GREAT PLAINS

Disease documented in
Badlands sheep

Between 1991 and 1995 re-
search on the Rocky Mountain
bighorn sheep population in Bad-
lands National Park (South Da-
kota) resulted in a decision to
restore sheep to areas of unoccu-
pied, suitable habitat. In October
1996, the park translocated
twelve ewes and four young rams
from the park’s Pinnacles herd.
All of these sheep survived the
transplant and subsequent harsh
winter. Three of the four young
rams returned to bachelor groups
in their origin herd during the
spring. By the end of May 1997,
nine ewes had given birth to ten
lambs. However, between mid-
July of last year and mid-March
of this year, six of the mother
ewes and one spinster ewe died.
One of four carcasses recovered
was positively diagnosed for epi-
zootic hemorrhagic disease
(EHD), a virus more often asso-
ciated with white-tailed deer. In-
fected gnats carry the disease.

The Pinnacles herd had been
thought to be an appropriate
source population; however, fol-
lowing the translocation, the park
noted a change of status in the
source herd. A ground and air
count in October 1997 revealed
a skewed ewe-to-ram ratio of
about 1:3. While the overall
population decline in the source



herd may be as much as 50%, no
causative factors for the attrition
have been found. The USGS Bio-
logical Resources Division and
the National Park Service con-
tinue to evaluate the habitat
model and monitor both the
translocated and source sheep
populations. Plans tentatively call
for a translocation of out-of-state
animals to found another sub-
band. This is in keeping with the
restoration plan to create a
metapopulation linking several
herds in the Badlands landscape,
or, if deemed biologically appro-
priate, to augment the present
population during the next two
years.





