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Seih writes aout he history and scienc of Chronic Wasting Diseasel spreading
through deer herds in Wisconsin and new legislation he’s introduced to support
programs needed to control the spread.

EAU CLAIRE - As deer season opens and Wisconsinites flock to the woods to sit in tree stands
for their yearly ration of venison, conversation turns not just to hours spent outside, but also
about the spread of chronic wasting disease (CWD).

The story of CWD is a gruesome one. Similar to Mad Cow Disease, CWD causes
abnormalities in an animal’s appearance and behavior before inevitably leading to its death. In
the 1970s, wildlife veterinarian Beth Williams noticed odd lesions on the brains of necropsied
deer and elk and identified them as a transmissibl
e spongiform encephalopathy

. The first signs of the disease are difficulties in movement, leading those with a more dramatic
turn of phrase to call them “zombie deer.”

CWD is an always-fatal transmissible neurological disease affecting cervids like deer, moose
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and elk. It's transmitted directly through animal-to-animal contact and indirectly through contact
with objects or environments containing contaminated material, like carcasses, saliva, urine or
feces. CWD spreads through what is called a “prion,” a protein that can trigger normal proteins
in the brain to fold abnormally. Prions can live in soil and plants, and carcasses left in the
woods can spread the disease long after an animal’s death of an animal. No cases have yet
been found in humans, but there are documented instances of the disease making the jump to
other primates.

After CWD’s discovery in 1978, it spread quickly. In 1981 it was found in wild herds in
Colorado. In the nineties it was found in captive herds in Saskatchewan. By 2000 CWD was
found in animals in Oklahoma and Nebraska. In 2001, the first recorded instance of CWD
infecting a white-tailed deer occurred in South Dakota.

Wisconsin had its first recorded case of CWD in 2002. At first the disease affected herds in
southern Wisconsin, CWD made its slow, inevitable way up to our area of western Wisconsin
starting with two cases in Eau Claire in 2018 and spreading to animals in Dunn, Buffalo and
Trempealeau counties.

Recent data from the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) show that CWD continues its
spread. Just last month a wild deer tested positive for CWD in Trempealeau County. So far
this year, two deer have tested positive in Eau Claire County. In 2022, there were six confirmed
positives in Senate District 31: one in Eau Claire County, one in Dunn County and four in
Buffalo County.

This is troubling because many of these cases are in deer from wild populations. If left
unchecked, CWD will spread faster, kill more deer and threaten our ability to preserve
Wisconsin’s deer hunting legacy.

It's vital that we stay on top of the spread of CWD in western Wisconsin. Otherwise, these
numbers could skyrocket, as has happened in many counties to the south. Successful
management of the CWD epidemic depends on research, testing and disposal.
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https://dnr.wisconsin.gov/topic/wildlifehabitat/cwdresearch.html
https://www.fishwildlife.org/application/files/5215/3729/1805/AFWA_CWD_BMPS_12_September_2018_FINAL.pdf
https://apps.dnr.wi.gov/cwd/RegStation/Search
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2021/proposals/sb749
https://legis.wisconsin.gov/senate/31/smith/e-update-sign-up/

