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Keep our mountain
gorillas disease-free

Oonotic diseages among
I’nmmtain gorillasare
eadly They can Wipe up
;]9 50 percent of a popula-
nﬂ:g\gl:::; m((in mtain go-
S ced with sev-
:al thr.eats including diseas-
r;mye abitat Io:&ﬁ and encroach-
WN;, Poaching infrastructure
” € Opment in the protected
& asand climate change, the
3 Teat of disease remains the
Beadhest ofthem all’says Dr
(Te ;r: Ssebide,country head
ari i
Gk an, Gorilla Doctors,
]Mountain gorillas share a
Closely matched DNA (98.4
percent) with humans, This
Mmakes them susceptible toa
Wide Tange of human diseases
Including respiratory diseases
(lyke flu), Corona viruses, Sca-
bies, Measles, Tuberculosis, An-
ahrax and Ebola, Unfortunate-
Mmountain gorillas have not
Yet developed the necessary
Immunities, meaning first
time exposure to anllness or
Virus that is relatively severe to
umans can devastate an en-
tlge Ppopulation.
ome apes, especially goril-
las and chimpanzees have suc-

Mountain go-
rillas remain

a conserva-
tion-dependent
Species whose
long—term pro-
tection and sur-
vival depends

On our actions.

5

cumbed to respiratory diseas-
eswhich quickly spread from
group to group/individual to
individual as they interact.

In the early 2000 for ex-
ample,the Ebola Virus Dis-
ease wiped about a third of
the lowland gorilla popula-
tion in West Africa (Magda-
lena Bermejo,José Domingo
Rodriguez-Tejjeiro,German Il
lera, Alex Barroso, Carles Vil
and Peter D, Walsh, December
8,2006) while in 1996 moun-
tain gorillas in Bwindi Impen-
etrable National Park suffered
an outbreak of scabies lead-
ing tothe death of an infant
gorilla.

s Alice Mbayahl, Communications and Advocacy Manager
nternational Gorilla Conservation Programme

- ouractions.

Besides the limited immu-
nitgmountain gorillas liven
small groups that may never
recover from asudden decline
in numbers caused by disease.

Explaining why it would take
many years to recover amoun-
tain gorilla popnlaﬁon,DrSse-
bide says the annual popula-
tion growth rate for mountain
gorillas s about four percent
with an inter-birth interval of
four years among females and
about 50 percent infant mor-
tality rate.Plus, the population
demographics donot sppport
afast-growing population.

Apparently the threat of dis-
ease has increased due to the
increased interaction (direct
and indirect) between peo-
pleand mountain gqnllas. Res-
piratory illnesses being the
most severe and major cause
of deaths among mountain go-
Hillas followed by gastro-intes-
tinal parasites.

Studies reveal that during the
Covid-19 pandemic there was
agreat decline in thenumber
of respiratory diseases report
ed following the suspension
of tourism and months after
probably because of the con-
tinued use of masks and main-
taining safe distance between
mountain gorillas and hu-
‘mans, (Kirsten Gilardi, Prosper
Uwingeli, 10 February 2022,
Nature | Vol 602).

While other threats can and
arebeing regulated, the threat
of disease s unpredictable and
can be challenging to manage.

Asmuch as the mountain
gorilla population is steadi-

Iy growing, itis very fragile,
mountain gorillas remain a
conservation-dependent spe-
cies whose long-term protec-
tion and survival depends on

Range state governments
and park managers should re-
inforce strict adherence to the
TUCN best practice guidelines
for great ape tourism, tourists
and all those visiting moun-
tain gorillas need to strictly ob-
serve the same during visits.

Rangers, guides and the sur-
rounding communities should
be sensitised and made to un-
derstand the threat of disease
and the mitigations required
to protect mountain gorillas
from disease.

Rangers should also be em-
powered to conduct consist-
ent disease surveillance and
t1me]Y reporting of diseases.*
This can allow for timely in-
tervention by the veterinary
t‘?all'ls and save theiconicspe-
clesbecause astitch in time
saves ninel

Lastly park managers and
other conservationists should
adept a one health approach
to ensure effective conserva-
tionand protection of the en- -
dangered mountain gorillas.
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