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Background
The black-footed ferret (ferret) is considered the rarest mammal in North America, one of the
rarest in the world, and was one of the first species to be listed as endangered under the
Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973.

The ferret was close to extinction and at one period in time (the late 1970's and early 80's) the
species was considered to be extinct. A small population was discovered in 1985 near Meeteetse,
Wyoming. This remnant population was experiencing significant declines due to canine
distemper and sylvatic plague. In 1986 and 1987, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)
captured 18 wild individuals remaining at Meeteetse for captive breeding and species
preservation. These ferrets have become the seed population for all subsequent captive breeding
and recovery efforts. The present captive population is the source for ferrets released in the wild.
Colorado is one of eight states involved with the recovery of the species through reintroduction.

The Colorado State Legislature approved the reintroduction of ferrets into northwest Colorado on
April 18, 2000 (HB 1314). Annual fall releases of ferrets into Coyote Basin and Wolf Creek,
Colorado (north of Rangely) began in 2001. 252 animals have been released from 2001-2009
into Wolf Creek. Eight ferrets were released in 2001 on the Colorado side of Coyote Basin. Since
the majority of Coyote Basin is in Utah, ferrets in that area have been monitored and managed by
Utah Division of Wildlife Resources (UDWR).

The ferret reintroduction has not affected beneficial use of water or the impairment of private
land uses (see HB1314). The majority of the WolfCreek Management Area (WCMA) is on
public lands. Efforts such as monitoring and reintroductions on private lands within WCMA
have had the support and permission oflandowners. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS)
did designate this area as "experimental, non-essential". This "10j" designation under ESA gives
the agencies considerable flexibility in managing the reintroduced ferrets and alleviates private
landowners concerns about possible land use restrictions that would otherwise apply under ESA.

The reintroduction of ferrets into its former range in northwest Colorado and northeast Utah has
been a cooperative effort between the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), the Colorado
Division of Wildlife (CDOW), FWS, and UDWR.

Monitoring of ferrets, particularly in the WCMA, is extremely challenging. The WCMA has
unique challenges with regard to monitoring due to rolling terrain dominated by shrubs,
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predominantly sagebrush, and intersected with deeply entrenched arroyos. In addition, the
WCMA is large, containing approximately 52,000 acres within which 20,000 acres of prairie dog
habitat is scattered. Management of the area by BLM restricts travel to designated roads. The
size, type of terrain, and limited access hampers the ability to thoroughly monitor ferret
populations. In addition, ferrets are nocturnal and are rarely above ground. They reside in prairie
dog burrows and are dependent upon prairie dogs as their food source. Typically, the primary
means of monitoring is through spotlighting and snow-tracking.

Goal
To release sufficient numbers of black-footed ferrets into the WCMA to establish a pre-breeding
population of at least 20 adults by the fifth breeding season following the 2001 release.

Current Status
Coordinated spotlight surveys are conducted twice a year, once in the spring, and again in the fall.
Additional spotlight surveys were conducted by BLM staff periodically throughout the summer
and fall. The 2009 minimum year end population was 1 individual, a 2-year-old male. This is
down dramatically from the 2008 year-end minimum population of 13 individuals (2 males, 9
females, 2 unknown).

Reintroduction
Reintroduction of ferrets into Colorado began in 2001 in two separate areas - Coyote Basin and
WolfCreek. To date, a total of252 ferrets have been released into WolfCreek and 8 into Coyote
Basin. Reintroductions have occurred each fall since 2001 in Wolf Creek. Seven kits and 6
adults were released in the WCMA in October and November, 2008. However, a plague epizootic
within the prairie dog population in Wolf Creek was discovered during the summer of 2008,
which coincides with the reduction in detected ferrets during our surveys. The epizootic
continued during summer 2009, and the BLM and CDOW have taken measures to reduce the
impact to prairie dogs and ferrets. This epizootic is likely the cause ofthe reduction in the ferret
population. As a result, we declined to accept any captive-bred ferrets for future release within
the WCMA in 2009. Future allocation requests will be dependent on 2010 disease surveillance,
and ferret and prairie dog population monitoring.

2009 Monitoring Activities and Results

• A pre-breeding spotlight survey was conducted April 13, 14 and 20-22,2009. A total of
14 people participated during the five night survey resulting in 257 spotlight hours.
Surveyors identified four individual ferrets (1 male, 3 females); three of these individuals
were observed on multiple nights. The male and one of the females were captive raised and
released in 2007. One female was captive raised and released in 2006. The other female wild born
in 2007. All ferrets were found in Hay Barn Colony while spotlighting on foot which is different
from years past when the majority were found from vehicles.

