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Wildlife Conservation Society Progress Reports provide you, our generous
supporters, with updates and insights on core conservation activities.
Together, we are securing a future for wildlife and wild places.
WCS saves wildlife and wild places worldwide through science,
conservation action, education, and inspiring people to value nature.
WCS envisions a world where wildlife thrives in healthy lands and seas,
valued by societies that embrace and benefit from the diversity and
integrity of life on earth.
WCS was the first conservation organization with a dedicated team of
wildlife veterinarians and other health professionals deployed around the
world.
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Great Ape and Human Health Intertwined
The recent devastating Ebola epidemic in West
Africa is a chilling reminder that our own health
and that of wild species are inextricably linked. In
the Republic of Congo – another Ebola “hot zone” –
WCS health experts are conducting applied
research to better understand the ecology of the
Ebola virus, with the goal of putting in place
protective measures for both great apes and people.
The hunter-based Wildlife Mortality Monitoring
Network established by WCS’s Great Ape Health
Program a decade ago is a key component of our
work. Historically, Ebola epidemics in this region
have been traced to human contact with wildlife,
usually infected ape carcasses. To help detect
wildlife mortality in a timely fashion, WCS
continues to engage with hunters, who are most
frequently in the forest. Since 2007, WCS has built
a culturally sensitive and trusting relationship with
nearly 1,400 hunters in over 100 remote
communities in high-Ebola-risk regions of northern
Congo.
WCS is also educating hunters and other
community members about Ebola virus and what
behaviors (such as touching or consuming wildlife
carcasses) put them at higher risk of infection. In
return, we ask them to report carcasses of apes and
other wildlife to allow for Ebola virus testing. This
voluntary hunter-based carcass surveillance
network has proven effective in detecting ape and
other wildlife mortality, allowing diagnostic testing
of carcasses and providing critical information for
both Ebola virus ecology studies and for protection
of human health.
By communicating with the Congolese Ministry of
Health throughout the process, this wildlife
surveillance tool also acts as an "early-warning
system" for human health. It is recognized by the
Congolese government and is included in the
official Republic of Congo Ebola Response Strategy.
Given the unprecedented Ebola pandemic in West
Africa, there is a heightened awareness and concern
about Ebola virus across the ape-rich landscapes in
northern Congo. By working to understand the
deadly virus and educating local communities,
WCS is helping to protect both wildlife and humans
from this deadly disease.

WCS veterinarians Dr. Kenneth Cameron and Dr. Alain
Ondzie collecting samples, Republic of Congo. Photo: WCS
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Vaccines for Conservation
While often challenging, the development of interventions to offset the health threats to big cat conservation is a
crucial element of our work, often demanding new and innovative approaches to problems that have
confounded conservationists for years. Earlier this year, WCS hosted the first international Vaccines for
Conservation meeting. The forum brought a
cross-sectoral panel of experts including
ecologists, virologists, veterinarians,
epidemiologists, pharmacologists and
colleagues from industry together to explore
the feasibly of developing a distemper
vaccine for delivery to free-ranging tigers.
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While canine distemper has been known for
many years as an affliction of domestic
dogs, the virus has been appearing in new
areas, causing disease and mortality in a
wide range of species, including tigers and
lions and other highly endangered
carnivores – including the Ethiopian wolf
and African wild dog as well as the blackfooted ferret in North America. In fact, many
experts agree that the virus should no longer
be called “canine distemper virus” given the
diversity of species it infects.

Previous attempts to manage the risk of infectious disease to wild carnivores have mostly focused on domestic
dog vaccination. However, this often fails to prevent infections in threatened species that share the dogs’
environment due to the presence of small wild carnivores that act as an alternative reservoir of infection. The
prospect of controlling an infectious disease in an abundant and wide-ranging wildlife reservoir is remote,
particularly when there is no economic or public health
justification for doing so.

Top 5 Actions

After two days of presentations and intensive debate and
discussion at the Vaccines for Conservation meeting, the
assembled group of experts concluded that the most logical
approach for protecting threatened carnivores from canine
distemper virus may be to target specific vaccines to the
impacted endangered species.
As a very practical output, the meeting has stimulated a
series of collaborative research initiatives, addressing the
critical questions that can take a hypothetical tiger vaccine
from an idea, to a reality. WCS is hoping to host a similar
Vaccines for Conservation forum focused on Great Apes and
Ebola in 2016, resources permitting.

