
Deadly Interactions:  
Disease transmission between domestic sheep/goats and bighorn sheep 

Historically, bighorn sheep were widespread and abundant in the steep terrain of western North America 
before near extinction at the turn of the 20th century.  Work to restore these majestic animals has been 
underway for the past 100 years. Currently the biggest threat to bighorn sheep is a deadly pneumonia 
caused by a bacteria carried by  domestic sheep and goats.  

   Recent research has identified Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae (M.ovi) as the bacteria that triggers 
pneumonia outbreaks in bighorn sheep. Healthy domestic sheep and goats commonly carry M.ovi, but if 
bighorn sheep are infected, it may kill up to 80% of a herd within months.  
 
Some adult bighorn ewes may survive an outbreak and become immune. Unfortunately, their newborn 
lambs are susceptible, so repeated pneumonia outbreaks can occur every year. For example, most lambs 
perish every year in a southeast Washington herd, even 20 years after the disease outbreak. A single 
contact between bighorn sheep and domestic sheep and goats can trigger an outbreak.  
 

For more information, contact: Jared Oyster  
(Bighorn Sheep Biologist- WDFW)  509-892-1001 x313  
jared.oyster@dfw.wa.gov  
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Do you own sheep/goats near 
bighorn sheep?  

John Kanta  www.bighornhealth.org Running wolf nature photography 

What can you do to help? 
To prevent pneumonia, bighorn sheep must be kept separate from their 
domestic cousins. Despite much research, there is currently no effective 
treatment or vaccine, but there are things you can do to help:   
 1. Go M.ovi-free – M.ovi status is determined by testing nasal swabs from your 
     animals. If your herd is M.ovi-free make sure that they do not interact with 
     other herds.  
2. Replace animals – If your herd is NOT M.ovi-free, replace them with  animals 
     that are, or consider raising livestock other than sheep or goats. 
 3. Fencing – Secure fencing is crucial to maintain separation with bighorn    
     sheep. Double-fencing can  also help prevent contact with domestic sheep  
     and goats.  
4. Report –  Please call the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife if you  
    see bighorn sheep in an area that risks contact with sheep or goats or vice  
    versa. Quick action can prevent a deadly outbreak of pneumonia.  

All of these options are voluntary, however sheep and goat 
owners  play a big role to help preserve Washington’s 
bighorn sheep as part of our historic wildlife legacy.  
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