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February 11, 2008

Dr. Robert Gibbens, Regional Director

USDA-APHIS

2150 Centre Ave., Bldg. B

Mail Stop #3W11

Fort Collins, CO  80526

VIA FAX ( 21 Pages): 970/494-7461
Dear Dr. Gibbens:

We are hereby officially requesting a USDA investigation into the June 8, 2007 death of six-year-old  Asian elephant, Hansa, at the Woodland Park Zoo (WPZ) in Seattle, Washington.   We are also requesting that the USDA order WPZ to cease all elephant breeding activities for the duration of the investigation.

Hansa died a little over a week after she began displaying symptoms that included lethargy, decreased appetite, gastrointestinal disturbance and discoloration of her tongue and oral mucosa.  Her cause of death according to the necropsy report was an elephant endotheliotropic herpes virus (EEHV). (See Attachment A)  

Due to our concern about Hansa’s death, we would like to bring the following important facts to your attention:

1. Hansa was conceived at Dickerson Park Zoo (DPZ), a facility that Woodland Park Zoo officials knew was herpes-contaminated.  WPZ sent Hansa’s mother, Chai, to Dickerson to be bred with Onyx, an Asian bull elephant, knowing that several elephants had died from herpes at that facility and that Chai could very well bring the herpes virus back to Seattle.  They also knew that any child Chai might conceive could become infected with the virus.  

A WPZ memo stated: “Worst-case scenarios and possible down-sides [regarding Chai’s breeding loan to DPZ] were also discussed:..There is the issue of the herpes virus that killed several baby elephants over the last few years.  It’s possible that Chai could bring the virus back into our collection…It was decided that the plusses (a baby elephant) outweighed the negatives… but it’s important to identify and be prepared to answer questions or criticism in the event that the worst happens.  Janis pointed out that the population is so small, the choices are to do nothing and not help the situation or to take the risk.” (May 21, 1998) (See Attachment B)

Clearly, WPZ made a conscious decision that it was acceptable to play Russian roulette with the lives of innocent  baby elephants in order to achieve an elephant birth to benefit the zoo.  WPZ’s current deputy director, Bruce Bohmke, acknowledged in a recent news article that it “would be irresponsible if we knew.for a fact that this outcome was going to happen .”  (See Attachment C).  The fact is, they did know that this would be a likely outcome and acknowledged the risks in the above memo and in other documentation.  

In addition, experts have stated in an epidemiological study that “concerns are well founded that movement of specimens between institutions, such as those cooperating in an AZA SSP program, poses substantial risks of disease transmission.” (Ryan & Thompson, Disease Risk and Inter-institutional Transfer of Specimens in Cooperative Breeding Programs: Herpes and the Elephant Species Survival Plans, Zoo Biology 20:89-101 (2001). 

2. Woodland Park Zoo’s multiple artificial inseminations of Hansa’s mother, Chai, using semen samples imported from herpes-infected facilities, exposed Hansa to still another potential source of the herpes virus.  Chai was artificially inseminated with such a sample just two months before Hansa became ill and died.  In 2006, both Chai and Hansa were observed to have abdominal lesions after an artificial insemination was performed on Chai.  Notes from the IEF Conference in November, 2007, state:  “Hansa showed anal lesions that disappeared a few weeks later without treatment.  She later developed bumps on the abdomen (2006 noted); Chai also developed the bumps.”  

A recent peer-reviewed article stated “The [herpes] virus may also be transmitted during copulation [ through semen], by the use of contaminated handling equipment, or by intrauterine transmission from mother to fetus.” (Ultrasonographic assessment and ultrasound-guided biopsy of the retropharyngeal lymph nodes in Asian elephants [Elephas maximus], Vol. 157, pp.544-548, October 29, 2005).
3. Woodland Park Zoo’s decision to transfer its Asian elephant, Bamboo, to Tacoma’s Pt. Defiance Zoo and then return her to WPZ nine months later, exposed Hansa to still another potential source of the herpes virus.  While in Tacoma, Bamboo was exposed to the keepers there as well as their two elephants, Suki who spent over 10 years at the herpes-contaminated Dickerson Park Zoo and Hanako, who tested positive on the herpes ELISA test from 2003 through 2006.  It is very possible that both Suki and Hanako are herpes-carriers and that Bamboo may have brought the virus back to Seattle when WPZ returned her in June, 2006. (See Attachment D) 
4. Woodland Park Zoo has housed Asian and African elephants together even though the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) guidelines caution against doing so partly due to the danger of elephant herpes virus transmission.  WPZ has housed African elephant, Watoto, in the same 1 acre zoo yard with Asian elephants since the early 1970’s even though a herpes virus endemic to African elephants has caused several deaths when it “jumped” species to Asian elephants.

AZA Standards for Elephant Management and Care state “….Asian and African elephants should not be placed together in the same enclosure.  Herpes viruses endemic to one species can be fatal in the other” (AZA Guidelines 3.2.13, Richman, et al 1996, 1999).  (See Attachment E)  Interim Health Director of WPZ, Kelly Helmick, acknowledged that there was a history of herpes lesions in the adult WPZ elephants in a communication to Pt. Defiance Zoo.  “There is an oral history  of follicular vulvovaginitis in Bamboo and her exhibit mates – this has been linked to a different herpesvirus in some African elephants….” (July 20, 2005)  (See Attachment F).  In addition, elephant veterinary experts, discussing herpes infection control,  state that “It would be prudent to avoid housing African elephants with Asian elephants, particularly with young elephants.”  (Biology, Medicine, and Surgery of Elephants, Fowler, Mikota, Pg. 133, (2006).  
5. Hansa was not monitored overnight despite the fact that her condition was clearly worsening, and WPZ failed to administer anti-viral medications when her clinical presentation indicated herpes infection.  By June 5, 2007, a week after her first symptoms were noticed by zoo staff, she was not responding to treatments initiated by the zoo including antibiotics and warm water enemas and was refusing food and medications.

