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Wildlife Captures 
February saw all of Veterinary Services going in many different directions to help with wildlife captures. 

Our main duties at these captures are collecting samples, handling any drugs or medications, and monitor-

ing the animals while they are being handled. We assisted with Bighorn sheep being transplanted from 

Devil’s Canyon to the Seminoe Mountains as well as Mule deer captures in the Casper and Laramie re-

gions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thorne/Williams Wildlife Research Center (TWRC) 

Facility Repairs 

With assistance from our Statewide Habitat and Access 

crew we were able to again repair the diversion dam at the 

west end of the facility to divert water into our irrigation 

ditch. Early warm temperatures and then 18” of snow made 

for a few hiccups and plan changes, but the project is now 

complete.  Many thanks to the Statewide Habitat and Ac-

cess crew for helping us out.   

 

Bighorn Sheep Handling 
In February, we also handled our captive bighorn sheep to trim hooves and collect respiratory samples.  A 

veterinarian from Canada, Kylie Thacker joined us to receive training on sample collection and processing. 

She will begin a master’s project this winter utilizing our sampling techniques to evaluate thinhorn sheep 

for respiratory pathogens.  

A helicopter brings in sheep from Devils Canyon 

for transplant. 

Two mule deer are carried to a staging area where 

samples were collected and GPS collars were fitted to 

the deer. 

Diversion dam repairs. 
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Brucellosis Surveillance: 
Brucellosis surveillance of hunter harvested elk is now complete!  A total of 1,398 elk blood samples were received by the laboratory with 

1,035 (74%) of those being suitable for testing.  The majority of the samples were collected from the Bighorn Mountains where 592 use-

able samples were tested, and 546 of those were from yearlings or adults.   

 

Three seropositive cow elk were identified from hunt area 40 in 2016 through both hunter harvest surveillance and testing of elk captured 

for an elk movement study in the bighorns.  Since 2012, seven cows and one bull have been identified with antibody titers to B. abortus 

from HA 40. Brucellosis was also found in one additional hunt area in the Bighorn Mountains when a seropositive bull was harvested from 

HA 49 in mid-October; see map below. 

Brucellosis surveillance in the combined northern herd 

units (Clark’s Fork, Cody, Gooseberry, and Wiggins 

Fork) of the DSA, documented an increase in sero-

prevalence from 9.2%  in 2015 to 15% in 2016.  Sero-

prevalence in cows of the Cody herd unit was 12.4%  

which is very similar to the 10 year average of 12.9%. 

The Clark’s Fork herd unit on the other hand observed 

a slight decrease in prevalence over the 10 year aver-

age of 9.9%  to 8.7%  in 2016. 

  

Seroprevalence in the targeted areas selected for long-

term monitoring (HAs 61, 62, and 63) increased in 

2016.  Last year’s levels were 14.3% in cows, but in-

creased to 17.9% in 2016. Seroprevalence in these 

three hunt areas has averaged 15.8% over the past 10 

years, whereas the Gooseberry herd unit (HAs 62, 63, 

64) has averaged 19%  over the past 10 years, but has 

increased to 32.1%  prevalence in cows in 2016. Un-

fortunately, sample sizes for these hunt areas and herd 

units are insufficient for meaningful data analysis or 

conclusions, but warrant continued monitoring of all 

hunt areas along the southeastern slope of the Ab-

saroka Range where the prevalence of brucellosis mir-

rors those found on many of the State’s feedgrounds. 

 

In the southern herd units of the DSA, only seven suitable samples were received from cows harvested from either the South Wind River or 

the West Green River herd units.  Although the sample size is very small, no seropositive animals were identified from these herd units.   

  

A total of 1,073 useable samples were collected over the past four years of surveillance in the northeastern corner of the state (totals include 

samples collected from hunt areas on the eastern slope of the Bighorn Mountains).  All samples tested negative for exposure to B. abortus 

on serological tests. In the past 25 years, 4,335 samples from the non-endemic area have been analyzed.  To date, this disease has not been 

documented outside of the western half of the state. 

Location of seropositive elk in the Bighorn Mountains from 2012-2016 

Wildlife Health Laboratory 

Disease Surveillance in Bighorn Sheep:  

 
Disease surveillance in the State’s bighorn sheep herds continues 

into the late winter and early spring of 2017.  So far this year, we 

have sampled bighorn sheep in the Tetons in collaboration with 

the park service, sheep in the Cody wilderness, and sheep from 

the Darby herd.  In addition, the Devil’s Canyon herd was sam-

pled for respiratory pathogens in early February when 24 sheep 

were captured via helicopter net gun for transplant into the Ferris 

Mountains.   

 

 

Hally Killion samples the tonsils on a ewe from 

Devil’s Canyon for respiratory pathogens (photo by 
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Disease of the Month:  Emaciation 

Winter conditions have been harsh in parts of Wyoming this year. Snow water equivalent (SWE) totals are well above average for most of 

the western part of the state, but central Wyoming has been particularly hard hit. SWE data shows the Upper Green River Basin at 192%, 

the Wind River Basin at 200% and the Sweetwater Basin at 223% of median as of the end of February. 

Deep snow can be tough on wildlife.  In the month 

of February, the Wildlife Health Laboratory exam-

ined a number of mule deer and pronghorn which 

had died of starvation. When possible, we also test 

these cases for infectious diseases. Winter conditions 

can cause wildlife to become concentrated in areas 

where limited forage may be available.  Addition-

ally, wildlife may seek out haystacks or other areas 

where feed may be available for domestic animals.  

This can facilitate disease transmission in wildlife 

and it is not uncommon for us to find diseases such 

as adenovirus, fusobacterium, and parasites in ani-

mals that are starving and densely concentrated on 

artificial or limited feed. 

Deep snow can adversely impact small game as 

well. On February 1st,  Pinedale biologist, Dean 

Clause, received a phone call from an oil field 

worker who had found more than 100 dead cottontail 

rabbits scattered over several square miles. Other 

species such as jackrabbits, mule deer and raptors were unaffected. 

Three of these rabbits were submitted for examination and the final 

diagnosis for all three was starvation, with no evidence of infectious 

diseases. Starvation was further confirmed as the cause of death 

when the oil worker called to say he had just witnessed one cotton-

tail rabbit chase down, kill, and eat another cotton-tailed rabbit (see 

photo).  

It has been a rough winter for Wyoming’s wildlife and additional 

significant snow accumulations are possible in March. Starvation, 

disease, and potential flooding may adversely impact populations in 

the coming months, but don’t assume all winter mortality is associ-

ated with starvation. If you observe unusual mortality or mortality in 

animals that are concentrated, contact your local biologist or game 

warden to determine if samples should be submitted to the Wildlife 

Health Laboratory. 

Wildlife Necropsy Summary 

Species Date Received County  Diagnosis 

Elk 2/1/2017 Sublette Pneumonia, fusobacterium 

Mule Deer 2/6/2017 Albany Emaciation.  Poor teeth. 

Cottontail rabbit (3) 2/7/2017 Sublette Emaciation 

Mule Deer (2) 2/8/2017 Lincoln Emaciation 

Pronghorn 2/8/2017 Sweetwater Fusobacterium,  rumenitis, starvation 

Pronghorn (2) 2/14/2017 Converse Emaciation 

Bighorn sheep 2/15/2017 Teton Bronchopneumonia, hepatitis 

Mule Deer (2) 2/15/2017 Teton Undetermined 

Thirteen diagnostic cases were submitted for necropsy during January.   

    Things are tough on the oil field  


