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A microbiome consists of a diverse array of microorganisms living within a host organism. The microbiome in animal gastrointestinal tracts are associated with digestion, metabolism, immunity, and processes related to development and behavior. Composition and diversity of the gut microbiome is associated with diet. Previous research found that organisms with a strictly plant-based diet have more diverse gut microbiota, as opposed to those who include meat in their diet.  Due to the expected differences in diets among rural and urban squirrels, we expect to find consistent differences in their microbial biomes. Our goal in this project is to identify the types of bacteria in the ceca of Eastern Gray (Sciurus carolinensis) and Eastern Fox Squirrels (S. niger) who live on or around Concordia College in Moorhead, Clay Co., MN, Minneapolis, MN, and locations in rural ND.  We hypothesize the diets of rural squirrels, having a more natural, plant-based diet, will have a more diverse microbiome than urban squirrels. Further, we hypothesize the urban squirrels, with increased access to processed food and exposure to human food sources, will have less microbiome diversity within the cecum. To test our hypothesis, we collected samples and cultured bacteria from squirrels salvaged opportunistically as found dead, as road kills, or donated by hunters. Once ceca contents were extracted, they were diluted and plated on LB agar plates with cycloheximide. After incubation, LB agar was used to make master plates for future identification. Cultured bacteria will be analyzed through a series of staining and plating techniques in the spring semester to identify individual bacterial strains. The diversity of bacteria present will be used to characterize the microbiome and compare diversity between urban and rural squirrels. We will be presenting preliminary results.  




