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BODY:
Last week, Fire Island Phil was a lonely prairie dog. Hundreds of miles from her home territory, she dug her own solitary tunnels and occasionally showed off to bird-watchers and other nature lovers at Robert Moses State Park.

This week, she's at the center of a bureaucratic storm, with two New York State agencies and a federal entity involved. She even has a public relations firm speaking for her. 

"It's kind of like the old light-bulb joke: How many government agencies does it take to move a prairie dog?" quipped her spokesman, Michael Weiss of the Manhattan-based Weiss Creative Group. He took Phil - found to be a female after her capture last week - as a client pro bono at the request of activists who "rescued" her on Saturday. They plan to move her into a colony with other rescued prairie dogs in Texas, where, unlike Long Island, they are native.

But moving home is no simple matter for a prairie dog with the emergence of monkeypox, a rare viral disease carried by rodents, as a public health concern. Several human infections of monkeypox, which occurs mostly in central and western Africa, were reported in the United States in early June, and on June 10 the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the Food and Drug Administration issued a joint order prohibiting, among other things, the interstate transportation of prairie dogs.

The activists who flushed Phil from her burrow on Saturday using soapy water are hoping she will be granted a special exemption from the rule and be allowed to join her fellow prairie dogs at a preserve near Lubbock, Texas. They had become concerned that Phil, who was likely dumped at the park by a pet owner last summer, might come to grief in the traffic of Robert Moses Parkway or in the jaws of a predator. An initial request for such an exemption has not yet been granted by the FDA, however, leaving Phil in limbo until the issue is resolved.

As of yesterday evening, she was being held on Long Island by Caryn Eve Murray, a state-licensed wildlife rehabilitator who also works as a Newsday copy editor.

This morning, Phil was to be moved to Theodore Roosevelt Nature Center at Jones Beach State Park in an arrangement between the activists, the state Department of Health and the Department of Parks and Recreation.

It's hardly an ideal long-term solution, said Pam Prichard, an animal handler from Manhattan. Phil will be quarantined in a cage and will not be allowed visits from the public. "We're hoping she won't have to be there very long," Prichard said. "We're hoping not longer than a few weeks."

Kathy Boucher, a professional prairie dog relocator from Colorado who flew in to remove Phil from her burrow, said the animal seemed healthy and showed none of the symptoms of monkeypox, which include lethargy, coughing, pus from the eyes and nose and a bumpy or blister-like rash.

"She's a healthy little girl, I could tell right away," Boucher said. "I planted a kiss right on her head, right out of the hole. And I'm fine."

After she was removed from her burrow Saturday, Phil was taken to a veterinarian in Plainview, who declared her healthy and free of fleas, her rescuers said.

The next step will be to submit more paperwork to the FDA, including information about where the animal is moving from and to, who is moving her and why she is being moved. Then, an FDA official said, various state agencies in Texas will be contacted for their input.

"There was talk," Weiss said, "about getting Phil a lawyer."

GRAPHIC: Photo by Thomas A. Ferrara - Fire Island Phil shortly after being captured at Robert Moses State Park on Saturday.
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