
DOES ENZOOTIC PLAGUE AFFECT BLACK-FOOTED FERRET 

SURVIVAL? 

Marc R. Matchett, USDI Fish and Wildlife Service, Charles M. Russell National Wildlife 
Refuge, P.O. Box 110, Lewistown, MT 59457 

Dean Biggins, U.S. Geological Survey, Fo11 Coll ms Science Center, 2150 Centre Ave., Building C. 

Fort Collins, CO 80525 

Valerie Korcso, USDA Forest Service, Black II ills Nallonal Forest, 2104 North Mamt St, 
Spearfish, SD 57783 

Tonic Rocke, U.S. Geolog1cal Survey, Nat1onal Wildlife I lcalth Center, 6006 Schroeder Road, 

Madison, WI 53711 

Black-footed feJTets (Mustela nigripes) were 11rst reintroduced in Montana in 1994 on the 

UL Bend National Wildlife Refuge and later on the Fort Oelknap Indian Reservation and on 

Bureau of Land Management lands in Phillips ounty. More than 500 ferrets have hl!en 

released and over 250 wild-born kits have been observed. Sixteen ferrets were known alive in 

Montana in October, 2006. Fundamentally, small and fragmented complexes of' black-tailed 

prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) colonies provide limited habitat. Sylvatic plague, caused 

by the bacteria Yersina pestis and vectored by fleas, can cause significant mortality 111 both 

prairie dogs and ferrets. The effects of epizootic plague are often dramatic with near I 00 per­

cent prairie dog mortality across hundreds of acres within weeks, eliminating both prey and 

habitat for feJTets. We hypothesized that enzootic plague, i.e. low, background levels of the 

disease, may also affect feJTet survival. We conducted a manipulative, experimental investiga­

tion utilizing Deltamethrin dust to reduce flea populations and an experimental plague vaccine 

in feJTets. Survival of released fenets and resident wild-born animals was monitored on 

comparable dusted and non-dusted prairie dog colonies. Half of all resident fenets and half of 

all released animals were vaccinated against plague. Results from logistic regression analysis 

of data from 137 ferrets, spanning 222 survival intervals, provided the first direct evidence 

that enzootic plague decreases ferret survival. Plague and maintenance of sufficient habitat 

continue to present significant challenges for recovery of endangered black-footed ferrets. 
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