Experts at the Vaccines for Conservation
conference recommended five key
actions to protect endangered wild
carnivores from distemper.
1. Facilitate safe off-label use of
existing vaccines
2. Develop field-friendly, rapid
diagnostic capabilities
3. Enhance disease surveillance in
the field
4. Create networks that share
health data
5. Explore new vaccine
technologies, like oral and
aerosol vaccines
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One Health Underpins Conservation in Afghanistan
For the last 30 years
Afghanistan has
experienced war and civil
unrest, resulting in the
collapse of the health
infrastructure, weak
capacity of health workers,
and non-existent disease
surveillance systems.
The WCS health interface
team in Afghanistan is
promoting sustainable
health initiatives among
local people to help
protect the ecological
integrity of fragile
mountain landscapes
through a One Health
approach.
WCS paravets vaccinate and tag domestic yak to better control the risk of disease
spillover to wildlife, Pamir landscape, Afghanistan. Photo: WCS Afghanistan

This year, we continued to
coordinate and supervise
mass vaccination campaigns of cattle and domestic yak to limit the risk of foot and mouth disease (FMD)
spillover to wildlife, along with preliminary screening of livestock for diseases that may pose a risk to livestock,
wildlife and people. In the Pamir landscape, still home to healthy populations of the endangered Marco Polo
sheep, and a stronghold for the fast disappearing snow leopard, the WCS veterinary team lead by Dr. Stephane
Ostrowski continued to train 12 veterinarians and local paraveterinarians in disease detection and standardized
reporting. Recently, in collaboration with three of these local health workers and over the course of two mass
vaccination campaigns, they immunized more than 3,500 domestic yak and cattle against FMD.
Also, the WCS health interface team together with the Animal Health Development Project in Kabul coorganized a workshop to emphasize the value of a One Health approach in the process of rebuilding health
infrastructure in Afghanistan. The workshop was held in Kabul and was attended by 77 representatives of the
Ministry of Public Health, Ministry of Agriculture, academics, development agencies, civil society stakeholders,
local and national nongovernmental organizations, and international donors.

Mobile Diagnostics Lab
The portability of molecular technology is constantly changing and WCS health experts are
continually working to improve their custom-built mobile molecular diagnostic lab – a lab that can
be deployed around the world to provide near real-time results. This year, molecular biologist, Dr.
Tracie Seimon and her team traveled to the Andes to field-test a solar powered prototype PCR
machine (not yet commercially available) to investigate the feasibility of performing diagnostic tests
in remote, cold, high elevation sites. If tests are successful, this phone-sized device has the potential
to rapidly test for pathogens like Chytrid fungus and canine distemper virus in the field – something
that might otherwise takes months.
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Saving Philippine Forest Turtles from Poachers
In the summer of 2015, the international turtle conservation community was shocked when close to 4,400
illegally harvested turtles were confiscated by authorities in a warehouse raid on the island of Palawan in the
Philippines. Among the approximately 4,000 animals were 3,800 Philippine forest turtles – a critically
endangered species. Prior to this confiscation, their wild population was thought to only be around 2,500.
The turtles were being stored without food
or water in concrete tanks, which caused
ulcerations and wounds to their shells and
legs, in addition to a variety of other
ailments and injuries. A team led by the
Palawan-based Katala Foundation quickly
responded and moved the turtles to the
Palawan Wildlife Rescue and Conservation
Center but there was an urgent need for
veterinary care and proper husbandry.
Along with a consortium of other
conservation groups, WCS veterinarians
responded to the crisis immediately.
The international WCS response team
included Dr. John Sykes, Dr. Ken Conley,
Ihsaan Sebro, Lisa Eidlin, and Dr. Nguyen
Thi Thanh Nga. They brought with them
about 400 pounds of medical supplies and
equipment.
The team spent their days doing physical
exams, administering treatments and
collecting samples to help guide treatment,
among other duties. As individual turtles
responded to treatment and became
stronger, they were released back to the
wild. To minimize the risk of illegal recapture, release sites were chosen in
remote areas that required a unique system
of transportation: water buffalo pulled sleds
filled with crates of turtles through dense
forests to their new freshwater homes.
With the help of WCS veterinarians, nearly
3,000 turtles have been released back into
the wild in Northern Palawan to date, and
the remaining animals continue to receive
care. While the future status of the species
is still very tenuous, this international
response effort truly epitomized the
cohesiveness and dedication of the turtle
conservation community and the
importance of WCS expertise.

