
hronic Wasting Disease (CWD) is a contagious 
neurological disease affecting deer and elk. It causes 
small holes in the brains of infected animals, resulting 
in weight loss, abnormal behavior, loss of bodily 
functions and eventual death. The source of the disease 
appears to be a prion, an abnormal protein, found in the 
nervous system. Transmission is among animals, but 
the method is unknown. Animals may be infected five 
years or more before showing symptoms.

Only three species in the deer family — elk, mule deer 
and white-tailed deer — are susceptible to CWD 
naturally. No one knows if other members of the deer 
family (cervids) or other animals can contract CWD, 
but research is ongoing.

To date, the N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission has 
not found CWD in North Carolina, but continued 
monitoring is the key to detection.

The Disease

Other deer diseases may produce similar systems. Only 
a laboratory test can confirm the presence of CWD. 

Currently, the only practical and reliable test for CWD 
available uses microscopic examination of brain tissue, 
which is acquired after death.

Monitoring for CWD

n an ongoing effort to monitor for CWD in North 
Carolina, Commission biologists will test at least 1,000 
free-ranging white-tailed deer in fall 2003.

Commission enforcement officers and biologists will 
approach hunters and ask them to relinquish deer heads 
voluntarily. Hunters can retain skullcaps and antlers. 
Hunters who voluntarily allow biologists to extract 
brain samples from their deer are critical to the success 
of this monitoring effort.

Fresh road kills are suitable for testing as well. 

Collection will not be random but will follow 
guidelines based upon deer population estimates 
derived from population reconstruction models and the 
state’s available deer habitat. This systematic collection 
will ensure statistically valid results. 

Once collected, the samples will be sent to the only 
testing facility for CWD in the South, the Southeastern 
Cooperative Wildlife Disease Study in Athens, GA.  

Testing will take several weeks, and the Commission 
will notify hunters if their animals test positive for 
CWD.
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Signs of deer infected with CWD are:

Extreme low weight

Listlessness

Lack of coordination, other neurological 
problems

Frequent lowering of the head

Blank facial expression

Repetitive walking in set patterns

Drooling and teeth grinding

Hunters who observe an animal with signs of 
CWD are asked to call 800-662-7137.  
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Human Health

WD belongs to a group of diseases known as 
transmissible spongiform encephalopathies (TSEs).  
Other TSEs are:

Human TSEs include Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, which 
occurs naturally in about one out of every 1 million 
people worldwide.  Another human TSE is new-variant 
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, which is associated with the 
large-scale outbreak of mad cow disease in herds in 
Great Britain.

No case of a person contracting a CWD-like disease 
from deer or elk has been documented. According to 
the World Health Organization, no scientific evidence 
that CWD can infect humans exists.

Scientists and wildlife professionals believe the 
potential for humans to contract CWD is extremely 
small, if it exists at all.  However, for optimal safety, the 
Commission recommends hunters not shoot, handle or 
consume an elk or deer that is acting abnormally or 
appears to be sick. When field dressing game, hunters 
should wear gloves and sterilize bone saws used to cut 
through the brain or spinal cord (backbone).
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Do NOT eat:

Meat from a deer or elk that looked sick

Deer or elk brains, spinal cords, spleens and 
lymph nodes

When hunting in one of the states or provinces with 
CWD in free-ranging deer or elk (New Mexico, Utah, 
Colorado, Wyoming, Nebraska, South Dakota, 
Wisconsin, Illinois and Saskatchewan), hunters should 
follow the recommendations and safety precautions 
from the respective state or province’s wildlife agency.

To protect North Carolina’s wild deer and elk 
herds from possible infection, the Commission 
recommends citizens hunting deer or elk 
outside of North Carolina bring back only:

Meat that is cut and wrapped (either 
commercially or privately)

Quarters or portions of meat with no part of 
the spinal column or head attached

Meat that has been boned out

Hides with no heads attached

Clean hides (no meat or tissue attached)

Skull plates with antlers attached

Clean antlers (no meat or tissue attached)

Upper canine teeth (i.e., “buglers,” 
“whistlers” or “ivories”)

Finished taxidermy heads

For additional information and updates on CWD, visit 
the Commission’s Web site, www.ncwildlife.org.  

Or contact:

The Division of Wildlife Management
1722 Mail Service Center
Raleigh, NC. 27699-1722
(919) 733-7291
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Scrapie, which infects domestic sheep and goats
Bovine spongiform encephalopathy (mad cow 
disease), which infects cattle
Transmissible mink encephalopathy, which infects 
farmed mink
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