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Pallas Cat SSP

Martha Caron, Species Coordinator, Minnesota Zoo

A meeting of the Pallas Cat SSP was held in conjunction with the mid-year Felid TAG

meeting in Saint Louis, MO on March 17, 2005. The current demographic and genetic

status of the SSP population was reviewed. As of March 2004, the SSP population

consisted of 65 cats (32.33.0) in 17 (soon to be 18) institutions. A list of seven potential

new holding institutions willing to accept cats in 2006 has been compiled to date. In the

past year there were 18 (4.6.8) kittens born in 4 litters, with only nine of those kittens

surviving to date. 2004 included the deaths of 13 (4.1.8) cats including the previously

mentioned neonatal deaths for a net gain of five cats. The current population is based on 26

founders. Gene tic diversity currently retained is .9368 with the potential to increase to

.9731 without further importation. We believe that mean inbreeding remains at 0 but

comparative genetic studies of the original founder population is currently underway at the

National Cancer Institute to confirm this. Founder genome equivalents currently

represented in the population are relatively low at 7.91 but have the potential to increase to

18.56 with careful genetic management and breeding to more equally represent our present

founder base. We have several minimally represented founder females that are reaching

their age limit for breeding over the next two years and every effort will be made to breed

these females and capture their genes prior to their pending reproductive senescence.

Breeding recommendations for 2004 were limited to only the most genetically valuable

animals, especially those nearing reproductive senescence, due to our extreme space

constraints for the placement of kittens at the current time. A total of seven breeding

recommendations were made this year, two of which are experimental involving in vitro

fertilization and embryo transfer. We are currently hopeful of at least two pregnancies from

these recommendations.

An update on the Pallas Cat Conservation Project which is an in situ research project

conducting study on the wild Pallas cat population in Mongolia was provided by Dr.

Meredith Brown and presented by Dr. Bill Swanson. This is an exciting and continually

expanding project. Current aspects are continuing to study the disease susceptibility of the

wild population, continued radio telemetry tracking of 6-8 individual wild specimens, a

study being conducted on the broad use of rodenticide by the Mongolian government to

control the rodent population and its effects on carnivores and scavengers of these rodents

including Pallas cats, and a 3- year natural history study of the species looking at population

status, behavior, range use, breeding and the potential for extinction in this wild population.

Drs. Brown and Swanson will be traveling to Mongolia in May to collect semen and blood

samples from wild cats for nutritional and reproductive studies. A T-shirt supporting the in

situ program has been produced and is for sale with proceeds going to support this vital

research.

Bill Swanson gave a brief overview of reproductive, disease and nutrition research in Pallas

cats. Three studies investigating puberty, nutritional requirements and herpes virus

presence in semen have been recently completed and a new study was started in March to

assess the physiological basis of reproductive senescence (by 8 years of age) in female

Pallas’ cats. As part of the latter study (funded by a Morris Animal Foundation grant to Dr.

Kennedy-Stoskopf), oocytes collected from female Pallas’ cats in different age classes are

being assessed for energy metabolism, fertilizability, and developmental competence in

vitro and in vivo after embryo transfer. Toxoplasmosis remains the primary disease concern

with the captive population. Diclazuril, the anti-coccidial drug being tested as a

preventative in pregnant females and neonates, is available to institutions with breeding

pairs by contacting Dr. Swanson (william.swanson@cincinnatizoo.org).

Dr. Suzanne Kennedy-Stoskopf shared an update on herpes prevalence in this species and

the significance of positive herpes PCR tests (see report this volume). After her

presentation and some discussion among the management group members, the Pallas Cat

SSP issued the following position statement: PCR testing for feline herpes virus is

recommended only for Pallas’ cats showing clinical signs of herpes virus infection.

The significance of a positive test in an otherwise healthy animal is unknown, other than

indicating that the cat, at one time, has been exposed to the virus.

The meeting was wrapped up with a presentation by Dr. Connie Ketz, the SSP veterinary

advisor, on a husbandry and management survey that was conducted of current and past

Pallas cat ho lding institutions. The results of this survey as well as the standard animal

welfare guidelines are being combined and fleshed out to be included in a final draft of a

husbandry manual for this species. Connie presented a draft version at the SSP meeting and

sections were and will be assigned to management group members for further expansion

and revision. It is hoped to have the manual finished by the AZA meeting in September.

