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Chronic wasting disease (or CWD) is a fatal nervous system disease of deer and elk.  CWD has been recognized in several western states since 1967, but was first reported in Wisconsin deer in February, 2002, based on tests of deer collected in southwestern Wisconsin during the November, 2001 Deer Gun Hunting season.  

CWD is thought to be caused by an abnormal protein called a “prion.”  Prions can produce changes in certain normal brain proteins that then produce sponge-like decay of the brain and ultimately death in affected animals.  

Animals can be infected with CWD and not show any signs for months or years.  Ultimately, signs of disease can include loss of coordination, drooling, unusual behavior, paralysis, weight loss, swallowing difficulty, and increased thirst and urination.  The only definite way to diagnose CWD is to examine the animal’s brain for evidence of the characteristic sponge-like lesions.  

CWD is not known to be transmitted to humans, and most experts think the risk to humans who consume venison is quite low.  However, that does not mean that there is zero risk.  

Other related conditions include mad cow disease in cattle (so-called bovine spongiform encephalopathy), scrapie in sheep, and kuru and Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (or CJD) in people.  All of these conditions are caused by forms of abnormal prion proteins.  

The British experience with mad cow disease has resulted in greater scrutiny and surveillance of human disease related to CWD.  For a decade after mad cow disease was first recognized in cattle in the United Kingdom in 1986, scientists and government officials claimed that there was no risk to humans from mad cow disease.  

However, in 1996, a human form of mad cow disease was recognized in young adults, called “new variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease.”    New variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease in people has been linked to eating prion-infected meat.  More than 120 people have since died from new variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, most of whom lived in the United Kingdom.

Nevertheless, despite the increased surveillance for human disease related to CWD, there is no clear evidence of transmission to people.  Late last year, three young people, who had frequently consumed deer or elk meat, were reported to have developed Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease in their late twenties.  Although CJD typically affects people over age 55, thorough investigation identified no strong evidence that the disease in these cases was caused by eating infected meat.  

Because there is a long latency, that is time from exposure to the development of disease due to prions, more evidence is needed before it will be clear whether CWD is a human health threat.  

In the meantime, common-sense precautions for consumption of venison include:

· Do NOT eat any part of a deer that appeared ill before it was killed.

· Eat only the meat, and remove all fat, membranes, cords, and bones from the meat prior to eating.  The prions, which cause CWD, have not been found in meat.

· Do NOT eat the brain, eyes, spinal cord, tonsils, spleen, or lymph nodes of any deer, even if it looks healthy.  The prions, which cause CWD, concentrate in these tissues.  Also, avoid venison sausage, if you cannot be sure that these organs were excluded from the sausage and from the machines used to prepare the sausage. 

· If your deer is tested for CWD, wait until you receive word that the tests were negative before eating the meat.

When dressing, cutting, and processing deer meat,

· Wear rubber or latex gloves

· If removing antlers, use a saw that is only used for this purpose and then dispose of the blade.

· Do NOT cut through the spinal cord except to remove the head.  Use a knife that is used only for this purpose.

· Thoroughly clean and sanitize work areas with bleach water when finished.

A more detailed list of precautions is available on-line from the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection at http://datcp.state.wi.us/ah/agriculture/animals/disease/chronic/pdf/venison_safety_2side.pdf.

