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The bears are believed to have contracted the virus from diseased
birds, amid what a U.S.D.A. spokesman called the “largest
foreign animal disease outbreak in U.S. history.”

By Maya King

Jan. 20, 2023 2 MIN READ

Three young grizzly bears in Montana that were euthanized last

fall later tested positive for the highly contagious avian influenza,

the state’s Fish, Wildlife and Parks service announced this week,

fueling fears that the virus that has killed millions of poultry in the

last year is rapidly spreading to other animal groups.

The bears were disoriented, had begun to go blind and were

euthanized as a result of their poor condition, the parks service

said in a news release on Tuesday. They tested positive for the

virus in January, said Dr. Jennifer Ramsey, the veterinarian for

Fish, Wildlife and Parks. She said the bears had most likely

contracted the virus from consuming diseased birds with high

levels of the virus.

The outbreak of the current strain of the bird flu known as H5N1 is

“the largest foreign animal disease outbreak in U.S. history,”

according to a spokesman for the U.S. Agriculture Department. It

has infected nearly 60 million commercial and backyard flocks of

birds in 47 states, and its near ubiquity has driven up poultry

prices and caused egg shortages in supermarkets across the

country, as consumers jostle for cartons topping $7 or more.

Most of the infections are found in wild birds, and some of those

spread to other animals that prey on them. The Agriculture

Department has recorded avian flu infections in 110 mammals

since May 2022, including raccoons, foxes and skunks. The grizzly

bears’ positive tests mark the first time that Montana has recorded

bird flu in a mammal species.
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“It’s disappointing,” Dr. Ramsey said in an interview. “I think in the

spring we had a really high peak of wild bird mortality and we all

had a hope that this thing would kind of fade out over the summer,

and then we wouldn’t have a lot of cases this winter. But that hasn’t

been the case.”

Vaccines against the bird flu exist but are not yet widely available

for the H5N1 strain in the United States. Only a handful of cases

have been recorded in humans. Dr. Ramsey said she recommended

that humans keep their pets away from dead birds and wear gloves

when handling any dead wildlife.

Wild bird populations tend to migrate across hundreds of miles and

are often asymptomatic when infected, making it difficult for

wildlife experts to track and contain the virus. Should it continue to

spread during the spring and summer when temperatures warm

and mammals emerge from hibernation, infectious disease experts

say, the virus is likely to become more widespread among other

animal groups, including mammals and aquatic animals.

Still, the extent of infection in birds is enough cause for concern for

the experts tracking its spread.

“We have not had this virus in our part of the world on this scale

before,” said Richard Webby, a director in the Department of

Infectious Diseases at St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital. “In

the world of flu, this is a pretty major event.”

Editors’ Picks

Clothes for People
Who Love Books

‘Jam Van’ Dares to
Ask: What if Family
Road Trips Were
Actually Fun?

The Many Lessons of
Kouign-Amann

Maya King is a politics reporter covering the South. Prior to joining The Times, she was a
national political reporter at Politico, where she covered the 2020 presidential election.
@mayaaking

More in U.S.

Richard Shotwell/Invision, via Associated Press

Julian Sands Is Reported Missing on Mountain
Hike in California

Google Street View

Wife Fatally Shot Terminally Ill Husband in
Florida Hospital, Police Say

San Francisco Gallery Owner Is Charged After
Spraying Homeless Woman

Jake May/The Flint Journal, via Associated Press

3 Relatives Get Life in Prison for Killing
Security Guard Over Mask Dispute

Editors’ Picks

Beth Hoeckel

10 Nutrition Myths Experts Wish Would Die
Calla Kessler for The New York Times

How These Dog Walkers Make Over $100,000
a Year

Most Popular

What We Learned in the Divisional
Round of the N.F.L. Playoffs

The Daughter of a King, and a Legacy of
Tears

Is This Cooking Oil Actually Healthy?

Opinion: You Can Let Republicans
Destroy the Economy, or You Can Call
Their Bluff

Seeking an Oasis in the Palm Springs
Desert With $350,000 to Spend. Which
Home Did He Choose?

‘S.N.L.’ Mocks George Santos Over and
Over Again

Why Tanks Are Tripping Up the West

Could Air Someday Power Your Flight?
Airlines Are Betting on It.

Book Review: 9 New Books We
Recommend This Week

L.A. Has Become a Real Watch Town

ADVERTISEMENT

®

MADE IN CANADA

®

MADE IN CANADA

Three Montana Grizzly Bears
Euthanized Last Fall Tested Positive
for Avian Flu

Give this article

A grizzly bear in Glacier National Park in Montana. Three young grizzly bears that
were euthanized in the fall later tested positive for avian flu. Doug Steakley/Getty Images
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