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Things 
You May 

Have 
Heard 
about 

Chronic 
Wasting 
Disease

On March 29, 2018, the Boone 
and Crockett Club officially 
released a position statement 
on Chronic Wasting Disease.

Read all of our position statements 
online at www.Boone-Crockett.org.

“CWD is not new news, 
but its threat to deer 
and elk is increasing, 
which should be a 
concern to every 
sportsman,” said  
Ben B. Hollingsworth 
Jr., “As hunter-
conservationists, 
we’ve had to address 
threats to wildlife 
before, but none 
 like this.”

B&C Press release on Chronic Wasting Disease

This article was published in the February 2018 issue of Texas Wildlife magazine. 
It is reprinted here with permission of the Texas Wildlife Association. 
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The prominence of chronic wasting disease (CWD) in the 
media waxes as new cases are discovered and wanes as the public’s inter-
est fades once the disease’s presence ceases to be novel. Chronic wasting 
disease is different from many other deer diseases in that its effects are 
initially subtle and take months to years to manifest in an animal. The 
effects of CWD on populations take even longer to become evident. In fact, 
CWD was first detected in free-ranging deer and elk in the early 1980s and 
only in the past 10 years have scientists been able to document effects of 
CWD on populations and even then, only in the areas of Colorado and 
Wyoming where CWD was first detected.

Chronic wasting disease disrupts the world of people who care about deer and other ungulates. This 
disruption begins with regulations to determine where the disease is located, to prevent its spread, and 
sometimes to try to eradicate it before it gains a foothold. Over the long-term, CWD can cause change by 
decreasing annual survival, thereby reducing the number of deer that can be harvested and eventually 
lowering deer density. Change is unpleasant and people respond to it in different ways. Some recognize the 
problem and act to address it. Others deny the change and strive to maintain the world the way it was. 

DAVID HEWITT, CHARLIE DEYOUNG, 
RANDY DEYOUNG, BILL EIKENHORST, 

F. BUTCH WECKERLY, MATTHEW 
WAGNER, IVAN CASTRO-ARELLANO
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There is a campaign, arising from fear of the change 
caused by CWD, to marginalize CWD as a management issue. 
The campaign has been intense, occurring in presentations, 
lay publications, and the internet. Tellingly, the central ideas 
behind this campaign have never appeared in a publication 
subject to scientific peer-review, and in fact, are in direct 
contrast to the recommendations of wildlife veterinarians and 
epidemiologists. Although CWD has been a topic of intense 
discussion for several years, we constantly field questions from 
concerned land stewards about the disease. This article pro-
vides a counterweight to things you may have heard about 
CWD from those who feel CWD is of no significance. 

Following are 7 statements 
you may have heard about 
CWD and reasons why these 
statements are misleading 
at best and absolutely 
false at worst.

1) CWD IS NOT A DISEASE. 
Because CWD does not have obvi-
ous and immediate impacts and 
because it is not caused by a typ-
ical disease agent, such as a virus 
or bacterium, deniers suggest 
that CWD is not a disease, but simply a condition or a syn-
drome. It is important to note that CWD is always fatal, is 
caused by a disease agent, can be spread from infected animals 
to healthy animals, and causes holes to form in the animal’s 
brain, resulting in the animal progressively losing its ability 
to avoid danger, eat food, and walk or function normally. CWD 
is clearly a disease and is listed as a disease by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention.

2) CWD IS NOT A COMMON 
DISEASE IN THE UNITED STATES. 
TRUE, BUT MISLEADING. 
People not concerned about CWD 
state that 97 percent of the 1.17 million deer and elk tested in 
14 years had CWD results of “not detected,” and CWD has been 
detected in only 4 percent of counties in the United States. 
These facts are not disputed, but their implication is disputed 
on two accounts. 

First, CWD is not common in the United States, but 
neither is meningococcal disease (human disease with 1.2 
cases/1 million people). However, rarity does not mean unim-
portant. Just as human health officials act quickly when men-
ingitis is detected in the United States, so too should wildlife 
managers do everything they can to keep from having CWD 
become established in their ungulate herds. In fact, CWD 
differs from meningococcal disease in some critical ways. 
Meningitis outbreaks can be managed and the disease can be 
eradicated from an area. In contrast, CWD cannot be eradi-
cated once established because the abnormal prion proteins 
(the disease agent) persist in the environment; all indications 

are that the disease will be present in the environment for 
years or even decades. The best offense against CWD is a 
rock-solid defense to keep CWD from being introduced 
into a deer population. Thus, the goal of all CWD manage-
ment programs is to keep the disease rare.

