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hronic wasting disease (CWD)
is caused by a prion, an infectious protein, that affects deer,
elk, moose, caribou, and other members
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of the deer family, which are also known
as cervids. Prion diseases are a family of
illnesses that, depending on the specific
disease, can affect deer, livestock, and in
some cases humans. CWD is not known
to affect humans, but the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) does
discourage people from consuming CWDpositive animals.
CWD is always fatal in cervids, attacking
their brains and causing them to become
emaciated and exhibit strange behavior,
such as stumbling and listlessness. There is
no treatment or vaccine for CWD and the
prions are extremely difficult to destroy.

CWD was first identified in captive deer
in a research facility in Colorado in the
late 1960s and in wild deer in 1981. As of
August 2020, it had been reported in at
least 26 states, four Canadian provinces,
including Quebec, and two areas outside of
North America. Since 1997, CWD has been
found in farm-raised herds of deer and elk
in 16 states but has not been detected in
New Hampshire to date.
Scientists have determined that CWD is
mainly spread between animals by bodily
fluids (such as blood, saliva, and urine) and
by either direct or indirect contact with an
infected animal or contaminated soil, food,

Preventing
Chronic Wasting
Disease in
New Hampshire

or water. CWD prions can remain active
in the environment for years, so animals
could become infected from another animal
long after it has died. Once introduced into
a deer population, CWD is very difficult if
not impossible to eliminate. There is also
no practical test to determine if a live animal is infected with the disease.

Long-Term Effects
CWD has the potential to have
long-term, devastating effects on deer
populations. In some CWD-positive areas
of Wyoming and Colorado, for example,
prevalence of the disease exceeds 50%

with a resulting decline in populations.
In portions of Wisconsin, the occurrence
of the disease in certain local populations
of mature bucks is over 50%, which will
greatly affect the buck age distribution
since the disease is always fatal.
In 2018, deer from a captive facility in
Quebec tested positive for chronic wasting
disease. This remains the closest confirmed
presence of CWD to the New Hampshire
border. “It is crucial that we keep CWD out
of the Granite State,” said Dan Bergeron,
Game Program Supervisor at the New
Hampshire Fish and Game Department
(NHFG), “because once it is in a jurisdiction

or population the only practical management response based on the experience of
other states is to try to contain the disease.”
Containment programs typically consist
of drastic reductions of deer populations in
the areas where the disease has been documented. Lower deer densities reduce the
risk of disease transmission among animals
and slow the spread, but do not stop it.
Increased surveillance for the disease is
also necessary. “It goes without saying that
these management steps are very costly to
states,” said Bergeron.
“White-tailed deer and moose are
invaluable and cherished ecological,
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recreational, and economic public resources
in New Hampshire,” said Bergeron.
“Deer and moose constitute a significant
component of wildlife values in the
Granite State including from hunting,
wildlife photography, wildlife watching,
and ecotourism.” According to the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service's 2011 National
Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and WildlifeAssociated Recreation, the most recent
survey available on the subject, 786,000
U.S. residents 16 years of age and older
participated in wildlife-related recreation
in New Hampshire in 2011. This included
56,000 hunters, 228,000 anglers, and
630,000 wildlife watchers. Annual expenditures by these groups was $60,578,000
for hunters, $208,524,000 for anglers, and
$281,191,000 for wildlife waters, totaling
$550,293,000.

CHRONIC WASTING DISEASE
in North America

What Fish and Game Is Doing

Areas with CWD infected
cervid populations (by county)

There is a nationwide effort under
way to prevent the further spread of this
disease. This effort includes collecting
samples of deer tissue as part of ongoing
surveillance efforts, which NHFG biologists
are also doing. The Wildlife Division began
a statewide CWD monitoring program in
the fall of 2002. Monitoring has continued

States and Provinces where CWD
has been found in captive populations
States and provinces where CWD
has not been found

Data furnished by
National Wildlife Health Center
July 2020

“It is crucial that we keep CWD out
of the Granite State, because once it
is in a jurisdiction or population the
only practical management response
based on the experience of other
states is to try to contain the disease.”

