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Pneumonia outbreak hits bighorn sheep in NE Oregon

Illness in Lookout
Mountain herd
prompts state to
cancel two hunts

By JAYSON JACOBY
EO Media Group

BAKER CITY — Brian
Ratliff'is investigating a med-
ical mystery that threatens the
future of Baker County’s big-
gest herd of bighorn sheep.

Ratliff is the district wild-
life biologist at the Ore-
gon Department of Fish and
Wildlife’s Baker City office.

His sleuthing has turned
up some facts about the more
than 300 Rocky Mountain
bighorn sheep that roam the
Lookout Mountain  Unit,
which makes up much of
Baker County east and north
of Interstate 84, extending to
the Idaho border.

At least a handful of sheep
have died over the past month
or so from pneumonia caused
by a strain of bacteria that had
not previously been found in
bighorns anywhere in Ore-
gon, Ratliff said.

What’s not yet clear, he
said, is how dangerous this
strain is.

Of the more than 50 iden-
tified strains of Mycoplasma
ovipneumoniae, some can
eliminate an entire herd rel-
atively rapidly, while others
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Baker County is home to two bighorn sheep herds, the California subspecies of bighorns in
the Burnt River Canyon and the Rocky Mountain subspecies in the Lookout Mountain Unit.

are comparatively mild and
kill few animals, Ratliff said.

“I don’t know how bad
it’s going to be,” he said
Thursday.

The threat is serious
enough, however, that ODFW
this week canceled the two
bighorn sheep hunts sched-
uled this summer and fall in
the Lookout Mountain Unit.

Those hunts included
three tags — two for Ore-
gon hunters and one for a
nonresident.

“I'm always going to err
on the side of caution,” Rat-
liff said.

Ratliff said he and other
ODFW employees are regu-
larly monitoring bighorns in
the Lookout Mountain Unit
to try to gauge the lethality of
the bacteria strain.

This is relatively easy to
do because the bighorns,
and in particular the ewes,
lambs and young rams, tend
to congregate in early spring
along the Snake River Road
between Huntington and
Richland, where they graze
on new grass.

“It’'s a great viewing
opportunity for the pub-
lic, as these sheep are highly

visible,” Ratliff said.
The investigation starts

The mystery dates to Feb.
13, when ODFW received a
report of a dead bighorn ram
on the Snake River Road near
Connor Creek, about 18 miles
north of Huntington.

Ratliff said samples from
the sheep were tested, and
the results showed the novel
strain of bacteria.

There is no vaccine for the
bacteria, nor any other type
of effective treatment for such
a large herd of wild animals,
Ratliff said.

Biologists later euthanized
a sick ewe, and a Washing-
ton lab confirmed the earlier
diagnosis.

Because the bacteria
strain is new to Oregon, the
Lookout Mountain bighorns
couldn’t have contracted the
disease from other bighorns
in the state, Ratliff said.

These types of bacteria are
typically found in domestic
sheep and goats, and Ratliff
said he hopes to test animals
that might have interacted
with Lookout Mountain big-
horns, although the source of
the infection could be some-
thing else.

He can’t require livestock
owners to comply, but he said
he’s talked with some who
seem willing to have their
animals tested.

“It would be good to gain
that information,” Ratliff said.

A factor that could com-
plicate how ODFW deals
with the pneumonia outbreak
is that some bighorns will
shed the bacteria constantly
or intermittently — mean-
ing they can infect others —
while some sheep won’t shed.

Ratliff said he would like
to be able to test as many big-
horns as possible to deter-
mine which animals are con-
stant or intermittent shedders.
Depending on how many
sheep die, it might be neces-
sary in the future to euthanize
shedders to preserve a herd

that can be supplemented by
bringing in bighorns from
elsewhere.

That’s how the Lookout
Mountain herd was estab-
lished in the early 1990s,
and the animals have thrived
in the steep canyons on the
breaks of the Snake River.

“It’s been the healthiest
herd in Oregon,” Ratliff said.

The only previous concern
among Lookout Mountain
bighorns was a minor rash of
pneumonia that lasted a cou-
ple months in 2012, he said.
Those illnesses were caused
by a virus rather bacteria, but
it was a mild type that killed
few bighorns, Ratliff said.

