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FISH AND WILDLIFE HEALTH PROJECT (FW-69-R20) 

 

A budget was prepared for the fish and wildlife health projects for FY23. Applications 

were reviewed and interviews were completed for hiring 900h seasonal employees in the 

office. 

 

Diagnosis of Diseases in Freshwater Fish (Job F-1) 

 

Final review of private hatchery health inspection reports: 

 Final review of private hatchery fish health records was completed, and updates 

were made to the list of approved hatcheries for stocking permits in NJ.   

  

Diagnosis and research of Diseases in Marine Fish (Job F-2) 

 

Abstracts for the Western Fish Disease Workshop: 

 Abstracts summarizing our research in the marine fish health program were 

prepared and submitted for consideration at the Western Fish Disease Workshop, to be 

held in Hood River, Oregon in May. This will be the only American Fisheries Society, 

Fish Health Section meeting held in the US this year. Dr. Lovy submitted two abstracts 

for oral presentation, titled, “Host and habitat influence the incidence of the parasitic 

pennellid copepod Lernaeenicus radiatus; the good, the bad, and the ugly” and “Seasonal 

mortality of wild Atlantic Menhaden in coastal New Jersey and New York is associated 

with Vibrio anguillarum causing neurologic disease”. Nilanjana Das submitted an 

abstract for a poster presentation titled, “Molecular detection of viral nervous necrosis 

virus in Black Sea Bass (Centropristis striata) off the coast of New Jersey”.    

 

Viral nervous necrosis virus (VNNV) surveillance and research in Black Sea Bass:  

 Research has continued to characterize several molecular detections of VNNV in 

Black Sea Bass captured off the coast of NJ. New primers were designed and further PCR 

amplification of segments of the viral genome were conducted in various samples to 

provide information on virus genotype and to determine viral genetic diversity in samples 

collected from NJ. This work has demonstrated a viral genotype, red grouper nervous 

necrosis virus (RGNNV), that was not previously known in this region. Phylogenetic 

analysis of the RNA2 gene demonstrates that this unique virus sequence is most similar 

to VNNV which was isolated from White Sea Bass from California. This project provides 



information on the presence of this important marine fish virus in marine fish collected in 

wild Black Sea Bass populations off the coast of NJ.            

   

       

Wildlife Disease Surveillance and Investigations (Job W-1) and Wildlife Toxicology 

(Job W-2)   

 

Updates on previous cases: 

Great horned owl, Demarest NJ: 

A resident contacted about a great horned owl found dead near the Davies Arboretum and 

Wildlife Preserve. Rodenticide was suspected. Findings included Brodifacoum 0.030, 

Bromadiolone 0.030 and traces of difethialone, indicative of rodenticide poisoning. 

 

New Cases: 

 

Bald Eagle, Howell Twp., NJ: 

An eagle volunteer saw the eagle hit by a car and she pulled over and took it to the Tinton 

Falls Animal Shelter where it died en route. The bird was held frozen until transported to 

the Clinton Pathology Lab for evaluation. The eagle was an adult male and necropsy was 

done to identify the sex of the bird and collect a liver sample for future rodenticide 

testing. 

 

Bald Eagle, Hammonton, NJ: 

Resident found the eagle in the middle of an open field and was collected and held frozen 

until evaluation. The eagle was an adult male and there was an area around the vent 

where maggots and beetles were present and there was significant decomposition of the 

head as well as the internal organs. Due to extensive decomposition, it was difficult to 

discern the cause of death, but fighting is suspected based on wounds and the resident 

noting another eagle in the area. 

 

Bald Eagle, Hopewell Twp., NJ: 

The eagle was found deceased under a powerline. The bird was collected and kept frozen 

until evaluation. The eagle was an adult female in thin body condition. On examination 

there was a distinct smell of burnt feathers and evidence on the talons and wings of 

electrocution. 

 

Raccoon, Sparta, NJ: 

An officer from Sparta Animal Control contacted about a raccoon that had been found in 

a resident’s pool had been rescued and it showed no fear of people but had no other 

findings otherwise until it was captured. The raccoon was euthanized and brought to the 

Clinton Pathology Lab for evaluation due to the behavior the raccoon presented as it was 

not in line with rabies. The raccoon tested negative for rabies but was found to be 

positive for distemper virus.  

 

Cottontail rabbits, Southampton Twp, NJ: 



In the fall, Dr. Lewis was alerted of multiple wild rabbits that had died at a beagle club 

and they noted that the population in the area had significantly declined. At the time, no 

rabbits were able to be collected as no newly deceased animals were found. In March, the 

head of the beagle club contacted stating 3 dead rabbits had been found and they were 

collected and transported to the Clinton Pathology Lab for evaluation. All were in good 

body condition, 2 were female and 1 was a male. The main findings were noted in the 

gastrointestinal tracts where there was hemorrhage over the surface and areas where 

ingesta appeared to be accumulating, which was suspicious of GI stasis. All rabbits were 

RHDV and Tularemia negative. On fecal floatation the rabbits were all found to have a 

severe overburden of coccidia. Histology is still pending; however, it is likely that due to 

the intestinal parasite overburden the rabbits are suffering from GI stasis, which if not 

caught in time is deadly to rabbits. Mitigation efforts are ongoing. 

 

Bald Eagle, Pittsgrove, NJ: 

The eagle was found alive by contractors mowing around the powerlines. The bird was 

collected and taken to Tristate where it evaluated and treated prior to euthanasia. On 

necropsy there was a significant amount of decomposition and no gross lesions seen. The 

brain was collected for WNV testing and was found to be positive. This eagle had been 

kept frozen from the time of its death in September until it was evaluated in April.  

