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SYLVATIC TRICHINOSIS IN ALBERTA

JOHN R. GUNSON, Alberta Fish and Wildlife Division, 6909 116 St., Edmonton, Alberta, T6H 4P2.

KEN H. DIES, Peace River Regional Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory, Box 197, Fairview, Alberta, TOH 11.0.

Abstract: Results of surveys for Trichinella sp. in several species of wildlife in Alberta

suggest that infection is limited to wolves (Canis lupus) in northern areas of the
province and maintained by a wolf/wolf transmission.

INTRODUCTION

Trichinella sp. has been reported from
wildlife in northwestern North America,
including Alaska, 2,15 British Colum-

bia,18 Montana, Idaho and Wyo-
ming, 22,2:3 the Yukon and Northwest
Territories, :3,4 but not from Alberta.8’4
Human cases of trichinosis associated
with wildlife sources have been diagnos-
ed in the same areas. 5,6,7,10,11,16,17 We
initiated surveys in 1975 to determine the
distribution and prevalence of
trichinosis in Alberta because of the
relatively high rate of infection in several
species of wildlife in surrounding

areas. 15,18,23

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This initial series of surveys was de-

signed to sample carnivores from diverse
ecological niches in Alberta. Three
species were chosen; black bear (Ursus

americanus) from the semi-settled,
boreal Peace River area of northwestern
Alberta, striped skunks (Mephitis
mephitis) from the settled farm and
rangelands of the southeast, and wolves
(Canis lupus) from the forested western
foothills and north (Fig. 1). In addition,
coyotes (Canis latrans) were collected
during wolf management programs. All
specimens were obtained from ongoing
predator and disease management
programs of Alberta Energy and Natural
Resources.

Muscle tissue, usually including por-
tions of tongue, masseter, diaphragm
and semitendinosus, were collected in the

field from skunks and wolves, and in the
laboratory, from bears and wolves and
frozen before examination at the Peace
River Regional Veterinary Diagnostic

Laboratory at Fairview, Alberta. Frozen
tissues were sliced by scalpel to a
thickness of 2 mm, and at least 1 g of
each tissue was digested in a 1% pep-
sin/0.5% HC1 solution for 1.5 h in a 37 C
incubator. Each tissue was then placed
in a compressorium and viewed with a
stereoscope at 25X.”4

Encysted larvae and surrounding
tissue were stained with Giemsa, cleared
with xylene and mounted in Permount.

Resulting representative mounts of
Trichinella sp. have been deposited in the

National Museums Canada, Inver-
tebrate collection, Ottawa, Ontario;
accession #NMCIC(P) 1979-1466.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Larvae of Trichinella sp. were
recovered from 12 of 217 wolves; no
larvae were found in 165 black bears, 98
skunks and 27 coyotes. Positive cases in
wolves were not randomly distributed
within areas of collection; six were from
the immediate area of Fort McMurray
during winter 1977-78, five from more
remote areas near Grande Prairie (from
which numerous negative black bears
were collected) during 1975-76 and 1977-
78, and one from near High Level during
1976-77 (Fig. 1). None of 60 wolves from
southwestern and western areas of the
province was positive.
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FIGURE 1. Locations of wolves, black bears and striped skunks examined for
Trichinella in Alberta, 1975-78 (locations of 23 bears not shown, but all were from
Peace River area).
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All results of earlier surveys in Alberta
were negative. These included 105 black

bears collected in the Peace River region
in 1973,’� 28 wolves and 6 coyotes from
the western and northern forests in 1973-
74 [J. Hunter, Alberta Animal Health
(AAH) pers. comm.], 98 wolves and 75
coyotes from the same areas during 1959-
67,8 and 5 cougars (Felis concolor), 2
wolverines (Gulo gulo), 56 lynx (Felis

lynx), and 11 red foxes (Vulpes vulpes)
examined at the University of Alberta
since 1959 (Parasitology Collection, Uni-
versity of Alberta Museum of Zoology).
In addition, 24 martens (Martes
americana) from areas north of Alberta
and an unknown number of black bears
from east central Alberta were negative
on examination at University of Alberta
(J. Holmes pers. comm.). W. Harries
(AAH) noted larvae of Trichinella sp. in a

black bear collected in extreme
southwestern Alberta in 1977.

The observed infection in wolves was
not likely related to human-affiliated
sources, despite the fact that positive
wolves were taken at a dump and near

townsites. Trichinella surveys of Cana-
dian pork in Alberta, including an ex-
amination of 831 swine from 594 farms in
1971 [G. Summers (AAH) pers. comm.]
have been negative. Only two cases in

Acknowledgements

man were diagnosed during 1970-79 [im-
ported bacon was likely source in one
case; other source is unknown (F. White
pers. comm.)]. Reservoirs of Trichinella

in swine and small mammals probably
do not exist in settled areas of Alberta
since all skunks were negative. Striped
skunks scavenge extensively at dumps
and other human-related facilities, are
highly omnivorous and opportunistic,
prey on various small mammals; hence
they are hosts of many, diverse
parasites2’ including T. spiralis. 1,18,23

Considering the lack of infection in
skunks, bears and wolves in western
Alberta, sylvatic infection of Trichinella
sp. in Alberta may be confined currently
to wolves in northern Alberta, an exten-
sion of infection in wolves of the more
northern NWT and Yukon Territories.’
Wolves are potentially highly mobile9”2
and a southerly movement of 670 km
from the NWT into Alberta was recorded
in 1977.213 Larvae from 1 of the 12 wolves
were identified as the arctic Trichinella

strain (ATS)’� on the basis of longevity
and viability following =18 months

freezing at -10 C. Survival of Trichinella
in northern Alberta may depend on wolf
to wolf transmission, as wolves feed on
carcasses of their own species.’2
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