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 The bighorn / domestic sheep conflict revolves around the 
concern that domestic sheep might transmit pneumonia-
associated bacteria to bighorn sheep, which might be fatal 
to bighorns.

 Bighorn sheep naturally have various strains of 
pneumonia-causing bacteria in their respiratory tracts, 
even if they have no contact with domestic sheep

 Other species of wildlife (deer, elk, mountain goats) also 
have pneumonia-associated bacteria in their respiratory 
tracts.

 When the pneumonia-associated bacteria overwhelms the 
bighorns’ system, it can cause fatal pneumonia (similar to 
shipping fever in livestock)



 Foreyt commingling studies forced bighorn sheep in 
enclosed pens with domestic sheep – most bighorns 
died

 Intranasal – intratracheal injections of  high doses of 
pneumonia-associated bacteria (from domestic sheep) 
into bighorn sheep resulted in the death of bighorns.  



 Wildlife biologists/bighorn advocates use these 
“studies” to advance their opinion that contact 
between domestic and bighorn sheep is nearly always 
fatal to bighorn sheep.

 Domestic sheep industry points out that forced 
contact between the species in an enclosure is not 
indicative of what happens on the open range

 Overwhelming with bighorn’s respiratory system with  
high doses of pneumonia-associated bacteria is also 
not indicative of open range conditions

 Consequently, the debate continues to rage on



 Polymicrobial (more than 1 bacteria involved)

 Multifactorial (the presence of the bacteria in BHS 
alone DOES NOT = disease/death)

 Other contributing factors that may stress the 
bighorn’s system and predispose them to developing 
pneumonia:  weather, poor nutrition, poor health 
(parasites, etc), predation, poor habitat, capture 
myopathy

 Pneumonia and pathogen transmission in bighorn 
sheep is still a poorly understood disease phenomenon





 Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae (M ovi)
 **Very hard to culture and most likely missed in early 

studies**

 Pateurellaceae
 Manheimia haemolytica

 Bibersteinia trehalosi

 Multocida

 Anaerobic bacteria

 Other aerobic bacteria



 Over the years, there have been bighorn die-offs that 
have occurred in proximity to domestic sheep

 However, there have also been bighorn die-offs that 
occurred when no domestic sheep have been present

 Forced contact of the two species would never occur in 
open range grazing conditions



 Pneumonia-associated bacteria is only viable for a 
short period of time outside the respiratory tract

 Transmission of pneumonia-associated bacteria
 “Nose to nose NOT ridge to ridge”  Dr. Sri

 2017-2018 M ovi detected in whitetail deer (mid-west), 
mule deer (NM),  bison (MT), moose & caribou (AK)

 M ovi is endemic in some bighorn herds across the 
West.  Bighorn herds can pose a threat to other 
bighorn herds, if they have different pathogens.



 The degree of risk of potential pathogen 
transmission, from domestic sheep to bighorn 
sheep, in open range grazing conditions, is 
unknown.

 Dosage requirements, disease threshold, infection 
rate, impacts of other factors (stress, nutrition, 
etc) that cause respiratory outbreaks in bighorns.



 The epicenter of the attack on domestic sheep grazing 
has been the Payette National Forest in Idaho

 Bighorns transplanted to HCNRA and Lostine River

 Transplants came from Canada, paid for by FNAWS

 Initially  very successful

 Lostine River herd contacted domestic sheep in 1981 
and had a die-off in 1982 (not all BHS died)

 Lostine River herd begins increasing and 4 rams are 
transplanted into the HCNRA bighorn herd.  80% died 
and no known contact with domestic sheep



 Written and verbal assurances from the USFS, Idaho 
Dept. of F&G, Oregon Dept. of F&W, and Washington 
DOW that agencies would assume responsibility for 
bighorn losses and potential, future pathogen 
transmission without adversely impacting existing 
domestic sheep operators.



 2007 lawsuit filed to stop all sheep grazing on the 
Payette for the 2007 grazing season

 Grazing was allowed to continue 2007 – 2009 while 
supplemental EIS developed

 2008 IWGA file lawsuit against USFS for violating 
FACA and excluding sheep industry input – won 
lawsuit in 2009

 2010 Payette forest supervisor issues decision that 
removes 69% of the sheep grazing on the Payette over 
a 3 year period



 In 2010, USFS issues internal memo indicating the intent to 
export the Payette Principles to other forests across the 
West

 In 2012, IWGA, CWGA, WWGA file lawsuit against USFS 
over the Payette decision (failing to use best available 
science-ARS data-faulty modeling techniques for risk 
analysis)

 March 2014, semi-retired, 80 year old Judge Tashima rules 
against the sheep industry

 The sheep industry appealed the ruling and lost; despite 
the fact that one of the judges acknowledged that the 
points outlined by our attorney were correct.



 Immediately following the District Court ruling 
against domestic sheep industry, USFS Intermountain 
Region (Utah, Nevada, parts of Wyoming, Idaho) 
announces bighorn / domestic sheep risk assessment 
analysis 



 May 2014 Draft EA for Weminuche Landscape Grazing 
Analysis

 Despite acknowledging that the landscape is in 
generally good condition

 Despite acknowledging that existing conditions show 
50 data points are meeting desired conditions, and 
only 3 are not

 Despite acknowledging that there has been no bighorn 
die-offs of indigenous herds in the San Juan NF (only a 
die-off in a transplanted herd in the 1988)



 Incredibly, the Weminuche EA recommended closure 
of remaining  vacant allotments and a sunset clause to 
ultimately eliminate the remaining active allotments



 USFS lacks statutory authority to sunset grazing 
allotments

 Inconsistent with existing collaborative efforts
 Stakeholder MOU with CPW, CDA, CWGA, BLM, USFS

 2012 WAWFA mapping project with BLM, USFS

 Violates NEPA

 Failure to consult with USDA Ag Research Service

 False assumption that contact with or proximity to 
domestic sheep automatically results in disease 
transmission to bighorn sheep – FLAWED SCIENCE



 USFS abuses the “species viability clause” in its “zero 
tolerance” policy towards domestic sheep grazing

 Fails to meet the Best Available Science Criteria of the 
ESA

 Doesn’t identify the limitations of the science relied 
upon

 Risk Assessment and Risk of Contact Tool inadequate 
at best

 Fails to explore relevant scientific questions



 Violates Data Quality Act (DQA) and Office of 
Management and Budget Guidelines (OMB)
 Implementing agencies are required to ensure and 

maximize the quality, objectivity, utility, and integrity of 
information disseminated by federal agencies

 Violates March 9, 2009 Presidential Memorandum
 Sets forth principles “for ensuring the highest level of 

integrity in all aspects of the executive branch’s 
involvement with scientific and technological 
processes.”

 Clearly biased against continued domestic sheep 
grazing



 Insufficient economic analysis

 Climate change issues are outside the scope of the EA

 Implementation would be arbitrary and capricious



 Weminuche resulted in EIS with boundary 
adjustments, and more demands on permittees

 Snow Mesa EA, GMUG ( ROC model)

 Continual and escalating pressure from Wild Sheep 
Foundation, Rocky Mountain Bighorn Society, 
WildEarth Guardians, Western Watersheds Project 

 MOU renewal – CPW, CDA, CWGA, FS, BLM

 Statewide working group / Southwest Sheep Solutions




