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Canine distemper is a contagious viral disease that 
affects a wide range of wild and domestic carnivores. 
The virus is mainly spread through direct contact with 
infected animals or their secretions. Distemper can 
cause respiratory, gastrointestinal, and neurologic 
disease, and cases periodically occur in wildlife 
populations throughout Minnesota. 
 

Species Affected 
Several wildlife species can contract canine distemper 
including wolves, coyotes, foxes, bobcats, lynx, skunks, 
raccoons, fishers, martens, mink, and weasels. Among 
these, raccoons are the most common reported wildlife 
species affected by the disease in Minnesota. 
 

Clinical Signs 
Animals often exhibit neurologic signs such as incoordination, abnormal behavior, disorientation, seizures, 
chewing fits, and reduced responsiveness to people or other stimuli. They can also have crusting and 
discharge around the eyes and nose. Other less commonly reported signs in wildlife include vomiting, 
diarrhea, coughing, and thickening of the skin on the footpads. 
 

Population Significance 
Distemper outbreaks in wildlife can occur year-round, but are most common during the spring and 
summer, when young animals are present and populations contain a higher proportion of susceptible 
juveniles. The introduction of new viral strains can lead to more severe outbreaks, which can temporarily 
reduce local wildlife populations. In most Minnesota wildlife species, distemper is considered a self-limiting 
disease and affected populations typically recover over time. Disease transmission is likely density 
dependent, meaning the virus spreads in areas where animals are concentrated at higher densities. Feeding 
wildlife can increase animal congregation and facilitate transmission of diseases like distemper and should 
be avoided. 
 

Human and Domestic Animal Health 
Humans cannot be infected with canine distemper. However, clinical signs of distemper in wildlife such as 
abnormal behavior, disorientation, or neurologic impairment can resemble those seen with rabies, which is 
transmissible to humans and other mammals. People should avoid contact with sick or abnormal wildlife 
and seek medical care if they are bitten or scratched. Unvaccinated domestic dogs are highly susceptible to 
canine distemper. Pet owners should keep dogs away from wildlife and consult with their veterinarian to 
ensure vaccinations are current. If you observe a wild animal exhibiting signs of canine distemper, you can 
report it to your local area wildlife office or contact the Minnesota DNR Information Center by phone at 
651-296-6157 or 888-MINNDNR (646-6367), or by email at info.dnr@state.mn.us. 
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