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CONSERVATION FOCUS by Ashley McEnroe

C

YUKON GOLD: 
CANADIAN TERRITORY 
DECLARES WAR ON DISEASE 
TRANSMISSION WITH POWERFUL 
NEW CONTROL ORDER
“The art of war teaches us to rely not on 
the likelihood of the enemy's not coming, 
but on our own readiness to receive him; 
not on the chance of his not attacking, but 
rather on the fact that we have made our 
position unassailable.”  Sun Tzu

scientists, concerned citizens from 
all walks of life and government 
officials dealt with their concerns 
by embarking on a territory-wide 
conversation spanning over a decade. 
The discussion was aimed not at 
combating a crisis but preventing 
it. The result, known as Control 
Order 2018-001, is one of the most 
forward-thinking and aggressive legal 
documents ever written to protect 
wild sheep health through prevention 
of contact with disease-causing 
organisms carried by domestic 
livestock. 

“In my opinion, the Yukon 
Control Order is the strongest, 

most pro-active and progressive 
effort anywhere to address and 
minimize the risk of wild-domestic 
sheep and goat contact,” says WSF 
Vice President of Conservation 
and Operations/Thinhorn Sheep 
Program Lead Kevin Hurley. “The 
Yukon is leading the way on this 
critically important issue, and many 
individuals and organizations outside 
the Yukon are keenly interested in 
how this Control Order proceeds.” 

Issued pursuant to Yukon’s Animal 
Health Act, the Control Order was 
issued in August 2018 and goes into 
effect January 1, 2020, with the 
Yukon Government’s Animal Health 

 anada’s Yukon is home 
 to one-quarter of all the 

thinhorn sheep that exist on earth. 
Contact between domestic and wild 
sheep has likely been going on there 
since the Klondike Gold Rush in 
the late 1890s. While no respiratory 
disease outbreak has ever been 
documented in Yukon thinhorns, 
the troubled history of bighorn 
sheep succumbing to pathogens 
like Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae 
(Movi) has long been on the minds 
of citizens who treasure and revere 
these creatures. Conservationists, 
hunters, agricultural producers, 
outfitters, First Nation members, 
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Unit as lead agency on disease testing 
and the government’s Agriculture 
Branch in charge of fencing 
requirements. Ahead of this date, 
implementation is already happening, 
with domestic sheep and goat 
producers beginning the process of 
having their fencing inspected, herds 
tested for pathogens and otherwise 
preparing to be fully in compliance 
by the time winter 2019 arrives. 

Yukon’s Control Order rests on 
four pillars: separation, containment, 
testing and mitigation. It mandates 
that domestic sheep and goat owners 
must keep their animals below 
1,000 meters of elevation and be 
maintained in an enclosure that is 
approved annually by a government 
inspector. Records on each animal’s 
purchase, sale, health status and 
slaughter are mandatory. All domestic 
sheep and goats in the Yukon must be 
ear-tagged or carry other permanent 
identification and tested yearly for 
respiratory pathogens, with a focus on 
Movi. Testing costs will be borne by 
the government. An animal testing 
positive for specific pathogens will 
be humanely put down, with owners 
compensated by the government. 
Enclosure fences must be approved by 
a government inspector annually and 
engineered to keep wild and domestic 
species separated, preventing nose-
to-nose contact. The cost of any 
new fencing or upgrades required 
to meet government standards can 
be offset by a government-created 
compensation fund. Livestock 
escapes from a fenced area or during 
transportation must be reported, 
and permits are required to move 
domestic sheep or goats into the 
Yukon. Owners wanting to release 
themselves from responsibility under 
the Control Order can either transfer 
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ownership of their sheep and goats to 
someone else in compliance with the 
order or slaughter their animals, with 
government compensation. Given 
that some organisms like Movi do not 
affect a host’s food quality or safety, 
animals slated to be destroyed can be 
slaughtered for their meat and even 
be quarantined until they reach the 
appropriate weight to maximize their 
slaughter market value.

