
 

 

 

 

2019 NORTH AMERICAN POLICY STATEMENT: 
CHRONIC WASTING DISEASE (CWD) 

 
 
Sponsored by: Originally proposed by Pennsylvania, Southeast, and Wisconsin Chapters of BHA, 
this policy statement reflects revisions and additions made by the 2019 policy review committee. 
 
North American Board Action: Unanimously adopted on May 2, 2019 
 
 
Background and Sponsor Commentary: 
Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD) poses a legitimate threat to the future of hunting and 
conservation in North America.  Studies have shown that in areas where CWD is endemic, the 
disease may be a population-limiting factor and could lead to local population collapse and 
extinction in those areas.  According to the 2016 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-
Associated Recreation, 8.1 million hunters (70% of all hunters 16 and older in the United States, 
and 88% of all big game hunters 16 and older in the United States) participated in deer hunting, 
while 712,000 hunters pursued elk.  Cervids, specifically deer, are the most pursued species in 
North America.  The potential loss of populations paired with already declining hunter numbers 
throughout North America places the North American Model of Wildlife Conservation itself at 
risk. As an organization comprised of hunters and anglers, BHA cannot sit idly by as CWD 
threatens the future of hunting, cervid populations, and funding mechanisms utilized to manage 
our public lands and waters. 
 
CWD is a transmissible spongiform encephalopathy (TSE) prion disease. Other TSE prion diseases 
include Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (Mad Cow Disease), Scrapie, Creutzfeldt-Jakob 
Disease (CJD), and Kuru.  CWD is always fatal, and no cure for CWD exists. 
 
CWD was first discovered in 1967 in captive mule deer at a research facility in Fort Collins, 
Colorado.  The first case of CWD in wild cervids was documented in 1981 in a wild elk in Colorado.  
CWD is now found in wild or captive cervid populations in Colorado, Wyoming, South Dakota, 
Nebraska, Montana, Wisconsin, New Mexico, Minnesota, Oklahoma, Illinois, Utah, New York, 
West Virginia, Kansas, Michigan, Virginia, Missouri, North Dakota, Maryland, Iowa, Pennsylvania, 
Ohio, Mississippi, Texas, Arkansas, Tennessee, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Quebec, Norway, and 
South Korea.   
 
Benefits to Establishing Policy: 
If the fight against CWD is to be won, it will be the result of strong voices in the hunting 
community leading that fight.  This policy addresses the threat that CWD poses to North 
America’s cervids and provides chapters guidance on how to engage membership, legislators, 



 

 

and wildlife management agencies in a unified approach across North America.  A unified 
approach by chapters ensures meaningful advocacy and policy throughout North America that is 
founded in science and seeks to protect the health of cervids for all generations to come. 
 
Foreseeable Liabilities:  
CWD is a hot button topic within the hunting community.  Many hunters, including some high-
profile hunting industry personalities, have strongly opposed meaningful action in the fight 
against CWD because it may change some season structures, local population goals, and de-
emphasizes the importance of large antlers while focus shifts to herd health in ways that do not 
promote the sale of commercial products designed to congregate cervids.  These hunters 
promote fiction as fact, ignore management practices overwhelmingly recommended by wildlife 
biologists, and place their hunts in the upcoming fall ahead of all the falls for those yet to come.  
A strong CWD policy could potentially lead to blowback among hunters who have chosen to 
oppose CWD management and place the hunters before the resource. 
 
North American Policy Statement:  
Backcountry Hunters and Anglers recognizes the threat Chronic Wasting Disease (CWD) poses to 
North American cervid populations.  Healthy wildlife populations held in the public trust are an 
integral part of the North American Model of Conservation. BHA supports science-based wildlife 
management practices to limit the spread of CWD. Additionally, BHA supports the following 
activities: 
 
▪ Education and engagement of the hunting community in the fight against CWD including, but 

not limited to, best practices for hunters in a CWD prevalent area, background information on 
CWD, current research and data findings, up-to-date management agency websites, and 
regulations. 

▪ Research of disease epidemiology, management techniques, human dimension issues, and 
economic analysis of CWD to economies and stakeholders (including wildlife management 
agencies). 

▪ Coordination between neighboring state, provincial, and territorial wildlife agencies to ensure 
effective management and regulatory responses to CWD at the regional level. 

▪ Dedicated funding to combat CWD through, but not limited to, research, testing, surveillance, 
carcass disposal, education, and programs to increase hunter compliance. 

▪ The continued hunting of cervids in CWD positive areas, where appropriate, to keep 
population densities at optimum levels to minimize the spread of CWD. 
  


