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Mystery disease threatens Siberian tiger

Conservationists say an epidemicis destroying the big cats' ability to hunt and driving them to the edge of extinction

by Patrick Evans

A mystery disease is driving the Siberian
tiger to the edge of extinction and has
led to the last animal tagged by conser-
vationists being shot dead in the far east
of Russia because of the danger it posed
to people.

The 10-year-old tigress, known to
researchers as Galya, is the fourth animal

which has had aradio collar attached to

it for tracking purposes to die in the last
10 months. All the animals had been in
contact with a male tiger suspected of
carrying an unidentified disease that
impaired its ability to hunt, “We may be
witnessing an epidemicinthe Amur tiger
population” said Dr Dale Miquelle, the
Wildlife Conservation Society’s (WCS)
Russia director.

Galya had recently abandoned a
three-week-old litter of cubs and come
into the town of Terney looking for an
easy meal, Following a series ofall-night
vigils by researchers, attempts to scare
the tigress away failed. She was reported
to the Primorsky State Wildlife Depart-
ment as an official “conflict tiger”, and
a Russian state wildlife inspector was
called in to destroy it earlier this month,

“This was a tiger that had lost its fear
of humans - typically Amur tigers will
never expose themselves for cbserva-
tion. It was like seeing someone you
know turn into a vampire;,” Miquelle
said,

Scientists are attempting to under-
stand what compromised the tigress’s
ability to capture wild prey, which she
had lived upon almost exclusively since
birth, Her cubs, which were subse-
quently found dead at the den, are likely
to have had their mother’s disease trans-
mitted to them through the placenta.
“Initial necropsy results show an empty
digestive tract, which is highly unusual,
We're still waiting for results of further
tests, but the abnormal behaviour sug-
gests disease, possibly neurological,” saild
Migquelle, “We are extremely concerned
about the possibility of an epidemic that

could be sweeping through this region. -

Animals we have studied extensively,
and known well, have demonstrated
radically changed behaviour, which is
extremely disconcerting”

Weighing only 91kg at death - down
from an estimated 140kg at full health
- the tigress’s death represents the end
of an 11-year lineage of related “study”
tigers, and leaves the WCS'’s Siberian
Tiger Project with no radio-collared
animals for the first time in 18 years.
WCS Russia has tracked more than 60
tigers since the project’s inception in
1992,

Slberlantiger numbers have fallen by 40% in five years. Sickly tigers are now a danger to humans. Photograph by Grant Falnt/Getty
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1 Dale Miquelle, conservationist

In March this year, Miguelle raised | -

the prospect of disease as a potential '
threatto analready endangered Siberian |

- tiger population. WCS Russia reported :

in October 2009 that there had been a
40% decline in numbers sincé the last
full survey in 2005, from 428 to as little
35 252 adult tigers.

Speaking at a conference in Vladi-
vostok, Miquelle said that anything

~

above a 15% mortality rate in adult
females could kill off all Amur tigers.
With around 150 adult females in the
population, any more than 22 deaths of
adult females per year may wipe out the
species. Poaching currently accounts
for about 75% of all Amur tiger deaths,
with 12 to 16 adult females killed annu-
ally by poachers. “We're in a new era
where disease could seriously affect the
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Amur tiger” The Russian draft federal
tiger conservation strategy has recently
been amended to take account of dis-

‘ease, including a section on vaccination

against canine distemper, a viral disease
which is common in the Russian far east
in dgmestic dogs and cats.

“The addition of disease-related
deaths to existing sources of mortality
conld push this population over atipping
point;” said Miquelle,

The federal strategy, which is being
designed by anumber of scientific groups
including WCS Russia, is being prepared
for the first global Tiger Summit due to
take place in $t Petersburg this Septem-
ber. Along with World Bank president
Robert Zoellick, Vladimir Putin is due
to preside over the conference,

'WCS Russia hopes to recommence
the capture of study tigers in Septem-
ber. “We aim to change the focus of why
we study tigers, with a new emphasis on
disease,” sald Miquelle. “The only con-
solation in this grisly process is that, for
once, a serious threat is not originating
from human actions, although even that,
for now, is open to debate.”




