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Participants:  Dan Tripp, Tonie Rocke, David Eads, Dan Salkeld, Dave Wagner, Dean Biggins, 
Joe Busch, Joe Hinnebusch, Katie Richgels, Ken Gage, Mike Antolin, Rebecca Eisen 
 
Discussion Summary:  This breakout group discussed the development of standardized measures 
to monitor and report disease occurrence in black-footed ferrets, prairie dogs, and grassland 
ecosystems from a research perspective.  The most salient points raised during the group 
discussion included the following: 
 
1.Evaluate surveillance methods for plague detection in a systematic way.  We recommend the 
design and conduct of a study at BFF sites to compare various methods for plague detection, to 
include windshield surveys for changes in prairie dog activity, swabbing prairie dog burrows for 
fleas to confirm Yersinia pestis presence by PCR, prairie dog capture to test on host fleas for 
Yersinia pestis, carcass searches, carnivore surveys, and possibly release of unvaccinated sentinel 
ferrets.  By evaluating these methods at several different locations, we could determine what is 
most efficient method for detecting plague and whether methods should vary by region or prairie 
dog species.  
 
2. Determine detection probability of Yersinia pestis to calculate sample sizes. Using existing 
flea survey data (burrows and on-host fleas), estimate the detection probability of Yersinia pestis 
to determine required sample sizes and guide survey efforts.  
 
3.  Standardize optimal laboratory protocols for detection of Y. pestis. PCR testing for Yersinia 
pestis should target at least 2 genes – e.g. pla and caF1 or Yp chromosomal gene; both should be 
present to “diagnose” or confirm plague presence.  Flea pools should not exceed 10 fleas each.  
 
3.  Develop standardized methods for Yersinia pestis surveillance. In case of population declines, 
sample at the leading edge of an outbreak.  Collect sufficient flea samples for testing based on 
estimates of detection probabilities.  Collect carcasses where possible, including scavenged 
carcasses or bones, as Yersinia pestis can be detected by PCR in bone marrows.  
 
4.  Don’t discount other causes of mortality that could impact prairie dogs and or BFFs (e.g. 
tularemia, drought, extreme weather events).  Tunnel vision can lead to our missing other factors 
or diseases of importance.  
 
Summary:    
 
 


