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Brief Communication

YERSINIA PSEUDOTUBERCULOSIS INFECTION IN CAPTIVE
BLACK GROUSE (TETRAO LYRURUS) AND WILLOW

PTARMIGAN (LAGOPUS L. LAGOPUS)

Tetraonids have been kept in captivity at the Department of
Arctic Biology, University of Tromse, from 1972 and up till now.
In the autumn of 1977 a Y. pseudotuberculosis infection appeared
among the black grouse and willow ptarmigan. At that time the
stock comprised 10 black grouse, 200 willow ptarmigan and 3
capercaillies (Tetrao urogalIus) . The disease first occurred
among 7 juvenile black grouse. They were kept together on the
ground in a 3 )< 5 X 2 m cage and were fed concentrates sup­
plemented with blueberry plants (Vaccinium myrtiIJus) and
willow (Salix spp.). During the period 7th to 22nd September
all of them died.

In 3 neighbouring cages of the same type were kept 20 juve­
nile willow ptarmigan, 2 adult black grouse and 3 adult caper­
caillies, respectively. The willow ptarmigan were used in a social
hierarchy study, and from 7th October to 26th November 6 of
them died due to Y. pseudotuberculosis infection. The birds that
died were all belonging to the lower class in the social hierarchy.

The rest of the ptarmigan were kept in 0.9 X 0.9 X 0.9 m
cages, 1-3 birds in each, with wire mesh floor. Only 1 of these
birds, a juvenile, strongly inbred male died from Y. pseudotuber­
culosis infection.

The signs were anorexia, emaciation and lethargy. At necrop­
sy yellow-greyish nodules of varying size were seen in the liver
(4/14) , spleen (4/14), lungs (3/14), kidneys (3/14), heart
(1/14), pancreas (1/14), cerebellum (1/14) and small intestine
(1/14). Histological examination revealed fibrosis in the pan­
creas and myocardium of 2 birds.

From tracks in the snow it could be deduced that the infec­
tion most probably was introduced by voles visiting the ptarmi­
gan feed and water trays. The disease was largely restricted to
juvenile birdt kept in flocks on the ground. These birds were
probably submitted to a heavier infection, and were possibly
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immunologically debilitated by a stressful social situation
(Myhre et al. 1981) compared to the rest of the stock.

Y. pseudotuberculosis occurs in a variety of vole species, and
also in lemmings (Lemus lemus) (Wetzler 1973). Willow ptar­
migan production is consequently low after crashes in the micro­
rodent population (Hagen 1952) . One may ask whether pseudo­
tuberculosis might be a direct link in this interplay. Studies on
ptarmigan population dynamics give. however, no support to this
hypothesis (Watson &: Moss 1979).
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