Second, CWD is not equally prevalent across the 
United States, so defining the population as deer through-

out North America is misleading. The disease has not been 
detected in most places in the United States. But, where CWD 
has been detected, it can have high prevalence. As might be 
expected, prevalence increases the longer the disease has been 
present in an area. Thus, some populations in the endemic 
areas of Colorado and Wyoming have prevalence ranging from 
20 to 40 percent.

Preventing 
movement of 
infected 
deer and 
infected 
tissue into 
areas where 
CWD does not 
occur is the 
most 
powerful 
tool in the 
manager’s 
tool kit.

© MARK GOCKE, WYOMING GAME AND FISH 
DEPARTMENT. PUBLIC DOMAIN.
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3) CWD IS NOT SPREADING RAPIDLY. 
To the contrary, for a disease first 
detected in free-ranging deer in the 
1980s with no natural vector such 
as an insect to spread it, CWD has 
spread remarkably fast. From an 
endemic area in northcentral Colo-

rado and southeast Wyoming, the range of the disease increased 
over a 20-year period to the lake states, the Midwest, New 
Mexico, and central Canada. By 2005, the disease was present 
in the central Appalachians, and around 2010, the number of 
states in which CWD was detected grew dramatically. The 
disease has also been found outside of the United States, such 
as in South Korea and Norway. Some of the spread of the disease 
outside the endemic area is likely a result of natural deer and 
elk movements. Other occurrences are best explained by 
movement of CWD-positive elk or deer or their tissue. Again, 
the disease has spread remarkably fast, given what is known 
about its transmission. Responsible wildlife managers should 
strive to keep CWD from spreading into the herds they manage.

4) CWD CANNOT BE PREVENTED OR CONTROLLED, 
ONLY MONITORED. 
Clearly, CWD can be prevent-
ed from infecting a popula-
tion. Preventing movement of 
infected deer and infected 
tissue into areas where CWD 
does not occur is the most powerful tool in the manager’s tool 
kit. Once introduced, the options decline dramatically. Man-
agers in New York detected two positive wild deer in the vicin-
ity of an infected captive deer facility in an isolated CWD 
outbreak in 2005. Acting swiftly, deer managers in New York 
harvested deer heavily in the outbreak area, and CWD has not 
been detected in the area since. The case in New York appears 
unique because CWD was detected early. In most instances, 
the disease is more well established once detected and there 
are no viable options for eliminating it. The rate of spread 
and the rate at which prevalence increases may be slowed 
by reducing deer density, but the effectiveness of these 
approaches is still unclear. And, because they must be in-
stituted for years or decades, these approaches may be 
opposed by groups who desire higher deer densities.

5) NO PEER-REVIEWED PAPER TO DATE CLEARLY 
SHOWS A CAUSE-AND-EFFECT RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN RECENT DEER DECLINES AND CWD.  
This statement harkens back to 
the tobacco companies’ strategy 
of denying tobacco causes cancer 
and can shorten people’s lives. 
Cancer may have several causes 
and it may be difficult to conclude 
a given cancer is caused by tobacco use, but that does 
not mean tobacco is safe to use. To the contrary, the link be-
tween premature death and tobacco use is clear. Similarly, 
deer and elk herds may decline for many reasons, but scientists 
have techniques that allow them to isolate the cause of popu-
lation declines. There are now three peer-reviewed studies 
demonstrating cause and effect relationship between deer 
declines and CWD. And the effects are not subtle. Population 
estimates were available for two of the populations, and those 
populations declined 40-50 percent over 10-20 years. Surviv-
al of CWD-negative deer in these studies was 30-40 percent 
greater than survival of CWD-positive deer (e.g., survival of 
CWD-negative deer—85 percent vs. CWD-positive deer—50 
percent). Some deer populations have high enough reproduc-
tive rate to avoid declines, but many do not, especially in the 
semi-arid south and western Texas (see point 7).

