
Investigating an Emerging Disease 
Affecting Common Eiders 

 

Die-offs of common eider, a large sea duck native to northeastern North 
America, have been reported on Cape Cod beaches.  These events have 
been increasing since 1998 leading to an international multi-agency effort 
to understand the cause of the die-offs and to develop wildlife 
management strategies to better conserve this species. 

Wellfleet Bay virus is not known to affect people, however do not 
handle sick or dead common eider with your bare hands and do not 
consume the meat.  Contact the WS Wildlife Disease Biologist’s office 
at 508-476-2715 to report sick or dead birds. 

Who is conducting the research? 
An international, multi-agency effort is underway to learn about 
WFBV and to advise management decisions to help the common 
eider.  USFWS funding through its Avian Health & Disease 
Program, enables biological sample collection in sick and dead 
birds by WS and Tufts’ Cummings School of Veterinary 
Medicine personnel.  The National Park Service’s Cape Cod 
National Seashore has also provided funding and, with the 
Massachusetts Division of Fisheries and Wildlife, beach access, 
lodging, and other logistical support for field investigators.  
Research is underway at the USGS-NWHC and SCWDS to 
determine the geographic scope of WFBV, its origin, and its 
impact on COEI health. Two Canadian universities, the 
University of Quebec at Montreal and the University of 
Saskatchewan, and the University of Rhode Island, are 
researching the migration patterns of the affected COEI 
populations, as well as measuring and comparing the stress 
hormones and body conditions between healthy and sick birds.  
This will aid in understanding the virus.            
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History 
Common eider (Somateria mollissima) (COEI) die-offs affecting 
hundreds of birds have been recorded for several years in early 
autumn along the coast of Cape Cod, Massachusetts. Recently 
however, dead and sick birds have numbered in the thousands, more 
than usually observed. These birds are often thin, weak, and 
suffering from diarrhea. Most have been found on Great Island, in 
the town of Wellfleet, MA on Cape Cod Bay. Concern over the larger 
number of birds affected, and potential population impacts of this 
mortality, has prompted research into the cause.  
           

In 2010, tissue samples collected by the U. S. Department of 
Agriculture’s APHIS-Wildlife Services (WS) were submitted to the 
National Wildlife Health Center (USGS-NWHC) and the 
Southeastern Cooperative Wildlife Disease Study (SCWDS). These 
samples contained a novel virus in the Orthomyxovirus family. The 
common eider is the only species known to be affected by this newly 
discovered virus, dubbed the Wellfleet Bay virus (WFBV) after the 
location where most mortalities have occurred.  One of the U. S. 
Fish & Wildlife Service’s (USFWS) crucial species, the common 
eider uses Cape Cod and Nantucket Sound as an important migratory 
and overwintering area. 

 Massachusetts, Cape Cod, and Wellfleet 

Research questions include: 
• How do COEI acquire WFBV? 
• What is the ecology of this new virus? 
• How does WFBV spread between birds? 
• Where are COEI being exposed to WFBV? 
• Why are sick and dying COEI found so often at Jeremy Point  
      in Wellfleet, Massachusetts and not in other locations? 
• Are other species of bird affected? 
• When are COEI infected with WFBV? 
 
Projects being conducted to start addressing these questions: 
• Beach surveillance for COEI die-off events 
• Post-mortems on COEI found dead 
• Survey for WFBV antibodies in COEI in Massachusetts, Maine,  
     Quebec, and Nova Scotia 
• Experimental infection of confined COEI ducklings with WFBV 
• Determination of COEI migration patterns 
• Assessment of the body conditions of migrating COEI 
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