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TREATMENT OF CAPTIVE GIANT CANADA GEESE

AFFECTED BY AVIAN CHOLERA

JOSEPH G. ZINKL,Ltl JAMES J. HURT,L� JOSEPH M. HYLAND,L� NORM DEY,141

DONALD STUDNICKA� and DYARL D. KINGiJ

Abstract: In the spring of 1975, an epornitic of avian cholera in Nebraska affected
wild waterfowl, common crows (Corvus brachzyr/zync/zos), and a captive flock of
giant Canada geese (Brania canadensis maxima). Measures taken to control the
disease in the captive geese included flushing the water of their pen with fresh well
water, parenteral (50 mg oxytetracycline intramuscularly) and feed (tetracycline
500 g/ton) antibiotic treatment, and removing dead waterfowl and crows from the
pen, and keeping wild waterfowl and crows out of the pen. Other measures taken
to prevent a recurrence of the outbreak included monitoring the area with suscep-
tible sentinel birds and culturing nasal swabs for Pasieurella muliocida. Young
Canada geese and wood ducks (Aix sponsa) raised in the area also were cultured
before release to assure that carriers would not be released into the wild. Presently,
ponds in the pen have been dried up so that the area is less attractive to wild water-
fowl. Swine feeders and waterers that have been modified to discourage their use
by crows are being used to feed and water the geese.

INTRODUCTION

In the spring of 1975, an epornitic of
avian cholera (pasteurellosis) occurred
in waterfowl in south-central Nebraska.
This incident resulted in the death of
20,000 to 25,000 wild waterfowl repre-
senting at least 21 species and 3,000 to
4,000 common crows (Corvus brachy-

rhzynchzos).L�i A breeding flock of captive
giant Canada geese (Branta canadensis

maxima) on the Sacramento-Wilcox
Game Management Area also were af-
fected. This report describes the out-
break in these geese and the procedures
used to diagnose, treat, control and pre-
vent the recurrence of the disease in the
flock.

HISTORY AND TREATMENT

The Nebraska Game and Parks Com-
mission maintains a captive flock of
about 300 giant Canada geese on the
Sacramento-Wilcox Game Mangement
Area in south-central Nebraska. Progeny
from this flock are used for a restoration
program to reestablish this race of geese
in its historic breeding range in the Ne-
braska sandhills. Mortality in the goose
flock was first noted on 28 March when
a dead captive goose was found during

routine collection of eggs from the 45-
acre goose enclosure. A second dead
goose was found on 31 March, but both
mortalities were attributed to stress either
from breeding or a severe storm that
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occurred in the area on 26-27 March,
1975. No association was made between
these mortalities and the presence of dead
and dying crows in and around the
Sacramento-Wilcox Game Management
Area since early March.

Waterfowl mortality at other water
areas in the immediate vicinity was de-
tected during the period of 1 April
through 7 April (described in another
report) L5] and additional mortality oc-
curred within the captive Canada flock
on 5 April (3 geese) and 7 April (5

geese). Because of the severity of this
epornitic in free-flying waterfowl, and
increasing losses among the breeding
flock, the Nebraska Game and Parks
Commission requested assistance from
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s new-
ly formed National Fish and Wildlife
Health Laboratory.

Diagnosis

Five more dead captive geese were
found on the morning of 8 April and
these were examined that night. All were
in excellent physical condition, having
large amounts of subcutaneous and ab-
dominal fat. Gross lesions present in the
liver (necrotic foci), coronary fat (pe-
techial hemorrhages), and myocardium
(hemorrhages), were consistent with a
presumptive diagnosis of avian cholera.8
The following day liver impression
smears from these geese were stained
with Wright’s stain and revealed numer-
ous bipolar rod-shaped bacteria sug-
gestive of Pasteurella sp. Cultures also
were taken for isolation, confirmation
and antibiotic sensitivity. Subsequently
Pasteurelba muhtocida (serotype I) was
isolated confirming the presumptive

diagnosis made at necropsy.

Control

Twelve more dead geese were found on
9 April. As a result, control activities
were initiated within the enclosure. Since
the ponds within the enclosure could be
filled with well water, fresh water was
pumped into them in an attempt to di-
lute Pasteurella contamination already
present. Use of hypochloride treatment
of the pond water was not considered

feasible due to the large volume (about
60 acre-feet) of water to be treated and
the large amounts of organic material
in the water and bottom sediment which
would neutralize much of the chlorine.
Approximately 300 dead wild waterfowl
and 25 dead crows in various states of
decomposition were removed from the
enclosure and burned. Daily pickup of
carcasses was then initiated along with
constant daylight patrol of the perimeter
and harassment of wild birds to keep
them from using the enclosure.

Ten more captive geese died during
the night of 9-10 April and the next
afternoon each captive goose was given
50 mg oxytetracycline intramuscularly.
Tetracycline feeding at 500 g/ton was
initiated on 11 April and a second intra-
muscular injection of SO mg of oxytetra-
cycline was administered to each goose
on 17 April. On each day, 11 April
through 16 April, a single dead captive
goose was found; no deaths occurred
thereafter, but antibiotic treatment of
the feed was continued.

On 29 April, 6 nonbreeding giant
Canada geese were taken from the flock
and put into two pens within the enclo-
sure and fed untreated feed. Since no
birds died, antibiotic treatment of feed
was discontinued on 9 May. On 13 May,
6 white Pekin ducks were put in the
goose enclosure, and on 16 May, S

more geese from an outside source
were also put in the enclosure. None of
these sentinel ducks or geese contrac-
ted avian cholera, therefore, it was felt
that the disease had been elmininated
within the enclosure.

Monitoring

Cultures were taken from a number
of the captive birds prior to any birds
being released into the wild. All were
negative for P. ,nuhtocida. These inclu-
ded nasal cleft swabs of 40 of the bree-
der geese and 15 goslings raised in
a separate area (20 May), representa-
tive young geese to be released into
the wild (16 June and 30 June), and
young wood ducks (A. sponsa) raised in
a separate location on the area. Water
samples taken during May and June also
were negative, but any viable Pasieurella
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present could have been destroyed since
the samples were frozen between the
time of collection and attempted culture
and isolation.

In the fall 1975, the ponds of the area
were allowed to dry and will be refilled
only during the breeding season. Thus,
the breeding enclosure will be less at-
tractive to wild waterfowl. In addition,
swine self-feeders and swine waterers
are being used for feeding and watering
the geese. They were modified by adding
covers and gratings to discourage use
of feed and water by crows. Perhaps
these measures will prevent recurrence
of avian cholera in the geese by pre-
venting contact between them and pos-
sible sources of the bacteria.5

DISCUSSION

Control of this outbreak was accom-
plished by reducing the sources of the
bacteria through dilution and flushing
of water, carcass removal, minimizing
contact with wild birds, and by prophy-
lactic or pre-clinical treatment of sus-

ceptible geese with antibiotics. Oxytetra-
cycline was used for treatment primarily
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