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ARIZONA GAME AND FISH DEPARTMENT 
 

CHRONIC WASTING DISEASE FY2025 REPORT 
 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Arizona Game and Fish Department (AZGFD) has been surveying for chronic wasting 
disease (CWD) since 1998, testing over 31,000 samples to date. As of the publication of this 
report, CWD has not been detected in Arizona’s cervid populations. The Department continues 
monitoring efforts for early detection of CWD in Arizona. During the 2024-2025 season, the 
Department collected and tested a total of 1,570 animals, 28% more than the previous two years 
(n=1,231 for both years). In total, we tested samples from 1546 deer and elk harvested within 
Arizona and 24 samples from animals harvested out-of-state. Of the samples originating from 
Arizona, 1,532 samples came from AZGFD game management units (GMUs), ten came from 
hunts occurring on tribal lands, and four came from unknown units. 
 
As in past years, the Department focused on the areas of highest likelihood of CWD 
introduction, including the GMUs along the northern, eastern, and portions of the southern 
borders, as well as animals harvested outside of Arizona that are brought into the state. Samples 
collected along the northern border of the state (12A/B, 13A/B) and high-priority units along the 
eastern and southern borders accounted for 16.0% (n = 251), 16.4% (n = 257), and 13.1% 
(n=205) respectively, of all samples from Arizona. Samples collected from out-of-state harvests 
accounted for 1.5% (n = 24) of all samples.   
 
Due to the lethal nature of CWD, the Department will continue to monitor the state’s deer and 
elk populations closely. Engaging and educating the hunting and non-hunting public is essential 
for increasing awareness of the disease. Once introduced, CWD has devastating impacts on herds 
and is, perhaps, the most significant disease confronting our wild cervid populations. The 
Department CWD response and management plan was updated in 2021 and will guide the 
response to CWD detection within the state.   
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Chronic wasting disease (CWD) is an untreatable and always-fatal neurologic disease affecting 
free-ranging and captive cervids and is characterized by progressive weight loss, abnormal 
behavior, and eventual death. North American species affected include mule deer (Odocoileus 
hemionus), white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), elk (Cervus elaphus canadensis), moose 
(Alces alces), and caribou (Rangifer tarandus), as well as the farmed, non-native red deer 
(Cervus elaphus). Chronic wasting disease belongs to a group of diseases called transmissible 
spongiform encephalopathies (TSEs) and is similar to scrapie in sheep, bovine spongiform 
encephalopathy (also known as mad cow disease) in cattle, and variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease 
(vCJD) in humans. These disease syndromes are associated with the accumulation of abnormal 
prions, a cell regulation protein, in the brain of affected animals. CWD is transmitted via infected 
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bodily fluids (including blood, saliva, urine, feces, antler velvet, and semen) and carcasses, and 
can stay infective on the landscape for decades (Kramm et al. 2019, Mathiason et al. 2006). 
There is evidence that CWD can be transmitted vertically (from mother to fetus in utero) and that 
deer can be born positive for CWD and become symptomatic. Additionally, it has been 
associated with higher rates of nonviable or failure-to-thrive offspring (Bravo-Risi 2021, Nalls et 
al. 2021, Nalls et al. 2013). Our understanding of the behavior of the disease in free-ranging deer 
and elk is increasing dramatically. Data suggests that in an area where CWD occurs, older 
animals are more likely to be infected and are the source for lateral transmission in a population 
(Samuel and Storm 2016). Chronic wasting disease was first identified in captive deer in 
Colorado in 1967 and has since been detected in free-ranging cervids in 36 states, five Canadian 
provinces, Norway, Finland, Sweden, and in a small number of cervids imported into South 
Korea (CDC 2025). Arizona has not detected CWD, but the state shares borders with four states 
where CWD occurs: California, Utah, Colorado, and New Mexico; and the status of CWD in 
Mexico is largely unknown.  
 
The Department began conducting CWD surveillance in 1998 and has since tested over 31,000 
samples. Samples are acquired through four different processes: a reimbursement program 
established with taxidermy and meat processing businesses throughout Arizona, at the check 
station on the Kaibab Plateau, by regional personnel from hunter-harvested animals, 
targeted/opportunistic surveillance from sick, dead, confiscated animals, and voluntary hunter 
submissions to regional offices or head freezers. 
 
 
 
OBJECTIVES 
 
Surveillance 

1.​ To conduct statistically meaningful surveillance using hunter-harvested and targeted/ 
opportunistic sampling of deer and elk throughout the state of Arizona. 

 
2.​ To maximize surveillance efforts in areas bordering CWD-positive states in Region 1 

(FOR1), Region 2 (FOR2), and Region 5 (FOR5; Figure 1).  
 

3.​ To maximize sampling of cervids harvested outside of Arizona that are brought back into 
the state. 

