Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD)

Below are some questions and answers that the Virginia Department of Inland Fisheries (VDGIF) has provided for the Virginia deer hunters.

What is Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD)?
CWD is a progressive neurological (brain and nervous system) disease found in deer and elk.  The disease ultimately results in death.  Species naturally affected include elk, mule deer, white-tailed deer and black-tailed deer.  CWD belongs to a family of diseases known as transmissible spongiform encephalopathies (TSE).

What causes CWD?
While the agent that produces CWD has not been positively identified, there is strong evidence to suggest that abnormally shaped proteins called prions are responsible.

Where has CWD been found?
To date, the disease has only been found in deer and elk in North America.  CWD is known to occur in free-ranging deer or elk in Colorado, Nebraska, New Mexico, Saskatchewan, South Dakota, Wisconsin and Wyoming.

Does CWD exist in Virginia?
We do not think so, but we cannot be certain.  Therefore, the Department will be testing a large number of deer for CWD throughout the state beginning this fall.

How is CWD spread?

It is not know exactly how CWD is spread.  It is believed that the agent responsible for the disease may be spread both directly (animal to animal contact) and indirectly (soil or other surface to animal).

Can CWD infect livestock or other wildlife?
There is no evidence that CWD can be naturally transmitted to livestock or other animals.

Is CWD dangerous to humans?
The World Health Organization (WHO) and the federal Centers for Disease Control (CDC) have conducted investigations for any relationships between CWD and human neurological disease.  These organizations state that there currently is no scientific evidence that CWD can infect humans.  However, public health officials recommend that human exposure to the CWD agent be avoided as they continue to evaluate the potential risk, if any.

How can you tell if a deer has CWD?
In early stage of infection, animals do not show any symptoms.  The incubation period can range from about 12-18 months up to 3-5 years.  In later stages, infected animals begin to display abnormal behavior such as staggering or standing with very poor posture.  Animals may have an exaggerated wide posture or carry the head and ears lowered.  In later stages of the disease, infected animals become emaciated (thus the name wasting disease) and appear in very poor body condition.  Clinical symptoms are typically not seen in deer younger than 18 months of age.  CWD symptoms may also be characteristic of diseases other than CWD (e.g., bacterial brain abscesses and chronic Hemorrhagic Disease cases).

How is CWD diagnosed?
The only way to make a definitive diagnosis is to examine the brain or lymph nodes in a laboratory.  There is no certified live-animal test, and there is no vaccine or treatment for CWD.

What should I do if I see a deer that shows CWD symptoms?
Do not attempt to contact, disturb, kill or remove the animal.  You should accurately document the location of the animal and immediately contact the VDGIF @804-367-1000.

As a deer hunter, what should I do if I kill a severely emaciated deer or a deer that is obviously sick?
Concern over CWD is no reason not to enjoy the upcoming deer hunting season. The Department advises that hunters may wish to follow these simple recommendations when handling the carcass of any deer or elk:

· Wear rubber gloves when field dressing carcasses.

· Minimize handing brain or spinal tissues/fluids

· Wash hands afterwards

· Bone out carcasses or at least avoid consuming brain, spinal cord, eyes, spleen and lymph nodes of harvested animals

· Do not handle or consume meat of wild animals that appear sick, regardless

Lastly, be attentive.  Please contact the Department immediately.

What is being done to combat CWD?
Efforts to address CWD are accelerating rapidly nationwide.  In game ranches with captive elk or deer known to have or to have been exposed to CWD, management is concentrating on the quarantining or killing of every animal.  In wild populations where CWD has been found, the management option recommended is to reduce the density of animals in the infected area to slow the transmission of the disease.  Many states have banned the practice of feeding deer, the importation of live deer and elk, and the intrastate movement of deer within their state to prevent and/or combat CWD.

What is being done to combat CWD in Virginia?

To be proactive and provide protection of  Virginia’s deer resource, hunting economy, and the public, the Department is taking the following actions relative to CWD beginning this fall:

1. Importation of live deer and elk into Virginia will be prohibited effective October 1st, 2002.

2. Captive deer and elk currently being held in Virginia will be monitored for CWD.

3. Three type of CWD surveillance will be initiated:

The first will be random “active” testing of road kill and/or hunter-killed animals statewide.  Every county in the Commonwealth will be tested.  Additional sampling will occur in those counties which have captive deer and elk facilities and where elk are located.

The second will be ‘targeted’ testing suspect animals identified by the public and deer hunters.  Attempts will be made to test all elk taken by deer hunters in southwest Virginia.

The third will be ‘mortality’ testing of all mortalities within captive deer and elk facilities.

CWD public education and information will be emphasized

CWD surveillance status and risk factors in adjoining states will be monitored.

What should I do to find out more about CWD?
Persons wanting more information on CWD are advised to visit the following websites:


VDGIF – www.dgif.state.va.us

CWD Alliance – www.cwd-info.org  