According to Dr. Mary VanderKop, 
chief veterinary officer for the 
Government of Yukon, the Control 
Order is a sterling example of 
cooperation and compromise. While 
elsewhere, a law resembling it would 
already be the subject of rancorous 
litigation, not a single lawsuit or 
injunction has resulted from the 
Control Order, thus far. VanderKop 
and others point to the broad 

involvement of stakeholders as one 
of the reasons the Control Order 
is moving swiftly forward. With a 
population hovering around 41,000, 
the Yukon afforded a voice to anyone 
who wanted to be involved.

“The consequences of a disease 
outbreak in wild populations would 
be so bad, no one involved, including 
our agricultural producers, wants to 
see this happen,” VanderKop asserts. 
“We are trying to find middle ground, 
with a reasonable balance between 
production of safe food from domestic 
sheep and goats and the need to 
protect wildlife populations. The 
Control Order is a precautionary 
approach, given that we operate in a 
vacuum of knowledge, assuming that 
the threat of domestic pathogens to 
thinhorn populations is the same as 
in bighorn populations elsewhere. 

There’s a real lack of information on 
disease in our wild sheep.” 

This vacuum of knowledge 
VanderKop foresees will be filled 
once the order is fully in force. 
Information she and others hope to 
see generated in the coming year 
includes data on locations, numbers 
and health of wild and domestic 
sheep and goats, plus hard data on 
how many domestic sheep and goat 
owners are out there. According 
to Yukon Agriculture Association 
estimates, the actual number of 
domestic producers in the territory 
is believed to hover around 50, with 
perhaps no more than a few hundred 
domestic sheep and goats in all the 
land. Most of these farmers are small 
operations, with only a handful of 
animals in their flocks, or just one or 
two ranging near their homes. Part 
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of the information that will come 
to light through the Control Order 
is data on where and how many 
domestic herds exist in 
the territory. 

Any domestic 
producer who seeks 
to be compliant in 
advance can call 
the government, 
which will send an 
Animal Health Unit 
veterinarian and an 
Agriculture Branch 
representative to their 
property to talk with 
the owner, address any 
questions or concerns, 
assess site fencing and 
animal conditions, 
test the livestock and 
develop a plan. Data 
gathering is already 
happening to fill the 
void. 

At first, some 
agricultural producers pushed back, 
asking if the new regulations were 
going to put them out of business, 
VanderKop explains. “Those 
first concerns are now largely 
resolved because there is a greater 
understanding. The word has gotten 
around that there are consequences 
but also compensation, and that the 
Control Order contributes to the 
greater good. We are getting phone 
calls weekly from producers asking 
when can they make arrangements 
for the Animal Health Unit to come 
out. Our schedule is already full with 
these on-site visits.” 

“We would like to see everyone 
ready by January 1,” VanderKop 
adds. “We are inviting people to 
come forward now, and we are 
encouraging leaders in the industry 

to spread the word.”
Many stakeholders were engaged 

in proposing regulations, with varied 

and often differing interests at 
the table. These included Yukon’s 
Renewable Resource Councils 
– composed of First Nations and 
non-First Nations citizens – that in 
2015 unanimously passed a resolution 
asking the government to get in 
front of the wild-sheep disease issue. 
Also at the table from the beginning 
was the private nonprofit Yukon 
Fish and Wildlife Management 
Board, a pivotal and active player 
in steering the territory’s hunting 
and conservation regulations. WSF 
added additional impetus to act. In 
sponsoring Thinhorn Sheep Summits 
I and II, WSF brought together 
experts and concerned citizens, 
activists and government officials 
who exchanged ideas on Dall’s and 
Stone’s sheep management, health 

issues and disease mitigation. With 
the Yukon sandwiched between 
Alaska, the Northwest Territories 

and British Columbia, 
wild sheep herds 
crossing shared 
boundaries and 
migratory caribou 
passing through 
wild sheep range, 
a lethal outbreak 
in the Yukon could 
whip like wildfire 
throughout thinhorn 
populations. Fueling 
these concerns, in 
2018, evidence of 
Movi was discovered 
in seemingly healthy 
hunter-harvested 
Alaskan Dall’s rams 
– the first reported 
Movi discovery in 
wild thinhorns. 
Further Movi findings 
appeared in moose, 

caribou and mountain goats, though 
the evidence is controversial. These 
seemed to validate the specter raised 
years earlier when a Yukon rancher 
snapped a photo of a young Dall’s 
ram that had leaped the fence and 
was cavorting with his flock of 
domestic ewes. 

