
Are Ohio’s deer healthy?
The Ohio Department of Natural Re-

sources (ODNR) Division of Wildlife has 
been monitoring the general health 
and condition of deer at a number of 
the mandatory deer check stations for 
many years. Deer brought to check sta-
tions have been routinely tested and 
inspected by the Ohio Departments 
of Agriculture and Health for diseases 
and parasites, Chronic Wasting Disease 
(CWD), tuberculosis, and the ticks that 
spread Lyme Disease. No problems 
have been detected from the thousands 
of animals examined over the years.

Chronic Wasting Disease
After reports of Chronic Wasting Dis-

ease surfaced in Wisconsin in 2002, 
Ohio began targeted monitoring of its 
deer herd. No sign of CWD has been 
found here. Officials believe that it’s un-
likely that CWD is present for a num-
ber of reasons: 1) Years of testing in 
high risk areas has failed to detect the 
disease. 2) Ohio’s large human popu-
lation would make it unlikely that sick 
or dying deer would go unnoticed. In 

What should hunters do if they see 
a deer that appears to be sick?

Hunters who see deer that appear 
to be sick or are displaying abnormal 
behavior should advise the landowner 
and either the hunter or the landowner 
should immediately report the occur-
rence to the Division of Wildlife. The 
person reporting the animal should de-
scribe both the location of the animal 
and its symptoms and behavior. Hunt-
ers should not kill or handle a deer that 
they believe is sick.

What should hunters do if they har-
vest a deer or elk out-of-state?
	 •	 Hunters must bone out the meat 

and remove all fat and connective 
tissue before returning to Ohio. Visit 
our website for more information.

	 •	 If your deer or elk is CWD tested in 
another state, report CWD positive 
results to ODA at (614) 728-6220.

Common sense tips to safely handle 
and process your deer.

According to the World Health Organi-
zation, there is no evidence that Chronic 
Wasting Disease passes from deer to hu-
man beings.

GENERAL PRECAUTIONS
	 •	 Do not eat the eyes, brain, spinal 

cord, spleen, tonsils, or lymph nodes 
of any deer.

	 •	 Do not eat any part of a deer that 
appears to be sick.

FIELD DRESSING
	 •	 Wear rubber or latex gloves.

	 •	 Minimize contact with the brain, spi-
nal cord, spleen, and lymph nodes 

(lumps of tissue next to organs or in 
fat and membranes) as you work.

	 •	 Remove all internal organs.

	 •	 Clean knives and equipment of resi-
due and soak in a 50/50 solution of 
household chlorine bleach and wa-
ter for one hour. Wipe down coun-
ters and let them dry. Soak knives 
for 1 hour in the bleach solution.

CUTTING AND PROCESSING
	 •	 Wear rubber or latex gloves.

	 •	 Minimize handling brain or spinal 
tissues. If removeing antlers, use 
a saw designated for that purpose 
only, then dispose of the blade.

	 •	 Do not cut through the spinal col-
umn except to remove the head. 
Use a knife designated only for this 
purpose.

	 •	 Bone out the meat from the deer 
and remove all fat and connective 
tissue (the web-like membranes at-
tached to the meat). This will also 
remove lymph nodes.

	 •	 Irresponsible dumping of carcass-
es can spread disease. Properly dis-
pose of hide, brain and spinal cord, 
eyes, spleen, tonsils, bones, and 
head in a landfill.

	 •	 Thoroughly clean and sanitize equip-
ment and work areas with bleach 
water after processing.

Venison is a valued, healthy source 
of food.

Agencies such as the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control and the Ohio Depart-
ment of Health are responsible for hu-

man health. No warnings have been 
issued by these agencies with regards 
to CWD and eating deer meat. There 
are NO illnesses and NO deaths known 
to be related to CWD among the na-
tion’s 16 million deer hunters since the 
disease was discovered more than 35 
years ago.

Epizootic Hemorrhagic Disease 
(EHD)

EHD has been confirmed previously 
in Ohio, as the source of illness impact-
ing deer in a few localized areas. The 
disease is the most common ailment of 
deer in the United States. State animal 
health officials stress that EHD is NOT 
related to CWD.

EHD does not affect humans, nor im-
pact the safety of consumed deer.

EHD is caused by the bite of an in-
fected midge and once there has been 
a hard freeze, the insects die off for the 
winter, eliminating new cases of EHD. 

Web sites to visit for more information
www.ohioagriculture.gov

www.cwd-info.org

http://www.aphis.usda.gov/animal_health/
animal_diseases/cwd/
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addition, the Division of Wildlife inten-
tionally manages deer herd levels well 
below the carrying capacity of the habi-
tat throughout the state. This manage-
ment approach keeps the herd in excel-
lent overall health and, because deer 
population densities are kept relatively 
low, the opportunity to spread disease 
between animals is minimized.