• Surveys by BLM staff continued throughout the summer. One ferret (female) was found
in May, 1 (male) in June, and 0 in July. All ferrets had been previously found during the
spring survey. However, it should be noted that these efforts were far less intensive than
the spring and fall surveys.

• An intensive, post-breeding spotlighting survey to document reproduction was conducted
by multiple agencies over 10 days from August 30 to September 9, 2009. Thirty-three
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people participated in the survey, logging in 508 hours of survey time. Despite intensive
efforts, no ferrets were detected during the survey period.

• Continued survey effort by BLM and CDOW staff in November resulted in finding one
male ferret that had been found in previous spring and summer surveys.

2009 Habitat Evaluation/Monitoring + Results

• There was no habitat evaluation (prairie dog transecting) done this past year either in WolfCreek
or in Snake John, primarily due to a lack of seasonal field help stemming from our hiring freeze.

• We intend to conduct transects in WCMA and Snake John in 2010.

2009 Disease Monitoring, Management, and Research

• As part of the ColoradolUtah ferret reintroduction protocol, disease surveillance is
conducted annually in the WolfCreek, Coyote Basin and Snake John Reef management
areas. Disease monitoring in 2009 consisted of sampling fleas from prairie dog burrows
in May, July and September. Animal carcasses were opportunistically collected in and
around the WCMA from April to September 2009. Preliminary findings are below with
additional results pending further laboratory analysis.

o During the 3 monitoring sessions at the WCMA in 2009 approximately 3500
fleas were collected from over 1500 burrows and combined into 672 pools for
laboratory testing. To date, the presence of Y pestis (plague) DNA was detected
in 72 of these flea pools. Sampling at Coyote Basin yielded approximately 200
fleas from over 250 burrows and at Snake John Reef approximately 130 fleas
were collected from 180 burrows. To date, there is no evidence of plague in the
fleas collected from the Coyote Basin or Snake John Reef management areas.

o Thirteen white-tailed prairie dog carcasses were collected in the WCMA from
April to August 2009 and disease tested. Ten carcasses tested positive for plague,
while 3 were negative. All 10 of the plague positive carcasses were collected
within black-footed ferret habitat.

o The discovery of plague positive fleas and carcasses within the WCMA in 2008
marked the beginning of a CDOW and BLM disease management project to limit
the impact of the plague epizootic on the ferret population. A powdered
insecticide was applied to prairie dog burrows in an attempt to control the
infected flea population and slow or stop the transmission of the disease. In the
fall of2008 prairie dog burrows on 369 hectares of habitat were treated, an
additional 471 hectares were treated in the spring of2009. To evaluate the
effectiveness of the flea control 348 white-tailed prairie dogs were captured and
all fleas were collected for laboratory testing. To date, plague positive fleas were
collected from 16 prairie dogs, all of which were captured on non-treated areas.
All prairie dogs were released at the site of their capture after sampling. The flea
control appears to have been effective as the prairie dog population in the treated
area appears to remain at high to moderate density while populations on adjacent
non-treated habitat have declined dramatically. Additionally, all 10 plague
positive prairie dog carcasses were found in the non-treated areas.

o In 2009 two CDOW research projects investigating plague control and
management were begun in the WCMA. The evaluation of the effectiveness of
flea control to manage plague and collaboration with the USGS National Wildlife
Heath Center using a biomarker to measure consumption of an experimental bait
for delivery ofa future oral plague vaccine will continue in 2010.
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Upcoming Efforts - 2010

• Habitat evaluations will be conducted in the spring/summer of 20 10 (prairie dog
transects) in WCMA and in the Colorado side of Snake John Reef.

• Both pre-breeding (spring) and post-breeding (fall) spotlighting surveys will be
conducted to monitor ferret populations.

• Disease monitoring by burrow swabbing for fleas as well as collection of dead (i.e. road
kill) carnivores and visual count and small mammals surveys will continue.

• Release offerrets in Colorado did not occur in the Fall of2009, however, 10 captive-bred
ferrets were released in Snake John (Utah) in OctoberlNovember. A majority of the
Snake John ferret habitat is in Utah, but a portion does extend into Colorado and is
contiguous with the highway 40 corridor to Wolf Creek. Ferrets occupy the Utah portion
of Snake John, but occupancy in the Colorado side was unknown until CDOW found a
ferret skull just south of Dinosaur, Colorado during the spring survey.

• Field support will continue for the ferret resource selection study, the evaluation of flea
control, as well as the plague vaccine research.
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