CWD is from the family of diseases
known as transmissible spongiform
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caused by bacteria or viruses but by
a prion protein that misfolds into an
infectious form. Infectious proteins
in the brain will convert more prion
proteins into the misfolded form
leading to the death of brain cells.

annually since then, with the sample acquisition based on the collection of heads from
hunter-killed deer through cooperating
meat processors, totaling well over 6,000
tested so far.
Restricting the transport of potentially
infected animals, carcasses, tissues, and
bodily fluids is also essential. Movement
of captive deer continues to remain the
number one threat in the spread of CWD.
The movement of high-risk animal parts,
such as brain, spinal cord, and lymph
nodes, across state lines can also play an
important role in spreading the disease.
NHFG prohibits the importation into
the state of hunter-killed cervid carcasses
or parts of carcasses from jurisdictions
in which CWD exists, except for deboned
meat, antlers, antlers attached to skull
caps from which all soft tissue has been
removed, upper canine teeth clean of
all soft tissue, hides, or capes with no
portion of the head attached, and finished
taxidermy mounts. These regulations
are designed to minimize the risk of New
Hampshire’s deer and moose being exposed
to CWD through the importation of an
infected animal or the disposal of infected
tissue into the environment.
Not using natural urine-based lures

is also strongly encouraged. NHFG urges
hunters to use synthetic deer lures instead
as these do not pose a risk of spreading
the disease. “Although there is no direct
evidence linking urine-based lures to the
spread of CWD, a number of studies have
shown that CWD is present in the urine,
saliva, and feces of infected animals so it is
important to take this step,’” said Bergeron.
The urine for these lures is collected
from captive deer facilities outside of New
Hampshire, many of which are located
in states where CWD is already present.
Captive deer farms have been documented
as being a high-risk source of possible
exposure to CWD for wild deer populations.
Deer urine is not a regulated industry or
product, and federal regulations on captive
deer farms have not been sufficient to date
to stop the spread of CWD.

Prevention Steps
It is very important that hunters do
everything they can to help prevent CWD
from coming into the state by adhering to
New Hampshire laws regarding the transportation of cervids from CWD-positive
jurisdictions. People should also not feed
deer. The artificially high densities of
animals associated with feeding create the

potential for increased transmission of
diseases, both from infected feed and close
contact among individual deer. Feeding
deer can have a number of negative effects
aside from spreading disease. Feeding
deer often makes them more vulnerable
to aggressive interactions, predation, and
vehicle collisions among other things. The
best long-term management strategy is
to ensure that deer remain dependent on
their natural food and cover which will keep
them healthier.
“The detection of CWD in New
Hampshire would be devastating not only to
the deer and moose populations but to our
many outdoor recreational opportunities
and to the state economy,” said Bergeron.
“So it is essential that hunters and the rest
of the public continue to be diligent about
prevention measures and that we are all
conscientious about doing what we can to
keep New Hampshire CWD free.”
For more information, visit the NH Fish
and Game website at huntnh.com/
wildlife/cwd/facts.html.

Nicola Whitley is the Chief of Fish and Game’s
Public Affairs Division and the Executive
Editor of the NH Wildlife Journal.

PREVENTION STEPS FOR HUNTERS
• Do not use natural urine-based attractants
while hunting.
• Make sure to follow New Hampshire’s carcass
importation restrictions when hunting cervids
in other states or provinces.
• When hunting in another state, be sure to
follow local regulations regarding CWD.
• Use caution when handling wild game. Visit
© DAVE WILLMAN / DREAMSTIME.COM

www.cdc.gov/prions/cwd/prevention.html and
www.huntnh.com/wildlife/cwd/facts.html for more
information.
• Share this information with other friends and
hunters.
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