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Elk Test-and-Removal Pilot Project Concludes Final Year

[Pinedale](   The final year of the five-year elk test-and-removal pilot project was completed with a second round of captures taking place earlier this month. The pilot project was one of 28 recommendations made by the Governor's Brucellosis Coordination Team in a comprehensive effort to deal with brucellosis in Wyoming.  The members of this group were tasked to come up with effective long-term solutions to the brucellosis problem in Wyoming and new ideas on how to manage brucellosis.

Since the project’s inception, trapping efforts have been progressively expanded to include all three elk feedgrounds within the Pinedale elk herd--Muddy Creek, Scab Creek and Fall Creek feedgrounds--along the west slope of the Wind River Range south of Pinedale. However, due to this year’s relatively mild winter conditions, elk have not attended the Fall Creek feedground, preventing any capture efforts from occurring there this year. 

On February 8, 2010, elk were successfully trapped at the Muddy Creek and Scab Creek feedgrounds. Agency personnel captured and handled a total of 277 elk. From those, 108 were test-eligible adult cows that were bled to test for exposure to brucellosis. Of the female elk bled, 13 tested positive for exposure to the disease and were removed from the population. 


Elk were also trapped and tested for brucellosis at the same two feedgrounds in January. Between the two capture efforts this winter, a total of 536 elk were trapped and moved through the chutes. Of those, 239 were test-eligible adult cows that were bled. Of those bled, a total of 34 tested positive for exposure to the disease and were removed from the population in 2010. 

In the five years of the pilot project, agency personnel have captured and handled over 2,500 elk, making it one of the largest capture efforts of its kind. Of those, approximately 1,250, or half, were test-eligible adult cows that were bled to test for exposure to brucellosis. Of the female elk bled, 197 tested positive for exposure to the disease and were removed from the population. Additionally, there have been a total of 15 trapping-related mortalities over the five years of trapping. When handling such a large number of elk, capture-related mortality is always a possibility. 


Members of the Governor’s Brucellosis Coordination Team determined that capturing a large proportion of the total female elk within a feedground population would be imperative to achieve the objective of the test-and-removal pilot project, which is to attain a statistically significant reduction in brucellosis seroprevalence. With the extensive trapping efforts at the Muddy Creek elk feedground the past five years, workers have been able to capture an average of just less than half (49%) of the test-eligible female elk. 

At the Muddy Creek feedground, where the project was conducted in all five years, brucellosis seroprevalence rates progressively decreased from 37% to 5% for the animals that were captured and tested. In both 2007 and 2008, approximately 10% of recaptured elk had sero-converted from negative to positive. This would indicate an exposure event had occurred, such as a fetus being aborted on the feedground, during the previous winters of 2006 and 2007.

The cost of the entire project has not been calculated to date, but approximately $1,106,500 had been spent on the test-and-removal pilot project in the first four years. The trapping operation typically involved between 50 and 60 personnel, primarily from Game and Fish, but some other agencies as well. All blood testing was performed by Game and Fish personnel working at the Wyoming State Veterinary Laboratory in Laramie.

“Game and Fish has remained dedicated to completing our commitment to the Governor’s Brucellosis Coordination Team throughout the operation,” said Scott Talbott, Assistant Wildlife Division Chief for Game and Fish, who coordinated the project. “This pilot project has required a large amount of department resources and is not particularly easy for personnel who are trained as wildlife professionals. I’m proud they have completed this task in the most professional manner, knowing they are furthering our knowledge and understanding of this disease.”
The project has been a large cooperative effort between the Wyoming Game & Fish Department, USDA Animal Plant and Health Inspection Service (APHIS) Veterinary Services, the University of Wyoming, Wyoming Livestock Board, Wyoming State Veterinary Laboratory, and Sublette County Sheriff’s Office and Sublette County Road and Bridge. 

“A number of logistical challenges have been overcome to conduct these elk trapping efforts, not the least of which is snow removal on the roads into the feedgrounds,” said Talbott. “Blowing and drifting snow has been an issue each year and we can’t thank the Sublette County Road and Bridge folks enough for their efforts.”


In addition to the removal of seropositive elk, there is also valuable research in brucellosis management evolving from this scientific experiment. Currently, blood samples from captured elk will only show if the animal has been exposed to Brucella abortus, the bacteria responsible for brucellosis infection. The removal, or killing, of the seropositive elk has allowed researchers to collect the tissue samples necessary to determine if those animals are actually infected with the bacteria. Ongoing research has revealed that 85 of the 163 elk that tested seropositive and were killed during the first four years of the project were culture positive for Brucella abortus. Tissues will also be cultured from the 34 elk that were shipped to slaughter in 2010.
“Research of this magnitude had never been possible until this project and it’s proven to be a valuable component of the pilot project.” said Hank Edwards, Wyoming Game and Fish wildlife disease specialist. “Although still far from perfect, over the four years we have certainly gotten better at predicting which animals are infected just from the series of blood tests we typically run.”

There is other important scientific research that is making use of the biological samples. Biologists are utilizing fetuses removed from elk that are culture negative, or unable to transmit the disease, in a project examining elk-fetus contact rates on feedgrounds. This research recently led to implementation of the Target Feedground Project, an effort to reduce brucellosis prevalence in elk by utilizing low-density feeding methods combined with shortening the length of the feeding season. 

There is also cooperative research being conducted with the United States Geological Survey on the relationship between parasites, such as lungworms, and rates of brucellosis infections on feedgrounds. Some evidence suggests that parasites may play a role in disease transmission.

Elk feedgrounds have been active in northwest Wyoming for nearly a century. The first feedground established in Wyoming was at the National Elk Refuge in 1912. Today, there are 22 state-operated feedgrounds in Wyoming, in addition to the National Elk Refuge, which is operated by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. In an average year, approximately 13,000 elk are fed on state feedgrounds. Around 7,000 have been fed on the National Elk Refuge in recent years.

The Governor’s Brucellosis Coordination Team made the recommendation for the pilot test-and-removal experiment to last five years. This year’s efforts complete the five years of testing. A comprehensive review of the pilot project will be conducted by the Governor’s Brucellosis Coordination Team in the coming months. 

For additional information regarding brucellosis management in Wyoming you may visit 

http://www.wyomingbrucellosis.com/index.asp or the Wyoming Game and Fish Department’s website and click on the “Brucellosis Management” tab under “What’s Hot”, or click on the following link: http://gf.state.wy.us/wildlife/Brucellosis/index.asp .
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