4.​ To increase sample intake by enrolling additional meat processors, taxidermists, and hunt 
outfitters in the CWD surveillance program and placing freezers for sample drop off in 
high-value areas. 
 

Communications 
 

1.​ To disseminate messages through the news media, Department e-newsletters, websites, 
social media, and other electronic/print communications to the general public in order to 
promote understanding of agency actions, provide accurate information about CWD, and 
gain public cooperation in CWD sample collection.  
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2.​ To provide information to hunters going out of state and out-of-state hunters coming to 

AZ regarding the regulations for harvest transport across state lines and the need to 
adhere to the regulations to reduce the possibility of introducing CWD into new areas. 

  
3.​ To provide training as needed to Department personnel, participating businesses, and 

outside entities on proper sample collection and storage, and data collection. 
 
4.​ To educate the public about CWD by providing training to hunters in workshops with the 

goal of increasing sample submission and general awareness of risks to wildlife and 
public health.​
 

5.​ To inform AZGFD personnel and the public about CWD sample distribution in the state 
through an annual report.  

 
 
 
METHODS 
 
Surveillance 
 
Hunter-Harvested Sample Collection 
Samples were obtained from hunter-harvested animals by several methods. On the larger deer 
hunts located on the Kaibab Plateau, Department personnel were present to immediately collect 
samples at the Jacob Lake Check Station. In addition, AZGFD law enforcement personnel often 
collected CWD samples during their hunt patrol duties. Hunters could also directly submit heads 
of harvested animals or samples to one of AZGFD regional offices or drop off at collection 
freezers located in various parts of the state for testing.  
 
As in previous years, we partnered with various meat processors and taxidermists throughout the 
state and trained them to collect samples.  This collaboration has saved the program a 
considerable amount of staff time and money. Partnering businesses collected and stored 
samples, and collected pertinent data (i.e. hunt number, game management unit (GMU), date of 
kill, hunter name and phone number, species, and sex) until they could be picked up by 
Department staff. Meat processors and taxidermists were compensated per head or sample 
submitted. In accordance with surveillance objectives, we asked businesses to focus on collecting 
samples from animals in Arizona’s high-priority CWD areas, as well as samples from deer and 
elk harvested in out-of-state and tribal lands. The compensation rates for 2024-2025 were 
$10/head (retropharyngeal lymph node - RPLN or obex) for Arizona animals and $15/head for 
out-of-state animals. Businesses were offered a bonus of $5/head if they provided the obex from 
harvested elk (in addition to RPLN). This was to incentivize the collection of the obex from elk, 
as research has shown CWD can be detected in the obex before becoming detectable in the tonsil 
or retropharyngeal lymph nodes (Spraker et al. 2004). When necessary, testing results of animals 
harvested out-of-state were communicated to the respective management agency.  
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CWD collection “kits” (a small plastic bag containing a sample bag and a pre-printed tag for the 
submitter to fill out) labeled with unique identifying numbers were disbursed to Department 
personnel, regional offices, partnering businesses, and at hunter workshops for consistent and 
efficient sample submission (Appendix E, Figure 19). 
 
For the 2024-2025 season, a CWD volunteer program was instituted (Appendix B, Figure 11). 
Volunteers were enlisted through the AZGFD volunteer page and the University liaisons of the 
Department with Arizona State University, Northern Arizona University, Grand Canyon 
University, and the University of Arizona. Outside of AZGFD, primarily from universities, 32 
volunteers signed up. A total of 22 volunteers attended initial training, and 13 contributed 
actively to the 2024-2025 season. Their contribution included sample collections, sample 
transportation, and sample preparation and packaging for shipment to the diagnostic laboratory.       
 
Targeted and Opportunistic Animal Sample Collection 
Wildlife managers and biologists in each region were instructed to collect fresh samples from 
deer and elk killed by vehicle collisions, those that were apparently ill with clinical signs of 
neurologic disease, and those found dead of no apparent cause. These animals are grouped 
together as opportunistic samples. Research has found that CWD-affected deer have a higher 
vulnerability to vehicular-caused mortalities than non-infected deer, thus emphasizing the 
importance of sample collection from these animals (Krumm et al. 2005). To date, none of these 
targeted or opportunistic samples have tested positive for CWD. However, these cases often lead 
to the discovery of other diseases as the cause of abnormal behavior and give the Wildlife Health 
Program insight into current disease hotspots around the state.  
 
Spatial Distribution 
Arizona has ranked areas for surveillance since 2010/2011 based on proximity to states where 
CWD has been found in wild cervid populations, or where the status of CWD is largely 
unknown. GMUs were grouped based on their locations and categorized as high priority, 
medium priority, and low priority (Figure 1). For populations within each priority area, rough 
population size estimates of cervids (estimated from AZGFD’s survey data) were used to 
determine a sample size that would allow for the detection of a 1% prevalence of CWD at a 95% 
confidence interval using a simple sample size formula (Thrusfeld 2007). In 2022-2023, we 
analyzed previous sampling efforts and incorporated recently identified epidemiological, 
demographic, and population factors to determine our target sample size (Clement et al. 2023). 
The desired sample quotas were 1000, or 70%, of samples from high-priority units and 30% of 
samples from medium and low-priority units (Clement et al. 2023).  
 
