
Black-footed Ferret Recovery Program Review – Disease Steering Committee 
26 February 2021, Breakout Group #2 – Management Considerations & Questions 

 
Participants:  Anne Justice-Allen, Kristy Bly, Danielle Buttke, Rich Chipman, Tom DeLiberto, 
John Eisemann, Kimberly Fraser, Della Garelle, Shaun Grassel, John Hughes, Tina Jackson, 
Travis Livieri, Randy Matchett, and Mike Miller 
 
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 management perspective.  The most salient points raised during the group 
discussion included the following: 
 

1. Identify an overarching goal for a disease monitoring and reporting strategy:  In the 
context of this program review, the overarching goal should be to protect black-footed 
ferret (BFF) populations. 
 

2. Underlying assumption:  If sylvatic plague has been documented at a site, it is likely 
always “there”, and prophylactic management should be pursued if resources permit. 
  

3. Implement a site characterization/sorting scheme:  Participants suggested that BFF 
reintroduction sites should be characterized in terms of size, habitat type (black-tailed, 
white-tailed, or Gunnison’s prairie dog habitat), resources available to undertake 
management activities, and other factors.  Such groupings may help managers to better 
identify monitoring strategies tailored to individual site characteristics.  

 
4. Assess and characterize site resilience:  Managers should assess the resilience of sites 

within the groupings discussed above to better understand the ability of each site to 
withstand disease outbreaks and other abiotic factors; better understanding of these 
factors may help managers to assess the relative risks posed by disease epizootics at each 
site and model potential response scenarios.  Measures of site resilience may include: 

a. Site size 
b. History of disease occurrence 
c. Spatial patterns of disease occurrence 
d. Habitat quality (e.g., forage availability, NDVI values, etc.)  
e. Expected response to climate change 
f. Availability of resources to manage disease 

 
5. Develop monitoring and surveillance strategies:  Managers should develop monitoring 

and surveillance strategies tailored to reintroduction sites using factors 3 and 4 listed 
above.  Strategies should be developed with specific goals in mind, e.g. strategies to 
monitor the effectiveness of disease management strategies vs. strategies designed to 
respond to emergency events (e.g., a sylvatic plague epizootic).  Monitoring and 
surveillance strategies may include, but are not limited to: 



a. Prairie dog activity surveys – driving routes or grid-based surveys to assess 
colony activity levels, indices to assess burrow activity, burrow density estimation 
transects, and aboveground prairie dog counts. 

b.  Periodic BFF biomedical surveys to assess disease presence/absence. 
c. Carnivore seroprevalence to assess presence of sylvatic plague and other diseases, 

with an emphasis on sampling younger animals. 
d. If appropriate for the scope and scale identified for a particular site, assess relative 

vector abundance and presence of disease, e.g. burrow swabbing and/or prairie 
dog trapping with flea combing. 

e. Other measures as appropriate. 
 

6. Development of decision trees to implement disease monitoring and reporting:  Using the 
factors listed above, the BFF Recovery Program should encourage the development of 
decision trees to help reintroduction sites assess and model disease risk, implement 
emergency response actions if necessary, and monitor the effectiveness of actions 
implemented.  Decision trees should provide managers with “go-no go” decision points 
that are tailored to each reintroduction site, largely based on factors 3-5 above.  These 
decision support tools will help managers make decisions in the face of uncertainty and 
should be updated as new information (availability of new plague management tools, 
improved monitoring techniques, etc.) becomes available.  Managers should consult other 
examples of decision support tools employed for disease monitoring in other wildlife 
species (e.g., bighorn sheep, white-nose syndrome in bats), as well as other disciplines 
such as wildland fire management. 

 
Summary:  Group participants felt strongly that decisions related to disease monitoring and 
reporting are should be tailored to individual sites (or groups of sites with similar habitat or 
resilience characteristics) to the greatest extent practicable.  Managers should determine up-front 
if they have the resources to respond to threats posed by disease, and construct decision trees to 
assist in decision-making within a resource-constrained framework.  Monitoring and surveillance 
strategies should be tailored to specific tasks, and may vary depending on the situation (e.g., 
emergency response vs. long-term monitoring).  Repeated use of the decision tree approach 
should reveal patterns that managers can learn from to further refine the use of this tool.   
 
 


