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First observed in 1967 in mule deer 
at a government research facility in 
Colorado, CWD is a prion disease. A 
prion is a type of protein that can trig-
ger normal proteins in the brain to ab-
normally fold. These misfolded prion 
proteins are toxic and infectious, but 
what causes the protein misfolding 
remains a mystery. Potential causes 
are often thrown around, but the 
science to prove them is scant.

CWD causes a massive amount 
of fear and frustration in academia, 
among hunters and throughout state 
wildlife agencies. Why the latter? 
State wildlife agencies are heavily 
funded through hunting-license sales. 
With whitetails representing the most 
sought-after game species in the U.S., 
a threat to them ultimately represents 
a threat to the funding of the agencies 
— and, ultimately, many other areas 
of natural-resource management and 
conservation.

In other words, whitetail revenue 
funds far more projects than those that 
simply impact deer!

Facts & Figures
Hunters are clearly fearful of what 

CWD, a disease they are told is 100 per-
cent fatal in deer, will do to deer hunt-
ing. A recent study conducted in Ten-
nessee, a state that discovered CWD 
in December 2018 from 10 hunter- 
harvested whitetails in the southwest-
ern part of the state, is proof of that.

Researcher Bonner Powell and his 
associates showed that hunter partici-
pation can sharply decline based on 
fears of decreased deer densities and 
deer sightings, as well as a perceived 
danger from eating venison from 
infected animals. Of 66 hunters sur-
veyed at Ames Hunting Club, 80 per-
cent felt CWD will negatively impact 
hunting in West Tennessee. Addition-
ally, 85 percent expressed concerns 
about eating meat from harvested 
deer and said they would not con-
sume meat from deer taken in the area 
unless they were tested for CWD.

Membership at Ames Hunting 
Club, one with a reputation for main-
taining great deer management and 
hunting, decreased 44 percent from 
2018 to 2019. From a state agency per-
spective, a potential 44 percent hit in 
license revenue represents the basis 
behind their fear and sense of urgency.

Science Says …
Where does academia come into 

play? Consider that everyone looks 
to university researchers and their 
expensive private, state and federally 
funded research for answers to our 
questions and concerns. There are 
clear signs of frustration among re-
searchers. I recently reached out to a 
leading researcher at the University of 
Wisconsin, only to be told, “Hi, Jason. 
I think I will pass. I’m afraid I don’t 
have any encouraging or optimistic 
comments to offer.”

That’s unfortunate, as his CWD 
research is funded by state and fed-
eral money, student tuition, research 
grants and private contributions. 
My position was that bowhunters 
read publications such as Petersen’s 

BOWHUNTING far more often than 
scientific journals, as these titles are 
far more effective at communicating 
the latest science to hunters.

Back to the point: Have we learned 
anything recently? Has CWD caused 
significant reductions in deer num-
bers, or are our responses to CWD to 
blame?

Researchers, including the one 
who declined to comment, repeatedly 
state that the prevalence of CWD will 

YOU, ME
AND CWD

What have we accomplish-
ed since Chronic Wasting 
Disease was discovered, 
and what lies ahead?
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MORE THAN 50 years after 

Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD) 

was first identified, it seems we 

aren’t any closer to giving hunters 

the answers they want.

By JASON SNAVELY
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Researchers predict Chronic Wasting Disease will 
continue to spread across the whitetail's range, 
resulting in a significant reduction in deer popula-
tions. However, the author contends that deer-
reduction efforts in response to CWD have resulted 
in far more population loss than the disease itself.



increase and population declines will 
result. I couldn’t agree more, but in a 
country where ecological dysfunc-
tion is in excess, I believe the discus-
sion needs to focus on the underlying 
cause. In addition, how can we con-
tinue to invoke fear of a disease that 
will reportedly decrease deer abun-
dance across the country when so 
many interest groups report instances 
of whitetail overpopulation?

“Deer farming” always takes the 
brunt of the blame when it comes to 
the spread of CWD. Truth is, whether 
you support deer enclosures or not, 
this practice can be done either in an 
ecologically sustainable manner or 
in a way that interrupts the ecology, 
causing dysfunction (overabundance). 
We see the same dysfunction outside 
deer farms!

Although CWD was first observed 
and identified in a publicly owned and 
funded wildlife research facility, pri-
vate owners who fence in their proper-
ties take much of the blame for the dis-

ease’s spread. Countless publications 
begin their CWD discussion by stating 
that “CWD was first observed in 1967 
in a captive deer facility,” which infers 
it was first observed in a deer farm.

Where to Next?
As someone who has dedicated 

much of his career to whitetails, I 
consider all fatal, transmissible and 
degenerative whitetail diseases of se-
rious concern. I’m also in favor of re-
sponsibly investing in furthering our 
understanding of the disease and de-
termining if our management efforts 
are really benefiting animals I deeply 
care about. Are we making progress, 
or just throwing away good money?

With 53 years of research behind 
us, we still haven’t delivered on the 
“why” of CWD. Some will argue that 
immediate and rigorous outbreak sur-
veillance and containment efforts have 
saved thousands of deer. They stead-
fastly maintain that CWD has caused 
rapid declines in deer numbers. Has it, 
or are the hired sharpshooters brought 
in to do what hunters can't or won't 
actually to blame?

The same university researcher 
who declined to offer optimistic com-

ments once said, “Until we have a 
vaccine, there are no easy solutions.” 
Delivering a vaccine to a substantial 
percentage of a wild deer population, 
and doing it over a long period of time 
to ensure its effectiveness, would re-
quire an almost unfathomable amount 
of money and manpower. Even then, 
there is no guarantee of its efficacy.

Given that, I sometimes wonder 
whether we are more concerned about 
CWD's economic impact on natural-
resource agencies and publicly fund-
ed university research than the deer 
herds themselves.

As a biologist, I understand you 
can’t control or predict nature. When 
it comes to CWD, I also understand it 
can be frustrating to continually offer 
up little of substance to the hunters 
who fund much of the research and 
management of wildlife. I’m afraid 
that, with CWD, our human desire 
for certainty has led us to ignore the 
notion that nature is self-regulating, 
self-organizing and self-healing. Are 
we attempting to control the ecologi-
cal dysfunction that we caused? Has 
nature “got this”?

Some researchers disagree, but it 
sure doesn’t seem like we have it!
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