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Project Title: No. 9: Viruses in long-tailed ducks (Clangula hyemalis) molting in the
Beaufort Sea

Principal Investigators: J. Christian Franson, USGS, National Wildlife Health Center
6006 Schroeder Road, Madison, W1 53711, chris_franson@usgs.gov; Tuula Hollmén,
Alaska SealL ife Center, P.O. Box 1329, Seward, AK 99664,
tuula_hollmen@alaskasealife.org; Lee F. Skerratt, University of Wisconsin, Madison and
USGS, National Wildlife Health Center, 6006 Schroeder Road, Madison, W1 53711.

Partners: USGS, BP Exploration (AK) Inc. on behalf of Prudhoe Bay Unit owners.

Project Description: Breeding populations of long-tailed ducks (Clangula hyemalis)
have declined in Alaska since the 1970s. The identification of causes of mortality is
critical to an understanding of the population declines, but little information is available
regarding infectious diseases that may affect this species. During the summer of 2000, a
die-off occurred in long-tailed ducks molting in the Beaufort Sea and laboratory
evaluation of tissues from carcasses collected at the mortality site resulted in the isolation
of an adenovirus. Antibodies to the virus were found in a high percentage of long-tailed
ducks trapped near the mortality site, but few ducks at a reference area. We are
collecting
serum samples and cloacal swabs from long-tailed ducks in the Beaufort Sea to follow
year-to year changes in the status of the virus in the population.

Objectives: The objectives of this study are to: (1) Determine the prevalence of the
adenovirus in molting long-tailed ducks based on virus isolation from cloacal swabs and
serum antibodies to the virus; (2) Identify any cases of mortality associated with the
virus; (3) Determine the pathogenicity of the virus; and (3) Develop a polymerase chain
reaction (PCR) test for the virus.

Preliminary Results: Seroprevalence of the virus in 2001 at the two Beaufort Sea study
sites was 20% at Flaxman, where mortality occurred in 2000, and 0% at Bodfish, the
reference area. Virus was isolated from cloacal swabs of 6% of long-tailed ducks from
Flaxman (n = 67) and 0% at Bodfish (n = 39). In 2000, when the mortality event
occurred at Flaxman, live virus was present in about 50% of the long-tailed ducks from
that location, compared with 6% at Bodfish. Seroprevalence in 2000 was 86% at
Flaxman and 10% at Bodfish. In an experimental study, mallards that were infected with
the virus developed mild intestinal lesions.

Project Status: In 2002, cloacal swabs and/or blood samples were collected from 215
(146 males, 69 females) molting long-tailed ducks at the two study sites and in 2003,
cloacal swabs and/or blood were collected from 24 (14 males, 10 females) long-tailed



ducks at the Flaxman study area. In 2004, paired serum and cloacal swabs were collected
from 48 (28 females and 20 males) long-tailed ducks at the Flaxman study area. Testing
of field samples will continue in 2004 and 2005.