Previous outbreaks

Pneumonia outbreaks in
other herds have been much
more dire.

One of those eventually
eliminated the Sheep Moun-
tain bighorn herd that lived
north of the Lookout Moun-
tain herd.

The Sheep Mountain herd,
which ODFW started with
transplants in 1988, grew to
nearly 100 sheep by the late
1990s, Ratliff said.

But then a ram from the
herd crossed into Idaho,
contracted viral pneumo-
nia, returned to Oregon and
infected the herd here.

By 2007, the Sheep Moun-
tain herd was down to 10 ani-
mals — all ewes.
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President Trump approves major
disaster declaration for Oregon

Associated Press

PORTLAND — Pres-
ident Donald Trump has
approved a major disaster
declaration for Oregon due
to the coronavirus outbreak,
the White House announced
on Sunday.

The declaration orders
federal assistance to aid
state, tribal and local recov-
ery efforts. The order is
backdated to Jan. 20 and
brings to 18 the number of
states with disaster declara-
tions due to the coronavirus.

Gow. Kate Brown
declared a state of emer-
gency on March 8. On March
23, she issued an executive
order directing residents to
stay home to the maximum
extent possible and ordered
the closure of retail busi-
nesses where close personal
contact is difficult to avoid,
such as hair salons, gyms
and theaters.

Brown praised the federal
declaration.

“However, this is far from

everything Oregon needs
from the federal govern-
ment to actively and effec-
tively combat this crisis,”
the governor said in a state-
ment. “We have a number of
significant requests pending
with the federal government,
first and foremost Oregon’s
request for more personal
protective equipment from
the national stockpile.

“In addition, a significant
part of our disaster declara-
tion request was for individ-
ual assistance for all Oregon
counties and tribes —includ-
ing child care assistance, cri-
sis counseling, disaster case
management, disaster legal
services, and disaster unem-
ployment assistance for Ore-
gonians. That request is still
also pending, and would pro-
vide significant relief to Ore-
gon families if approved.”

In other news, iconic
Portland bookstore Pow-
ell’s has rehired some of its
employees to fill an increase
in online orders. Owner and
CEO Emily Powell thanked

the community for its
support.

“Your kind words, mes-
sages of encouragement,
ideas for perseverance, and
orders for books have taken
our breath away,” she said in
a statement.

The company laid off
nearly 400 people on March
17 and shut all five of its
bookstores. Powell said they
have been able to rehire more
than 100 employees with
full-time hours and benefits.

Early Sunday, the Ore-
gon health department said
the state had 548 people test
positive for COVID-19, up
from 479 on Saturday. The
total of 13 deaths remained
the same.

For most people, the coro-
navirus causes mild or mod-
erate symptoms, such as
fever and cough that clear up
in several weeks. For some,
especially older adults and
people with existing health
problems, it can cause more
severe illness, including
pneumonia and death.

Local Army Corps teams

help Idaho plan for

coronavirus patients

WALLA WALLA, Wash. — Teams
from the Walla Walla District office of the
US. Army Corps of Engineers have been
deployed to Boise, Idaho, to help find build-
ings that could be transformed into alterna-
tive health care sites during this COVID-19

pandemic.

The Corps of Engineers announced Friday
that three teams of two people each were sent
to support the state’s emergency management

office.

The teams will also expand Idaho’s ability
to handle an expected increase in patient load,
including the assessment of nominated build-
ings for various health, safety, accessibility
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The Corps is working in partnership

with the local, state and federal response
to mitigate virus exposure and effects, the
announcement stated.

“Our goal is to pinpoint possible alterna-

tive health care facilities in Idaho and iden-
tify those structures that are physically sound
that can care for people, to include running
water, electricity and adequate emergency
service accessibility,” stated Lt. Col. Chris-
tian, Dietz Walla Walla district commander,

in the announcement.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is pre-
pared and ready to respond to natural and
human-made disaster.

When disasters occur, Corps teams and

release.

and utility criteria, according to the release.

other resources are mobilized from across the
country to assist local districts and offices to
deliver a response mission, according to the

— Walla Walla Union-Bulletin
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