What is Chronic Wasting Disease?
Chronic Wasting Disease is a progres-

sive, fatal, degenerative disease of the 
brain affecting elk, mule deer and white-
tailed deer. CWD belongs to a group of 
related diseases called Transmissible 
Spongiform Encephalopathies (TSEs), 
which include diseases such as Scra-
pie in sheep and goats, Bovine Spongi-
form Encephalopathy (BSE) in cattle and 
Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (CJD) in hu-
mans. There is no evidence that CWD 
affects humans. CWD is not the same 
as CJD or BSE. TSEs are thought to be 
caused by abnormal proteins, called pri-
ons in the brain. There is currently no 
treatment or vaccine available.

How is it transmitted?
It is not certain how CWD is transmit-

ted, but deer observation in Colorado 
and Wyoming has shown that both 
lateral (animal to animal) and maternal 
(mother to offspring) transmission may 
be possible. The most likely means of 
transmission is between animals that 
are in close contact with each other. The 
epidemiology supports lateral transmis-
sion as the major mode of transmission 
as most affected animals in the Colo-
rado and Wyoming facilities were unre-
lated. In addition, the elk and mule deer 

placed in pens that had housed infected 
cervids (members of the deer family) 
for many years became infected, even 
though there were no other cervids on 
the premises, leading to the assumption 
that the environment of a facility could 
also be a source of the disease.

Where has it occurred?
In 1967, Chronic Wasting Disease 

was first detected in deer in northeast 
Colorado. CWD has not been found in 
Ohio. As of August 2008, it has been di-
agnosed in wild or captive deer and /
or elk in Colorado, Wyoming, Wiscon-
sin, South Dakota, New Mexico, Utah, 
Nebraska, Oklahoma, Michigan, Min-
nesota, Illinois, Kansas, Montana, New 
York, West Virginia, Alberta, and Sas-
katchewan.

What are the symptoms and how is 
it diagnosed?

Elk and deer with CWD may not pro-
duce any visible symptoms of the dis-
ease for a number of years. Eventually, 
as the disease progresses, animals may 
exhibit loss of weight, excessive saliva-
tion, trouble swallowing, difficulty in 
judging distance, and drooping ears. 
Unfortunately, these symptoms are not 
specific to CWD and can occur with oth-
er diseases as well. Currently, the only 
validated method to diagnose CWD is 
by examining the brain tissue or lymph 
nodes after the animal has died.

Should hunters take precautions in 
handling deer or deer meat?

There is no evidence that CWD af-
fects humans. However, even though 
it is safe to eat deer meat, hunters can 

take some common-sense precautions, 
such as not harvesting deer that appear 
sick or otherwise abnormal, wearing 
rubber gloves while field dressing and 
processing deer, and avoiding handling 
or eating deer brain, spinal cord, spleen 
or lymph nodes.

Are livestock or people at risk?
Experiments in Colorado, Wyoming, 

and Iowa have shown that it is ex-
tremely difficult to infect cattle with 
CWD. Cattle living in close contact with 
infected deer or ingesting infected deer 
brain have not developed the disease. 
Based on this and other research, it ap-
pears that there is a substantial biologi-
cal barrier to transmission of CWD from 
deer to cattle.

The World Health Organization, the 
TSE Advisory Committee of the Food 
and Drug Administration, and public 
health officials have reviewed the avail-
able scientific information and conclud-
ed that at present there is no evidence 
that CWD in deer or elk can be transmit-
ted to humans. However, these groups 
recommend that human exposure to 
the CWD agent be minimized as they 
continue to evaluate any potential risk.

What is Ohio doing about CWD?
Considering all the information avail-

able, the likelihood of Ohio deer having 
CWD is remote. The Division of Wildlife, 
along with the Ohio Departments of Ag-
riculture (ODA) and Health, and USDA 
Animal Plant Health Inspection Service 
Veterinary Services (APHIS-VS) will con-
tinue to test for tuberculosis in addition 
to ODNR ’s existing, aggressive monitor-
ing for disease.

Annually, ODA’s Animal Disease Diag-
nostics Laboratory conducts CWD tests 
on 1,000+ samples collected during the 
deer gun season and useable road-killed 
deer collected year round.

Tests performed by ODA’s lab on 
samples from harvested deer are only 
intended to screen for evidence of CWD 
infection. Results are not meant to im-
ply assurance of meat quality for hu-
man consumption. Test accuracy and 
sensitivity (the ability to detect infected 
animals) can vary depending on sample 
quality and stage of infection. If you 
have questions about ODA’s testing pro-
gram for CWD, call (614)728-6220.

In addition, deer displaying symptoms 
any time during the year will be collected 
by Division of Wildlife staff and tested at 
ODA’s lab. Note that symptoms common 
to CWD could be caused by a number of 
other unrelated problems. It is impossible 
to determine if a deer has CWD simply 
by observing symptoms. Confirmation 
can only be done in the laboratory. The 
wildlife agency has been conducting tar-
geted surveillance throughout the state 
since early summer 2002 and tests have 
found no sign of CWD.