Philippine forest turtles at the time of confiscation (top). Photo:
Katala Foundation; WCS veterinarians Dr. John Sykes and Dr. Thi
Thanh Nga collecting blood samples (bottom). Photo: Lisa
Eidlin/WCS
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Finding Room for Both Wildlife and Livestock
Across southern Africa, animal disease
issues negatively impact both wildlife
and people’s livelihoods. The vision of
open wildlife migration routes in the fivenation Kavango Zambezi (KAZA)
Transfrontier Conservation Area (TFCA) is
at odds with thousands of kilometers of
government-maintained veterinary
disease control fencing put in place over
many decades to prevent the transfer of
the foot and mouth disease (FMD) virus
between wildlife and livestock (necessary
for commercial beef export access to
international markets). This fencing is
now a major feature in many parts of the
region.

Elephants in Chobe National Park, Botswana. The success or failure of
transfrontier conservation areas like KAZA has significant implications
for the world’s largest population of elephants. Photo: Mark
Atkinson/WCS

Over decades, these fences have
contributed to the collapse of wildlife
populations by disrupting key migration
paths and blocking access to seasonally
important water and grazing. Rural
communities living in areas with wildlife
are also unable to sell their healthy cattle
to export markets, leaving rural farmers
with few options and eroding support for
conservation.

Over the past five years, WCS’s AHEAD (Animal & Human Health for the Environment And Development)
Program has been working with regional partners to develop scientifically sound, non-fence based approaches to
managing risks from FMD.
This year AHEAD saw a major policy breakthrough. Through the team's efforts in the region and in the halls of
power at the OIE (World Organization for Animal Health) and FAO (Food and Agricultural Organization of the
UN), there is finally the possibility that these new non-fence based approaches (focused on the safe processing of
beef itself) will be progressed and provide a win-win opportunity for both local livelihoods as well as for wildlife
conservation.
In May 2015 the OIE, which provides standards for its 180 member countries related to international trade in
livestock and animal-derived commodities (including beef), updated their international standards making it
possible for African countries with wild species like buffalo that naturally harbor FMD viruses to be able to trade
beef without necessarily requiring the physical separation of wildlife and livestock. While there is now much to
be done to make new quarantine-based value chain approaches to beef production a routine option, this policy
change offers the unprecedented possibility of access to new beef markets for southern African pastoralists as
well as unlocks the potential for restoring migratory movements of wildlife in vast transboundary landscapes.
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Training the Next Generation
WCS health scientists invest heavily in ensuring that there is a well trained next generation of zoo and wildlife
health professionals in the places we work. Recently, WCS helped train veterinary students in Cambodia and
Peru, supporting them as they conduct their thesis research; and in India, WCS is supporting an Indian
veterinarian’s PhD research focused on large wild carnivore health.
Our collaborations with colleagues in Kyrgyzstan has also included professional training. Earlier this year, Dr.
Stephane Ostrowski provided one month of veterinary support and training to a snow leopard conservation team
in the central Tian Shan mountain range of Kyrgyzstan. Practical training and refreshers in capture, chemical
immobilization and emergency procedures – all procedures tested and refined by WCS field veterinary staff –
were provided to team members as well as others working on a related snow leopard project in China.
Closer to home, the Wildlife Health Center
on WCS’s Bronx Zoo Campus is a renowned
teaching and research hospital. Each year,
U.S. and Canadian veterinary and veterinary
technician students train at the Center as part
of their academic course work. Our training
programs offer a depth and breadth of
exposure to varied species and medical,
surgical, and pathology experiences that are
unparalleled by any other residency training
program at zoos, aquariums, or veterinary
schools. Ongoing collaboration with health
colleagues working with tigers in the Russian
Far East also combines mentorship in the
field with training at the Wildlife Health
Center in New York.
Our commitment to developing and training
the next generation of zoological and wildlife
health professionals also extends to
elementary school children. This year, Dr.
Ken Conley and veterinary technician Karen
Ingerman shared their experiences through
talks and mentorships with New York City
area school children interested in careers in
animal science.
Similarly, but for even younger children (ages
8-10), Dr. John Sykes began a hugely popular
program called Little Zoo Vets. This
innovative after-school program provides
children an opportunity to work with
animals and learn about their biology and
conservation, thereby helping raise their
appreciation for wildlife.

The Bronx Zoo offers a variety of research and hands-on training
opportunities to veterinary and veterinary technician students, as
well as clinical and pathology veterinary residents in our training
programs (top). Photo: WCS; WCS veterinarian Dr John Sykes
instructs a Little Zoo Vets student in examining a guinea pig eye
(bottom). Photo: Julie Larsen Maher/WCS
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