The keeper daily report stated “Hansa still not feeling well, slightly lethargic.  Seemed to be slightly constipated, stools a bit dry.  Encouraged her to drink water and attempted to get medications into her without much success.  She refused to eat the psyllium powder this a.m. and was suspicious of the Banamine paste this p.m….”  (Daily Report, June 5, 2007)  (See Attachment G)

On June 7, 2007, the day before her death, a clinical note reads“…appetite and fecal output decreased yesterday and overnight…Refusing all oral medications and supplements…quiet and listless…dark discoloration at distal tip of tongue…” (See Attachment H) 

Despite these classic herpes symptoms, Hansa was given no anti-viral medications and although her condition was clearly worsening, she and the other elephants were left alone on the night of June 7, 2007.  When the zoo staff came back on duty between 7:30 and 8 a.m. the next morning, they found Hansa dead on the elephant barn floor with her mother, Chai, standing beside her.  There was diarrhea with melenum present.  She had been left alone for up to 14 hours.  Contrary to zoo claims that she likely “died in her sleep”, the necropsy report indicates that she most likely suffered a great deal before finally collapsing and losing consciousness.  (See Attachment A & I)
6. Inadequate zoo conditions may have played a role in Hansa’s death.  Since the WPZ elephant exhibit is so small (less than 1-acre), the elephants are forced to live in close physical proximity to one another 24/7 which increased the chances that Hansa would contract the herpes virus that killed her from one of the other WPZ elephants who are most likely carriers of the virus.  In addition, the lack of adequate space undoubtedly increased the stress level of all the elephants which would suppress the immune system and make a young elephant like Hansa more susceptible to the herpesvirus. In discussing infectious diseases, veterinary experts state that “…immune suppression is of paramount importance.  Stress is a major external factor that interferes with immune competence.  Excessive and prolonged stress has neurohormonal effects on most organ systems of the body.  Of particular importance in the context of immunosuppression is hyperproduction of cortisol.”  (Biology, Medicine, and Surgery of Elephants, Fowler, Mikota, 2006, citing Fowler, 1986)

The Animal Welfare Act (AWA) requires exhibitors to maintain animals under conditions that are conducive to their health and well-being.  We believe that Woodland Park Zoo may have violated the following sections of the AWA in its treatment of Hansa:

· Section 2.40(b)(2), requires that appropriate veterinary methods must be used to prevent and control diseases and injuries.  Part of appropriate veterinary care includes practicing good preventive medicine and infection control.  Knowing that Hansa was susceptible to EEHV, the zoo had a legal duty to protect her from exposure to these deadly viruses.  Instead, WPZ chose to ignore that duty and literally threw caution to the wind.  The zoo consciously and repeatedly exposed Hansa to known sources of the viruses in the obsessive pursuit of their own self-serving agenda to breed Asian elephants.    

WPZ decided to have an Asian baby elephant born at a facility that housed an African elephant and whose Asian elephants had exhibited symptoms that indicated they might be carriers.  They sent her mother, Chai, to a known herpes-infected facility for breeding.  They returned Bamboo from Pt. Defiance after she was exposed to probable herpes carrier elephants there.  They also repeatedly exposed Hansa to potential herpes through artificial inseminations of Chai with semen from herpes-infected facilities.  WPZ consistently ignored even the most basic infection control principles in their transferring of elephants between facilities and importation of semen samples to WPZ.  In addition, when it was clear Hansa was not responding to treatment for colic and was presenting with symptoms consistent with herpes, no anti-viral medications were tried.  WPZ also failed to monitor Hansa overnight and left her unattended by keepers or veterinary staff for up to 14 hours the night she died. 

· Section 3.128, states:

Enclosures shall be constructed and maintained so as to provide sufficient space to allow each animal to make normal postural and social adjustments with adequate freedom of movement.  Inadequate space may be indicated by evidence of malnutrition, poor condition, debility, stress, or abnormal behavior patterns. (Emphasis added).

In summary, Woodland Park Zoo’s reckless and total disregard for the most basic infection control policies or practices shows that the zoo was both negligent and deliberate  in their  exposure of Hansa to the deadly, communicable herpesviruses.  The zoo was also negligent by its failure to institute anti-viral treatment and round-the-clock monitoring of Hansa when her condition worsened and in failing to provide adequate space and a stress-free environment. 

Woodland Park Zoo continues to be a herpes-infected zoo.  It must be assumed that its surviving elephants are herpes-carriers.  Herpes researcher, Laura Richman, stated that “Hansa would have gotten it [herpes] from another elephant’…Hansa had not left Woodland Park Zoo since she was born, which suggests the virus was passed from one of the zoo’s other elephants, either her mother, Chai, or Watoto or Bamboo.” Seattle Post Intelligencer, Dec. 4, 2007, available online at: http://seattlepi.nwsource.com/local/342326_elephant05.html
It is extremely irresponsible and dangerous for WPZ to continue its Asian breeding program in such a contaminated environment.  Any baby elephant born at the zoo will be at high risk for contracting and dying from the virus that killed Hansa.

The Friends of Woodland Park Zoo Elephants and Northwest Animal Rights Network urge the USDA to investigate the conditions surrounding Hansa’s death and to take appropriate action to strictly enforce the Animal Welfare Act.  Please let me know of the USDA’s actions in this matter. 

Sincerely,

Nancy Farnam, RN, BA

Coordinator, Friends of Woodland Park Zoo Elephants

Northwest Animal Rights Network
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