What do we know about CWD?

We know it is caused by a protein called a prion.  This prion is very similar to proteins that occur naturally in mule deer, but when the prion gets inside the deer, it causes the deer to synthesize more prions instead of the natural protein.  These prions accumulate in the brain and cause neural degeneration and death.  Incubation period is about 1-3 years and the animal shows symptoms for weeks before it dies.

We know that very high concentrations of prions are found in the brain, spinal cord, spleen, and lymp tissues (like the tonsils).  These tissues are infective.  But we don’t know how the prion gets from one animal to another.  It could occur by nose to nose contact or by contact with urine, feces or saliva.  

We know that on average about 5% of the mule deer in NE Colorado and SE Wyoming are infected with disease.  Some populations have almost 15% of the animals infected.  

We are beginning to get good estimates of rate of spread.  In an infected animal transmits the disease to another animal every 9 months, then the epidemic will be sustained.   If the animal transmits the disease less frequently than that, then the disease will die out naturally.  Animals are being killed in the epidemic area to reduce the time between infections, which could eliminate the disease.  However, if the disease can be transmitted from environmental residues like carcasses urine and feces, then this strategy my not work. 

What is relationship between CWD and other Tranmissble Spongiform Encepolapathies. 

CWD is other prion diseases like mad-cow disease in cattle, scrapie in sheep and Crutzfel-jacob disease in humans.  But it is really nt to understand that while these diseases are similar, they are not the same thing.  For example, you probably have your dog vaccinated against distemper.  Distemper and measles are very similar diseases but you cant’ get distemper and your dog can’t get measles.    

Originated at pens—

That is question we will never be able to answer.  I think it is more likely that the diseases was brought into research facilities from animals that were already infected.  The disease was discovered in research facilities simply because those facilities are like a microscope---they allow wildlife biologists to study deer much more closely than could be done in the wild.   In fact, if it hadn’t been for those facilities, I doubt we would even know that the disease exists.  The symptoms closely resemble starvation, which of course occurs naturally.  The origin of the disease is an unanswerable question.  But there are many very important questions that can be answered.  We are working on those answerable questions.

1) How is the disease transmitted?

2) How is rapidly is it spreading and in what directions?

3) Where is the disease concentrated, where are there hotspots with lots of infected animals.

Controlling the disease will depend on good answers to those questions.

General Facts:

Elizabeth Williams working at the University of Wyoming discovered the disease in 1977.  Known for about 25 years.

1993---substantial numbers of deer in the wild detected with disease

