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THE STUDY
As part of an ongoing study on chronic wasting disease (CWD), we captured and
collared 32 wild mule deer in Eastern Alberta. GPS data collected from the collars
provides us with information about deer movement, seasonal habitat use, local
density, and contact rates between individual deer. The GPS data is supplemented
with visual observations that indicate the type of contact that was registered by
the collars, e.g. snout-to-snout versus simply eating in the same vicinity.
It is difficult to determine if a living deer is infected with CWD. In 2018, rectal
biopsies were used to test for CWD, but this proved to be an ineffective and
inconclusive method. This year, we performed tonsil biopsies, which is a new and
more reliable method of obtaining samples of lymphatic tissue for testing CWD.
THE GOAL OF OUR RESEARCH is to better
understand how population densities and
environmental factors influence contact rates
between mule deer.The contact rates and type of
contact are vital in assessing the capacity for a
single infected deer to transmit CWD to other
individual deer, either directly (bodily fluids), or
indirectly (environmental contamination). We
plan to input this data into our models to make
population-level predictions about where CWD
will spread and how fast.

Figure 1. UofA researcher with a female
mule deer
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CAPTURE OVERVIEW
The first year (2018) that this
study was conducted on the
Ribstone Creek Heritage Rangeland
(RCHR)/Cresthill Grazing Lease, 25
mule deer were captured and
collared (10 males, 15 females). This
year, captures were again
conducted on the RCHR (Figure 2);
32 mule deer (9 males, 23 females)
were captured from January 25 -29,
2019. A professional contractor
conducted mule deer captures each
day between the hours of 0830 and
1630. A net was shot from a
helicopter to capture the deer. All
of the captured deer were fitted
with GPS-collars, ear tagged, and
had samples taken. The collars
deployed on male deer were fitted
with a magnetized expandable strip
to allow for neck swelling during

Figure 2. Locations of mule deer captures on the Ribstone
Creek Heritage Rangeland from January 25-29, 2019

the rut. All collars were
programmed to take GPS points at
2-hour intervals, and record when
collared deer come into contact
with one another. Captures also
offer us an opportunity to gather
information on the size, sex,
reproductive status (blood sample),
genetic relatedness (ear tissue and
blood sample), and incidence of
CWD in the deer population (tonsil
tissue). Fecal and blood samples
were collected to be studied for
potential future indicators of CWD.

Figure 3. Tonsil biopsy being performed by a veterinarian
on a sedated female mule deer

For more information on chronic wasting disease
research from our University of Alberta research
team, please visit
http://abchronicwasting.biology.ualberta.ca
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