6) CWD DOES NOT KILL DEER.
This statement is simply not true 
because wild and captive deer die 
of clinical CWD; the disease is 
always fatal. However, many CWD-positive deer do not die 
strictly from CWD, just as people positive for AIDS may not 
die from AIDS. Rather, AIDS-positive people often die of 
infections that their body could not defeat because AIDS 
had compromised their immune system. Similarly, deer in 
free-ranging populations may not die of CWD, but, as might 

It is important to note 
that CWD is always fatal, is 

caused by a disease agent, 
can be spread from 

infected animals to 
healthy animals, and 

causes holes to form in the 
animal’s brain, resulting in 

the animal progressively 
losing its ability to avoid 
danger, eat food, and walk 

or function normally.
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be expected of an animal with holes in its brain, these deer 
are susceptible to other factors. CWD-positive deer are 
more vulnerable to predators, hunters, and vehicle 
collisions. Deer with CWD may be less motivated to forage 
or forage less efficiently. Poor foraging ability makes these 
deer more susceptible to death during winter or other 
periods of stress. As an example of the impact of CWD on 
deer survival, whitetail deer in Wyoming that were positive 
for CWD, even if they did not show clinical symptoms, had a 
40 percent chance of surviving one year, whereas deer 
without CWD in the same population had an 80 percent 
chance of surviving one year. These findings are especially 
meaningful because both the CWD-negative and CWD-
positive deer were in the same area and exposed to the same 
threats of mortality. The only difference was that some had 
contracted CWD and others had not.

7) BECAUSE CWD TAKES 14 MONTHS TO 4 YEARS TO 
DEVELOP AND BECAUSE POPULATION GENERATION 
TIME IS 3.5 YEARS, THE VAST MAJORITY OF DEER 
NEVER LIVE LONG ENOUGH TO BE CLINICAL TO CWD. 
THEREFORE, CWD, BY ITS CLINICAL NATURE, CANNOT 
BE A FACTOR IN TEXAS DEER HERD MANAGEMENT, 
PRESENT OR FUTURE. 

This statement is rife with 
misunderstanding of the im-
portance of adult survival in 
deer populations, especially 
deer populations in semi-arid range-
lands of Texas. Using South Texas as an example, about 30 
percent of the adult deer are typically 6 years old or older in 
sustainably harvested deer populations. The only way for this 
age structure to develop is for adult survival to be high. High 
adult survival is critical to persistence of deer populations in 
South Texas because fawn-to-doe ratios 
may average 30 fawns/100 does. This level 
of fawn production is low and reflects the 
challenging nutritional environment of 
South Texas, especially during drought. In 
fact, fawn production in South Texas is just 
sufficient to allow the deer population to 
grow at a slow rate and therefore to support 
a light recreational harvest. Contrary to 
the suggestion that there is no problem 
with deer dying before they reach 4-years 
of age, such high adult mortality would 
cause deer populations in South Texas to 
decline rapidly. To compound the problem 
of CWD for deer populations in South Tex-
as, female deer rarely raise a fawn until 
does reach 3 years old. Even though they 
typically conceive for the first time as year-
lings and give birth on their second birth-
day, autumn lactation rates and maternity 
determined using genetic techniques show 
that 2-year-old females rarely raise a fawn. 
For this reason, high mortality before 
4-years of age from CWD would be a big 
problem for deer populations in South 
Texas and likely elsewhere in the state.

Deer managers in South Texas often alleviate the con-
straints of low fawn production by providing supplemental 
feed. Supplemental feed makes a huge difference, for example 
by doubling fawn production and therefore removing many 
of the concerns described in the preceding paragraph. How-
ever, providing supplemental feed is likely to turbo-charge the 
spread of CWD in a deer herd. For this reason, it would be wise 
to cease supplemental feeding if CWD may be present.

One final problem with high mortality before deer turn 
4-years of age is that antler size, a characteristic of interest to 
many deer hunters, increases with age through at least 5 years 
of age, and some bucks show their largest antlers at age 6 or 
more. An additional problem is that bucks also have higher 
prevalence of the disease than does. So, not only do deer pop-
ulations decline with CWD but the number of mature bucks 
would decline even more dramatically. CWD will be a big 
problem for hunters who enjoy hunting trophy bucks. 

CONCLUSION
The mass of scientific information and expertise suggests that 
CWD is a disease we do not want in our deer populations. It 
has no positive effects and many known and potential negative 
impacts. In addition, the CDC recommends that hunters not 
consume meat from animals that test positive for CWD. For 
all these reasons, it makes sense to take actions to keep CWD 
from being introduced into deer populations without the 
disease. Future generations of hunters will thank us for doing 
all we can to keep CWD rare. n
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The best offense against 
CWD is a rock-solid 
defense to keep CWD from 
being introduced into a 
deer population. 