Prior to the work by Clement et al. (2023), sampling efforts were guided by desired quotas for 
each of our priority classifications. However, these quotas only factored in the spatial component 
of sample distribution and did not account for the distribution of age or sex of animals that our 
samples came from. Chronic wasting disease literature often points to higher prevalence in males 
and older cervids. To increase the likelihood of detecting CWD if it does occur in Arizona, we 
worked with our biometrician during the 2021/2022 to identify areas in which we could increase 
our detectability at a given prevalence rate. For instance, our current methods yield a high 
confidence in detecting CWD (97-99%) if the disease was present in 1% of deer and elk across 
the state. However, if prevalence dropped to 0.04% (4 in 10,000 animals CWD-positive), then 
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our confidence in detecting CWD decreased to just 17-40%. Results from our analysis indicate 
that confidence in detecting CWD when at low prevalence rates (<1%) can be improved by 
allocating CWD tests to male deer and elk (Clements et al., 2023). Further analysis is needed to 
determine estimated detection probability variation among age classes; other research indicates 
that we should focus efforts on testing older animals (Samuel and Storm 2016). 
 
Age Distribution 
Age of the animal and minimum incubation period of the disease was also considered in 
sampling efforts. For our surveillance purposes and ease of classification by taxidermists, meat 
processors, hunters, and wildlife managers, samples were classified into one of four categories: 
juvenile (<1.5 years), sub-adult (1.5 years to 2.5 years), adult (>2.5 – 4.5 years), or old adult (≥5 
years). While we will accept and test samples from any aged animal, our surveillance program 
has generally focused on adult animals.  
 
Male:Female Distribution 
Although we don’t have a specific target for male:female sample ratio, we strive to test as many 
males as possible. The prevalence of CWD has also been shown to vary by sex in free ranging, 
wild cervids; CWD is up to three times more prevalent in free ranging adult male deer and males 
were found to have higher mortality rates than females (Samuel and Storm 2016). These higher 
prevalence rates are often attributable to behavioral differences, particularly during the breeding 
season when males travel more widely and interact directly with other males, increasing the risk 
of infection (Koutnik 1981, Miller and Williams 2003).  
 
Diagnostics 
In the 2024-2025 season, we contracted Colorado State University Veterinary Diagnostic 
Laboratory (CSU VDL) to perform our testing. The medial retropharyngeal lymph node was the 
predominant sample collected and submitted for testing. Medial retropharyngeal lymph nodes are 
the preferred sample for testing deer. When not obtainable, the tonsil, parotid lymph node, or 
submandibular lymph node were collected and submitted. Since CWD has been shown to 
progress differently in deer and elk, whenever available, the obex (brainstem) was collected from 
elk to increase detectability (Spraker et al. 2004, Keane et al. 2008). For reporting purposes, 
multiple tissues from the same animal are considered one sample. Testing was performed via the 
Bio-Rad enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA), and any suspected cases were confirmed 
by immunohistochemistry (IHC). 
 
Communications 
 
Hunters are informed about CWD as part of the Hunter Education curriculum, the AZGFD 
website, and information inserts in hunting regulations. At the start of the sample collection 
season, Wildlife Health staff offer hands-on training sessions in sampling techniques to AZGFD 
personnel and the public in a series of workshops held at the different regional offices. 
Periodically, throughout the sampling season, the Wildlife Health Program shares CWD 
sampling progress through internal emails to all Department staff. In addition to internal emails 
and updates, Wildlife Health works with the Department’s Information Branch to release public 
updates through various media outlets, social media, and AZGFD’s website. At the end of the 
sampling season, this annual report is completed and made accessible to all Department 
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personnel through the AZGFD U-drive (a department-wide shared folder) and to the public on 
the Department website. 
 
RESULTS​
 
During the 2024-2025 season, the Department collected and tested a total of 1,570 animals, 28% 
more than the last two years (n=1,231 for both years). Within these samples, we tested samples 
from 1546 deer and elk harvested within Arizona and 24 samples from animals harvested 
out-of-state. Of the samples originating from Arizona, 1,532 samples came from AZGFD game 
management units (GMUs), ten came from hunts occurring on tribal lands, and four came from 
unknown units. 
 
