
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
   

4130 Adventure Trail 
Rapid City, SD  57702 

 

(605) 394-2391 
 

Wildinfo@state.sd.us 
 

For more information visit: 
 

http://gfp.sd.gov/hunting/big-game/big-horn-sheep.aspx 
 

http://www.bighornhealth.org/ 
 

www.wildsheepworkinggroup.com 

IF YOU SEE BIGHORN SHEEP 
IN CLOSE PROXIMITY TO 

DOMESTIC SHEEP OR GOATS 
PLEASE CONTACT THE SOUTH 

DAKOTA GAME, FISH AND 
PARKS IMMEDIATELY 

BIGHORN SHEEP 
DISEASE MANAGEMENT 

AND RISK 

Disease is the number one limiting 
factor to bighorn sheep population 

growth in South Dakota. 

Domestic sheep and goats can 
pass pathogens to bighorn sheep 
that cause pneumonia which can 

kill as much as 75-100% of a 
bighorn sheep herd.  

 

 

How long does pneumonia stay in a 
population that has been infected?   It 
appears that bighorn sheep populations can stay 
infected with M. ovi for variable periods, ranging 
from a few years to more than a decade.  Why this 
amount of time populations remain infected is so 
highly variable is a major focus of current 
research. If researchers can understand the 
factors that lead to some populations recovering 
quickly, we may be able to devise interventions to 
help infected populations recover quicker. 

What tools are available right now to 
prevent bighorn sheep pneumonia? 

The most important tool that wildlife managers 
have is prevention of contact between bighorn 
sheep and domestic sheep and goats. This 
prevention measure is based on strong scientific 
evidence that when bighorn sheep and domestic 
sheep and goats come into direct contact, 
pneumonia outbreaks frequently occur in bighorn 
sheep.  

 Recommendations to private 
landowners with domestic sheep or 
goats include: 
 
 Support separation and minimize 

range overlap between domestics 
and bighorn sheep. 

 
 Promptly report observed or 

imminent association between 
domestic sheep or goats and wild 
sheep. 

 
 Implement best management 

practices to prevent straying by 
domestic sheep or goats. 

 
 Contact SDGFP to discuss options 

to minimize or eliminate any risk. 
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Distribution of occupied and potential bighorn sheep areas in South Dakota 

 

 
 

   
   
 

BIGHORN SHEEP MANAGEMENT IN SOUTH DAKOTA 
CURRENT STATUS 
Population surveys conducted during the winter of 2012/2013 estimated between 275-300 bighorn sheep in the 
state, of which approximately 200 are considered huntable. Bighorn sheep in South Dakota are distributed in 
approximately 4 main herds (See Map Above): 1) Rapid City, 2) Elk Mountain, 3) Custer State Park, and 4) 
Badlands National Park. 
 
In addition, wildlife managers have identified and are currently evaluating potential bighorn sheep areas in South 
Dakota.  Based upon habitat suitability models and field observations, these potential sites include areas near 
Deadwood, Angostura Reservoir, and Hells Canyon.  Prior to any reintroduction of bighorn sheep, topics such as 
urban interactions, vehicle collisions, habitat and forage quality assessments, and range overlap with domestic 
sheep and goats must be considered. 

What causes pneumonia in bighorn 
sheep? 
There is supportive evidence that the bacterium 
Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae (M. ovi) predisposes 
bighorn sheep to pneumonia. Once a bighorn 
sheep is infected with M. ovi, bacteria that 
normally live in its nose, throat, or gut can descend 
into the lungs and cause pneumonia. Therefore, 
ultimately, many different bacteria cause 
pneumonia, but most of these bacteria are usually 
harmless and would not cause disease without M. 
ovi first predisposing bighorn sheep to lung 
infections. 
 
What does the fact that multiple 
bacteria, in the presence of M. ovi, can 
cause pneumonia mean for treatment? 
The fact that so many other microbes may be 
involved complicates delivering treatment for this 
disease. A variety of antibiotics have been tried in 
the face of bighorn sheep pneumonia outbreaks, 
with little success.  There is currently no treatment 
or cure for pneumonia in bighorn sheep. 
 
Where did bighorn pneumonia come 
from? 
 
People have known about the disease since the 
1900s, but progress in identifying the causative 
agent has been slow.  Domestic sheep and goats 
that occur in or around bighorn sheep habitat 
introduce pneumonia to wild sheep. Inadvertent 
risks to bighorn sheep frequently occur from 
smaller domestic sheep or goat operations, hobby 
herds, and farm flocks on small-acreage lands. 
Bighorn sheep are a highly social animal, and 
attraction to domestic sheep and goats commonly 
occurs, especially during estrus periods. 
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