Graham Van Tighem, executive 
director of the Yukon Fish and 
Wildlife Management Board, calls it 
“the million-dollar photo.” 

“That picture began a 12-
year discussion with the Yukon 
Government that led to the Control 
Order,” Van Tighem says. “That one 
photo will result in millions of dollars 
of benefit to wild sheep and led us to 
a really favorable end.”

He recalls WSF’s inaugural 
Thinhorn Sheep Summit held in 

The word has gotten around that there are consequences 
but also compensation, and that the Control Order 

contributes to the greater good.
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British Columbia in 2014, where wild 
and domestic separation was one of 
the hallmark issues discussed. By the 
2017 Thinhorn Sheep Summit II in 
Anchorage, his organization – with 
a diversity of board members hailing 
from all walks of life – was calling 
for aggressive legal action in the 
Yukon. On behalf of the Yukon Fish 
and Wildlife Management Board 
and the Dawson District Renewable 
Resources Council, Van Tighem 
publicly presented a dream list of 

recommendations to be included in 
disease prevention regulations under 
the Animal Health Act. That dream 
list is now embodied the Yukon 
Control Order. 

“In a few short years, we went from 
a lot of concern to where we are now 
with this excellent Control Order,” 
Van Tighem notes. “It is balanced, 
intelligent, comprehensive, forward-
thinking and a success. I don’t think 
I could be much happier. And, I 
commend WSF, for without them 

bringing all the players together (at 
Thinhorn Sheep Summits I and II), 
we might not be where we are now.” 

One of those players was the Yukon 
Fish & Game Association (YFGA), a 
private nonprofit of 1,400 territorial 
resident hunters and anglers 
that offered input and extensive 
consultation with government 
officials all through the Control 
Order development process. YFGA 
President Charles Shewen echoes 
Van Tighem’s sentiments about 

We are trying to find middle ground, with a reasonable balance 
between production of safe food from domestic sheep and 

goats and the need to protect wildlife populations.
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WSF. “WSF, through Kevin Hurley, 
brought a lot of information to the 
table on disease, its nuances and how 
it works, and what regulations would 
make sense. The government listened 
and came back with a very well-
written Control Order. The Yukon 
Department of Environment and Dr. 
Mary VanderKop deserve recognition 
for coming up with a strong order.”

Now, it’s about implementation 
and the role each individual, 
including resident and non-resident 

hunters, can play to make the 
Control Order succeed.

“There was an awareness among 
sportsmen that the Movi issue 
existed, but when Movi was reported 
in Alaska, it really ignited awareness 
to the fact that there hasn’t been 
much study of it in thinhorns,” says 
Shewen. Now YFGA is taking the 
Control Order to the grassroots 
by educating its members and the 
hunting public on the importance 
of helping gather pathogen data by 
collecting field samples. With WSF’s 
Yukon chapter offering incentives 
like a free ballcap to anyone 
requesting a disease sampling kit, 
Shewen sees burgeoning interest in 
the program, thanks to outreach by 
his group and the Yukon Outfitters 
Association.

“People seem to enjoy participating 
(in field sampling),” he says. “The 
kits are lightweight, and there’s only 
one place to get them: the Yukon 
Environment main office building in 
Whitehorse. When you go there to 
get your tag, pick up a kit.”

Formed in 2015 as a joint chapter 
of WSF, Yukon WSF has from its 
start focused on the territory’s 22,000 
thinhorns. Helen Christiansen, 
president of Yukon WSF, has resided 
in the territory for five years and 
brought with her expertise from 
six years on the board of the WSF 
affiliate Wild Sheep Society of British 
Columbia (WSSBC). Along with 
her husband Richard and daughter 
Denica, she was stricken with the 
sheep fever of her cousin Chris 
Barker, past president of the WSSBC 
and a current WSF board member. 