 

Bald Eagle, Pilesgrove, NJ: 

In September a resident found the eagle on their farm and noted that it had maggots. The 

eagle was collected by Vicky Schmidt and taken to Tristate for evaluation and treatment, 

but the eagle died during transport. It was then held frozen until it was transported to the 

Clinton Pathology Lab in April for evaluation. Externally, there was a wound on the inner 

surface of the left wing and a hold extending into the coelomic cavity with maggots and 

there was blood crusted on the side of the head. The eagle was tested for WNV and was 

positive.  

 

Bald Eagle, Cedarville, NJ: 

In October, the eagle was seen alive in the woods by a resident and then shortly after was 

found dead. The bird was held frozen until it was evaluated. Necropsy revealed wounds 

that were consistent with fighting. 

 

American Brants, Point Pleasant Beach, NJ: 

Resident contacted saying that two geese fell from the sky in front of him. The birds were 

collected and transported to the Clinton Pathology Lab for evaluation. HPAI testing was 

negative. One of the brants had a band, which was reported to the federal registry. Both 

brants had evidence of trauma and one had evidence of a small lead shot in the shoulder. 

Suspect illegal shooting, however, histology is currently being done to further rule out a 

potential disease cause. Results are pending. 

 

Grackle, Cape May Zoo, NJ: 

The veterinarian from the Cape May Zoo found a deceased grackle and due to the 

concerns with HPAI in their susceptible species swabs were collected and sent for testing. 



Results were negative, as expected as songbirds are not generally susceptible to avian 

influenza. 

 

Swans, Spring Lake, Tinton Falls, NJ: 

Tinton Falls SPCA reached out to report swans being found dead at a lake in Tinton 

Falls. There had been approximately 7 swans found dead in a two-week period. Three 

birds were collected and evaluated. All were HPAI negative. Necropsy was unremarkable 

with no obvious lesions and tissues were collected for additional diagnostics. A fecal 

float was performed on one of the swans and an intestinal parasite overburden was found. 

It is suspected that the swans are infected with a digenean parasite known to impact 

swans. Histology is pending and confirmatory testing through PCR is being pursued.  

 

Great horned owl, Alpine Borough, NJ: 

Raptor Trust received the owl from a resident where it presented as shocky and 

neurologic. The bird was treated and monitored but died shortly after arrival. As this bird 

was found in a similar area as a previous owl that was determined to have secondary 

rodenticide poisoning, it was suggestive of poisoning in this owl as well. On necropsy, no 

external lesions were noted, and the only internal lesion was noted in the oral cavity 

where the mucosa was extremely reddened and inflamed. Rodenticide testing is pending. 

 

Bald Eagle, Cumberland Co, NJ: 

CPO Trembley received a call about an immature bald eagle found dead under a power 

line. Obvious signs of electrocution were noted. The bird was collected and held frozen. 

A necropsy was performed to identify the sex of the bird and collect a liver sample for 

future rodenticide testing. The eagle was confirmed to have been electrocuted and was 

determined to be a juvenile male. 

 

Meetings: 

- Dr. Lewis attended a meeting of the Rutgers Vet Club and gave a presentation on being 

a wildlife veterinarian  

 

- Dr. Lewis attended a virtual meeting with partners to update and discuss recent grant 

funding on SARS-CoV-2 Surveillance and Capacity Building CSTE 

 

- Dr. Lewis gave two media interviews on the current outbreak of Highly Pathogenic 

Avian Influenza and one media interview with Kathy Clark on lead in Bald Eagles 

 

- Dr. Lewis attended the Rutgers Careers Class – Careers in Government and presented 

on being a wildlife veterinarian in state government 

 

- Dr. Lewis attended NEAFWA and moderated the session on emerging wildlife health 

issues and presented on the state response during the songbird mortality event 

 

- Dr. Lewis attended the virtual Northeast TWS executive committee meeting 

 



- Dr. Lewis attended the Rutgers wildlife disease class and gave a talk on prion diseases 

and CWD 

 

 

NON-PROJECT ACTIVITIES: 

 

-Dr. Lovy is a member of the viral hemorrhagic septicemia (VHS) virus risk 

subcommittee workgroup. A monthly meeting was held. 

 

-Dr. Lovy provided a manuscript review for the journal “Aquaculture”. 

 

-Work was completed on a collaborative project from North Carolina and Florida to 

document the occurrence of a myxozoan parasite Myxobolus lentisuturalis in fish for the 

first time in the USA. Revisions were provided on a manuscript draft.  

 

- Dr. Lewis gave a talk on “Protecting your pets from HABs” at NJDEP’s 2022 Virtual 

HAB summit, where she discussed how HABS affected all animal species, from pets to 

livestock to wildlife, clinical signs, treatment and prevention. 

 

- Dr. Lewis gave a talk to the Southern Region Conservation Officers on her role and 

what she can do for the officers, things for CPOs to look out for in wildlife and a 

discussion on various wildlife diseases of concern. 

 

- Dr. Lewis attended a virtual meeting for updates on preparations for release of the 

confiscated terrapin “Bayley.” 

 

- Dr. Lewis attended the virtual monthly meetings of both NEPARC Emerging Disease 

Working Group and PARC disease task team 

 

- Dr. Lewis assisted Brian Zarate in sample collection from wood turtles as part of an 

ongoing health assessment of endangered and threatened species and repatriation 

program 

 

 

 

 


