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Rare Siberian tigers face a new threat. (Photograph by John Goodrich)

Talking Tigers: Part 8 of a 12-part series

The first signs that something was wrong came in 2000. Gaunt Siberian tigers (Panthera tigris

altaica) began wandering through villages and staggered haltingly across roads in Russia’s Far East.

They were dazed, hungry and boldly unafraid of humans, extremely odd behavior for this secretive,

wary animal.

One of them was a skinny tigress named Galia, an animal that researchers from the Wildlife Conservation

Society had outfitted with a satellite collar. After several failed attempts to capture her, she was shot by

police. Her three cubs were discovered nearby, dead. She’d been too sick to hunt, and had stumbled

into a town to grab a cow, a pig, a dog, any easy prey to feed her starving family. Galia was the fourth

collared study animal that the biologists lost that year. All of them died under puzzling circumstances.

Autopsies revealed the presence of some type of morbillivirus, a family of

highly contagious viruses that infect people, dogs, and wildlife. (The word

derives from morbus, meaning plague.) But it wasn’t until last year that US

and Russian scientists conclusively identified the culprit: canine distemper

virus (CDV), a close relative of human measles.

Now, with new outbreaks biologists and wildlife managers are trying to

assess the scope of the threat. The Siberian (or Amur) tiger, the largest of

the big cats, is one of the six remaining tiger subspecies and one of the

most endangered. Somewhere between 250 and 400 are thought to still

roam the lushly forested Sikhote-Alin mountains in southeast Siberia, its last

real stronghold. (Current population numbers are expected in 2015 as part

of a new global tiger census.)

These cats are in the emergency room, so investigating the origins and

prevalence of the virus is crucial for future conservation efforts. CDV is a

promiscuous pathogen that readily jumps between animal species and

typically kills about half its victims. Like many viruses, it causes diarrhea,

fever, dehydration, and can progress into pneumonia.
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But it sometimes sparks more deadly symptoms in

tigers that explain infected cats’ uncharacteristic

actions: it can cause brain swelling and

neurological problems. Researchers reported that

at least 1 percent of the Amur tiger population

succumbed to  the disease from 2009 to 2013. But

even those that survive are at risk: impaired tigers

that have lost their fear of humans can easily be

shot by poachers or killed by locals who are

concerned over safety.

The virus is suspected to have caused the deaths

of thousands of Caspian seals during outbreaks in

1988 and 2000; it nearly exterminated the black-

footed ferret and has decimated Africa’s wild dog

populations.

Researchers had long believed that cats were

resistant. Although domestic cats could be infected in the laboratory, they didn’t get sick or transmit

the virus to others. But then, in 1994, CDV  hit Serengeti lions. The epidemic took down about a third of

the population, killing about nearly 1,000 animals in one deadly swoop—as well as a huge number of

leopards, bat-eared foxes, and hyenas.

Amur tigers have already been brought back from the brink once. They once roamed across the entire

Russian Far East, the Korean peninsula, and northern China. But by the 1940s, both they and their prey

had been nearly hunted out: maybe 40 survived.
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Russia became the world’s first country to fully protect tigers, and by the 1980s, the population had

rebounded to about 500. That recovery, however, was short-lived. A deadly confluence of events

brought a new flood of illegal hunters to the region: the Soviet Union collapsed, the Russian economy

later crashed, and China’s insatiable demand for tiger parts grew and tigers became a high-priced

commodity. These well-armed hunters are a new breed, often linked to international crime syndicates

that smuggle endangered wildlife.  Tigers are the top prize, but poachers also target the tiger’s prey:

deer, boar, and elk, leaving them little to eat.

With sparse prey living in this northern temperate landscape, Siberian tigers need immense territories

to survive; large scale illegal logging is whittling away its forest home and impacting its prey, which feed

on these trees when the land is blanketed in snow. (A female needs at least 175 square miles to feed her

and her cubs, drastically larger than India’s Bengal tigers that need just eight square miles because food

is abundant.)

At least one-third of all Russian timber

exports are illegal; the US is the top

importer of these hardwoods; and

logging in the Amur tiger’s range has

more than doubled since 2000,

according to a World Wildlife Fund
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report. And then there’s the land

that’s been cleared to make way for

agriculture, expanding towns, roads,

mines and other development.

It’s created small, isolated tiger

populations that are less likely to

survive CDV, according to a study published last month in the journal PLOS. Using computer modeling,

researchers from the Wildlife Conservation Society, University of Glasgow, and other institutions found

that tigers that living in areas that held were roughly 55 percent more likely to die out within the next

50 years.

This cat still carries the legacy of their near-extinction. A genetic analysis of 95 Siberian tigers published

in Molecular Biology found that the gene pool had constricted dramatically. So much so that one of the

authors, Michael Russello of the University of British Columbia, said that the population is behaving as if

it were the size of 27 to 35 individuals. Because they are such tiny populations, losing even a few animals,

can further bottleneck their already low genetic diversity, making them more susceptible to disease.

“This might just be enough to push them over the edge,” said University of Nottingham veterinary

virologist Rachael Tarlinton.

Biologists can’t stave off an epidemic if they don’t know the source. Siberian tigers catch CDV when they

eat infected animals, but which ones? Domestic dogs are of greatest concern, but  raccoon dogs, foxes,

and other local animals also harbor the disease.

If dogs are indeed the main carrier, it will require a blitzkreig vaccination effort. Inoculating tigers with

an injected vaccine is impossible.

Protecting remaining forest is another antidote, according to the authors of the PLOS study. “In lieu of a

practical means of delivering [canine distemper virus] vaccines to wild tigers, the most viable strategy to

ensure their conservation is the maintenance of large connected populations within protected areas that

buffer the effects of local declines,” they wrote.

The situation is quite serious, said McAloose. “It’s the first infectious disease that we know is a significant

risk to Amur tiger survival.”
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Follow Sharon Guynup on Twitter: @sguynup
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Next up:  In part nine of the Talking Tigers series, I’ll look at a new study on the tiger trade in Myanmar’s

border towns.
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