“When I joined the board, the 
Chapter was just finding its feet and 
had not yet begun fundraising, which 
was my first goal for the Chapter to 

ensure we had funds for projects as we 
engaged with government to define 
how Yukon WSF could contribute to 
the management and protection of 
our thinhorns,” Christiansen says.

When the first significant public 
and stakeholder discussions began 
in 2015 on protecting wild sheep 
from an epidemic, Yukon WSF was 
just being launched and had no 
presence at the initial meetings that 
would lead to the Control Order. 
Christiansen quickly began getting 
educated.

Soon, Yukon WSF was stepping 
up to lobby the government for wild 
sheep disease testing, research and 
field sampling. The Chapter covered 
the Animal Health Unit’s costs in 
evaluating ram nasal swabs, funded 
kits for hunters to sample harvested 
sheep and spearheaded an awareness 
campaign to encourage sportsmen 
participation.

“While government is working with 
producers to get their fencing up to 
speed, there has been considerable 
angst over the cost of new or 
additional fencing, with concern from 
the agricultural community asking 
whether the cost is really going 
to be fully covered,” Christiansen 
says. “Our Yukon Chapter is ready 
to assist. We’re open to receiving 
requests for financial support and 
putting our boots on the ground to 
help the agricultural community 
with any labor required to implement 
compliant fencing.”  

Like VanderKop, Christiansen 
sees that the process thus far and 
ahead hinges on fostering respect 
and building relationships. Though 
domestic sheep and goat producers 
are few in number, they have a ripple 
effect on the economy, meriting 
careful consideration of impacts 
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on the industry. “We’re a small, 
close-knit community where people 
know each other, so it’s important 
to communicate with one-another,” 
Christiansen says. 

While the Yukon Government has 
established a compensation scheme 
for producers who must kill an animal 
carrying Movi or put up additional 
containment barriers, details are yet 
to come on any future requirements 
or research that might arise under the 
Control Order – and the attendant 
unforeseen costs. In answer to this, 
“Yukon WSF is asking what it can do 
to help,” Christiansen asserts. Hurley 
adds that WSF has already promised 
it will match Yukon WSF’s project 
costs in advancing the Control 

Order, with this fiscal year WSF 
already kicking in $5,800 USD.

Pathogen surveillance data on 
Yukon’s thinhorns has almost 
exclusively come from rams harvested 
by resident and non-resident hunters. 
Of the approximate 220 rams taken 
per year in the territory, only a small 
fraction of these have been sampled 
and examined for Movi status. 

“Yukon WSF has paid for expanded 
testing from the returned Movi-
testing kits hunters take with them 
out into the field,” Hurley says. 
“Yukon WSF has done a good job of 
bringing awareness to the importance 
of getting these kits into the hands 
of resident and non-resident hunters 
before they go afield. With more than 

half of Yukon’s rams taken by non-
residents each year, all hunters have 
not only an opportunity but also an 
obligation to participate in gathering 
samples through these kits.” 

Hurley and his son Kyle brought 
one of these kits on their August 
2017 Yukon sheep hunt, where Kyle 
took his first ram (and ultimately, 
like his dad, became a Yukon WSF 
life member). “But we need to do 
more,” Hurley asserts. “In addition 
to testing domestic sheep and goats 
for the respiratory bacterium, we 
need to sample wild sheep, both dead 
and alive, including everything from 
road-killed sheep to hunter-harvested 
rams,” Hurley notes. “We need all the 
information possible.”
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With this information scarcity 
in mind, the Yukon plans to net-
gun capture, health sample and 
radio collar 45 Dall’s sheep, with 
15 animals coming from three areas 
of the territory where the species 
roam. The endeavor will parallel 
efforts already taking place in British 
Columbia and Alaska’s thinhorn 
populations, using standard protocols 
that were developed for bighorns and 
now adapted for the remote north. 
The Yukon project is expected to 
occur this coming winter, just one 
of many undertakings involved in 
implementing the Control Order. 

