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ABSTRACT Bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis) conservation and management has been plagued
with seemingly unpredictable outbreaks of pneumonia in herds throughout the range of the
species. These disease events can vary from persistent low-level mortality to infrequent
catastrophic all-age die-offs reducing populations by 50-90%. Some populations appear to
recover well from pneumonia events after a period of poor lamb recruitment in subsequent years,
while other populations never seem to regain demographic vigor. Managers routinely sample
affected bighorn herds in an attempt to gain insight into the respiratory pathogens responsible for
die-offs and poor demographic performance, as well as to assess both donor and recipient herds
prior to translocations of animals. Bighorns host a suite of respiratory pathogens and there is
little consensus on the role of these organisms in pneumonia events. We describe an ongoing
collaborative effort to employ standardized field and laboratory protocols to sample respiratory
pathogens in bighorn herds throughout Montana and Wyoming. The sampled herds occupy
diverse ecological settings with varying management histories, demographic attributes, and
histories of pneumonia. These data will be used to explore potential correlations between
respiratory pathogens detected in each herd and its demographic performance in the years
immediate prior to and after the sampling event.
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