 2014...
# of animals identified in photos
(incl. non-condors): 1,048,576
# of condors found in photos:
263,241
# of people participating: ~8600
# of photos analysed by
volunteers: 183,179

Learn more and join us!
www.condorwatch.org

