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A r e  A g r i c u l t u r e 
A c t i v i t i e s 
a  C o n c e r n 
f o r  Y u k o n ’ s 
T h i n h o r n  S h e e p 
P o p u l a t i o n s ?

Concerns have been growing about 
transmission of pneumonia-causing 
pathogens from domestic sheep 
and goats to Yukon’s wild thinhorn 
sheep herds. These concerns 
largely stem from serious disease 
and mortality that has occurred, 
and continues to occur, in bighorn 
sheep herds in the US and Canada.   
Sheep and goats are an important 
livestock option for northern 
producers, but the attention on the 
issue of pneumonia in wild sheep 
has led to increased discussion 
among animal health experts, 
interest groups and policy makers.  

Feedback from Yukon’s Agricultural 
Association indicates that farmers 
are looking forward to working with 
concerned individuals, groups and 
departments to develop practices 
that can be implemented to 
eliminate direct contact between 
domestic and wild sheep.

While some groups or individuals 
have suggested that domestic 
sheep and goats should not be 
allowed to be raised in Yukon, 
education and prevention of contact 
is the most effective tool to ensure 
that the domestic sheep and 
goats do not pose a health risk to 
wild thinhorn sheep populations. 
Ensuring separation of wild sheep 
and domestic small ruminants 
is one option to reduce the risk 
of contact between the species. 
Separation fencing, including using 
the use of double fencing or electric 
outrigger fencing around a domestic 
sheep or goat herd may be effective 
in preventing direct contact. 

While less is known about the 
effect of guardian dogs on ensuring 
separation between domestic 

Wild sheep in pen with domestic animals in Dawson area. Photo courtesy of Peter 
Dunbar. 

ruminants and wild sheep, dogs 
provide an additional tool for 
separation. In addition, all of these 
measures have the benefit of 
helping protect domestic animals 
from predators. 

Both time and money are required 
in order to implement any of these 
preventive measures. Funding is 
available to sheep and goat owners 
to help with costs associated with 
keeping livestock separate from wild 
populations. In addition to providing 
funding, the Agriculture branch and 
Animal Health Unit are working with 
farmers in other ways, including:
•  providing information materials; 
•  discussing concerns regarding 

animal health with the agriculture 
industry; 

•  providing support to sheep 
and goat owners on options for 
keeping animals and wild sheep 
safe; and, 

•  visiting farms to work with 
producers  to develop 
management strategies. 

Why is disease transmission a 
concern?
Yukon has the largest population 
of wild thinhorn sheep in 
Canada. This iconic species is 
part of Yukon’s landscape and 
holds great environmental and 
commercial value. Wild sheep 
have little resistance to bacteria 
and viruses found in otherwise 

healthy domestic sheep and goats. 
Although pneumonia has not been 
detected in Yukon’s wild thinhorn 
sheep populations to date, there is 
concern that these herds may be 
vulnerable to pathogens transmitted 
from domestic sheep and potentially 
goats. 

Thinhorn sheep appear to be 
susceptible to the pathogens 
that cause pneumonia. While 
pneumonia outbreaks like those 
seen in bighorn sheep herds have 
not been documented in wild 
thinhorn herds, this may be partly 
due to the limited exposure of wild 
thinhorn sheep to domestic small 
ruminants to date. 

When wild sheep come into 
contact with domestic sheep and 
goats, there is a risk of pathogen 
transmission that can result in 
disease. It may only take one 
interaction to cause serious impacts 
to wild herds. Wild sheep herds that 
survive a pneumonia outbreak may 
continue to experience very poor 
health and poor lamb survival for 
decades, resulting in a significant 
decline to populations. Pathogens 
can spread between wild herds 
even with minimal contact between 
them.
Continued on page 5...
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You leave your role having worked 
with the Agriculture Industry Advisory 
Committee to scope out the issues for 
an agriculture policy review. What were 
the biggest hurdles and wins from our 
2006 Yukon Agriculture Policy? 

Land use and subdivision. These 
issues will always be there and you 
will just have to keep up with the 
curve balls as they are thrown at 
you. Each new policy takes a stab 
at addressing these issues but they 
evolve over time. 

The Agriculture branch has a healthy 
and strong relationship with our 
agriculture industry,  do you have 
any thoughts on why this is and what 
worked best when engaging with 
Yukon’s agriculture community? 

Making ourselves accessible 
and useful. The great thing about 
agriculture is that provincial and 
territorial governments offer 
extension services to the industry. 
Other government departments 
would be well advised to 
develop similar services if they 
want meaningful input from the 
stakeholders they work with. 

In your opinion and experience what 
are the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and/or threats faced by 
Yukon agriculture at this time? 

As the industry develops, new 
opportunities arise all around 
it. There is local market share 
available for most agri-food 
products that can be grown or 
raised here. The constraints are 
often the same things that are 
our opportunities – distance from 
other production areas, socio-
economic and environmental 
factors and the whole local 
food movement that Yukoners 
embrace. The size of the local 
market will keep the industry 
focused on small-scale and 
sustainable farming practices.

Agriculture and Thinhorn Sheep Concerns continued...

The crux of this concern is two-fold.  Domestic sheep or goats may carry 
harmful pathogens that cause pneumonia but may not show any symptoms 
of disease. This may lead livestock owners to assume that their animals 
do not pose a risk to wild sheep, providing a false sense that “my animals 
are healthy and would not present a problem to wild populations”. Although 
there are tests available to determine if domestic sheep and goats are 
carrying some of the pathogens of concern, these tests only indicate if 
the animal is shedding the organism at the time of testing, and does not 
provide enough information to determine if an animal is completely free of 
the pathogens. However, testing domestic livestock may help us learn more 
about the health of domestic sheep and goats in Yukon and this information 
could be useful to develop disease prevention strategies. 

The second challenge is that wild sheep do not only stay at high elevations 
on Yukon mountains.  Although they do prefer the refuge of the rugged 
landscape, wild sheep are known to wander beyond mountain tops and are 
found in other habitats close to agricultural properties, including valleys. The 
roaming behavior of wild sheep indicates that a large area of Yukon should 
be considered potential sheep habitat.  This adds to the concern that there 
is a risk for interaction between domestic and wild animals.

Please contact the Agriculture branch or Animal Health Unit for more 
information and to discuss options on what you can do to be good neighbors 
to wild sheep.  Help spread information about this issue by sharing this 
article with other Yukoners and sheep and goat owners to facilitate good 
agriculture practices and sustainable strategies. Keep them separate. Keep 
them safe.

We all have a retirement wish list, what 
are you looking forward to?  

I’m looking forward to working for 
myself again. There’s a lot less 
process to follow before I get to 
make a decision.

Any parting words? 

Just a word of thanks to all of you 
that have made my 20-plus years 
of public service such an enjoyable 
experience. See you around.

Contacts: 
Agriculture Branch

Matthew Larsen
Grazing Management Coordinator
mathew.larsen@gov.yk.ca
867-667-5838 

Animal Health Unit
Jane Harms, DVM, MVSc, PhD, Dipl. ACVP

Program Veterinarian
jane.harms@gov.yk.ca
867-667-8663

Photo: Tony on a farm tour for the 
Local Food Strategy in Dawson at 

Kokopellie Farm with 
Otto Muehlbach.