Other plans on the horizon to 
augment the Control Order include 
motorized vehicle restrictions in 
thinhorn sheep country. The usual 
disagreements have arisen on the 
issue, with push-back from the 
territory’s time-honored hard-rock 
mining operations using heavy 
equipment in the backcountry. 
Undeterred, the Yukon Outfitters 
Association, a WSF affiliate involved 
in shaping the Control Order, and 
YFGA have published a code of 
ethics including a call to tread lightly 
in sensitive wildlife habitat. Within 
this code is “Take it to the Treeline,” 

a mantra encouraging hunters, guides 
and outfitters to drive only so far in 
an off-road vehicle, then walk the 
rest of the way. 

“Off-road vehicle use is a big issue 
in thinhorn sheep management,” 
Hurley explains. “Many jurisdictions 
are challenged by motorized access 
to wild sheep habitat, and the Yukon 
is no exception. We’re all hoping 
to learn how Yukoners address this 
issue.” 

With the conservation world avidly 
watching events unfold in the Yukon, 
it is fitting that WSF’s Thinhorn 
Summit III is slated to take place in 
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the territorial capital of Whitehorse 
in spring 2021. By that time, results 
of the Control Order in full effect 
will be ready for examination. 

“We’re hopeful and cautiously 
optimistic,” says YFGA President 
Shewen. “Now we need to make sure 
the details of the Control Order get 
implemented. We need to watch that 
carefully and keep working with the 
agricultural community.” 

“To me, the stars are lined up in 
the Yukon,” 
Hurley says. 
“With a long 
tradition 
of self-
determination, 
the Yukon can 
show the rest 
of thinhorn 
range how to 
address this 
challenge.”

In nearby 
northern 
British 
Columbia, 
legislation to 
protect wild 
sheep and 
mountain 
goats is being crafted, tailored for 
the region’s unique location, culture, 
economy and other realities. The 
proposals build upon BC’s Sheep 
Separation Program instituted in 
the late 1980s after a major bighorn 
die-off.

“The Yukon Control Order is really 
unique because the Yukon has the 
will, a small agricultural footprint, the 
access to funding to devise ways to 
control the risk from domestic sheep 
and goats and to pay for it,” says 
British Columbia’s provincial wildlife 
veterinarian Dr. Helen Schwantje. 

“No one else could do this in the 
same way the Yukon did. But we can 
all develop situational responses for 
our own cultures.”

She points to the BC government 
enacting a General Area Regulation 
(GAR) in place now for the 
northwestern BC Skeena Region, 
mandating a 50-km habitat buffer 
zone between domestic sheep and 
goats and wild herds on public 
land. The province is looking at 

applying similar regulations in the 
Peace Region, with cooperation 
from First Nation people and local 
communities. The political will 
appears to be there, Schwantje 
says, and the key players from 
the conservation and agriculture 
communities are at the table 
fervently discussing the issues and 
details. This includes the WSSBC, 
whose members have been effectively 
lobbying, publicizing the need for 
disease prevention legislation, and 
building relationships between 
stakeholders and government. 

While educational outreach about 
Movi and mitigating its risk has 
already been going on, what some 
hope the future legislation might 
achieve is the protection of critical 
areas for Stone’s and Dall’s sheep 
and mountain goats in BC’s north 
country through limiting high-risk 
disease transmission zones where wild 
and domestic creatures can interact.

“We’re using human dimensions 
to help solve scientific problems,” 

Schwantje concludes. 
“Everyone is at the 
table. It’s promising.”

The Northwest 
Territories is 
addressing the same 
issue confronting 
its Dall’s sheep by 
updating Phase II of 
its Wildlife Act.

Meanwhile in 
Alaska, WSF’s state 
Chapter is calling for 
mandatory testing of 
domestic sheep and 
goats and disease risk 
mitigation measures, 
in the wake of 
additional positive 
Movi test results 

from hunter-taken wild rams and 
mountain goats. The fight continues, 
but inspiration is now a weapon, 
thanks to the battle that is being 
fought, and won, in the Yukon.

Editor’s Note: Hunters can pick 
up a field-testing kit to take on their 
hunts at the Yukon Department of 
Environment main office building, #10 
Burns Road, in Whitehorse, Yukon. 

The Yukon Control Order is the strongest, most pro-active 
and progressive effort anywhere to address and minimize the 

risk of wild-domestic sheep and goat contact.