Samples were tested through the Colorado State University Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory 
(CSU VDL). In most cases, samples were lymph nodes; in some elk, in-line with current science, 
both the RPLN and obex were tested. The cost of diagnostic testing was $47,256.00 
 
 
Surveillance 
 
Hunter-Harvested Sample Collection 
Hunter-harvested animals accounted for 94.2% (n = 1,480) of the samples submitted. Collection 
of these samples was accomplished by AZGFD personnel and participating taxidermists and 
meat processors. Hunter-harvested samples came from Arizona, tribal lands, and out-of-state 
hunts.  
 
On the larger deer hunts located on the Kaibab Plateau (FOR2), AZGFD personnel were present 
and collected a total of 179 hunter-harvested samples at the Jacob Lake check station, slightly 
more than last year’s total of 158. Wildlife Health Program personnel, Department volunteers, 
and Department contractors were present at the check station for three weeks and additional 
weekends from October to December during elk and deer hunts. Across the state and in addition 
to the Kaibab hunts, AZGFD law enforcement, regional personnel, and the Wildlife Health 
program collected samples from 515 hunter-harvested deer and elk. AZGFD personnel as a 
whole collected 694 hunter-harvest samples across the state, representing 44.2% of all samples 
collected.  
 
As in the 2023-2024 season, FOR1 and the Wildlife Health Program were able to continue the 
joint funding for a contract position that was partly supported by a USDA-APHIS-WS grant 
AP23WSNWRC00C091. This position was primarily utilized to collect CWD samples from 
hunter-harvested deer and elk that were brought into game meat processors in that region, but 
opportunistic collections were also performed for cervids that were found dead due to roadkill or 
other causes. The contractor not only contributed significantly to the total number of samples 
taken by department staff from FOR1 (135 out of 298 samples, or 45.3%), but also made 
contributions to the overall sample collection and increased the efficiency and capacity of the 
regular Wildlife Health Program staff due to reduced travel. In the 2024-2025 sampling season, 
FOR1 totaled 32.4% more samples compared to the previous year (n=225).  
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The Wildlife Health Program coordinated with 20 Arizona-based businesses (Table 3) for the 
season of 2024-2025. Taxidermists and meat processors collected a total of 784 samples, which 
accounted for 49.9% of the samples tested. This does not include samples collected at the meat 
processors by the Wildlife Health program volunteers. Compensation to businesses participating 
in the surveillance program was $8,055. Some businesses did not wish to be compensated, citing 
instead their wish to help contribute. 
 
For the 2024-2025 season, we attributed the increase in total sample size largely due to the 
institution of our CWD volunteer program. Over 50 samples were collected by the volunteers. 
However, the significance of the contribution is beyond the samples collected, as the volunteers 
allowed extra time and resources for the department staff to perform other tasks related and 
un-related to CWD surveillance. For example, after training, the volunteers were stationed at the 
meat processors and hunt camps to collect samples, which allowed the Wildlife Health staff to go 
to different hunt camps or businesses. The volunteers at different regions were also able to pick 
up the collected samples from local taxidermists and meat processors. Once the samples were 
picked up, they were either transported to the regional offices or to the Phoenix Headquarters. 
This significantly reduced the time and effort needed for the Wildlife Health staff to obtain these 
samples.       
 
A total of 24 samples from hunter-harvested animals came from five states other than Arizona: 
Alabama, Colorado, New Mexico, Texas, and Utah. This was similar to the 5-year average of 29 
out-of-state samples from 2019-2023. All of these 5 states report the presence of CWD in either 
captive or free-ranging cervids (Table 1). Additionally, ten samples were obtained from hunts on 
tribal lands and those samples are included in the data published in this report, except where 
noted. Out-of-state hunters who drew Arizona elk or deer tags this season were contacted via 
email (if that information was available) approximately 2-4 weeks before their hunt start date and 
notified of Arizona’s carcass importation regulations. This email also encouraged out-of-state 
hunters to check the importation regulations of their home state and provided a link with that 
information. AZGFD will continue to stress the importance of collecting CWD samples from 
out-of-state harvests as we closely monitor importation of potentially contaminated carcasses, 
animal parts, or products. All pertinent test results and hunt information have been provided to 
each state.  
 
As with last year, the Wildlife Health program established freezer drop off locations in 
2024-2025 for successful hunters to voluntarily submit the head or the tissue of their harvest for 
CWD testing. The purpose of the freezer drop-off locations is to create a convenient location for 
the hunters, therefore increasing samples submitted from the public voluntarily. The drop-off 
sites were located in various towns and cities throughout southern and eastern Arizona where 
there is a higher risk of CWD introduction and fewer available taxidermists, meat processors, or 
regional offices. However, finding the appropriate locations for the freezers has been 
challenging. We haven’t had any success yet for the past two years in finding locations that are 
convenient, accessible, visible, and with the site owners’ willingness for the freezer placement.   
 
Targeted and Opportunistic Sample Collection 
Ninety-three opportunistic CWD samples were collected. This has been an area of focus for 
improvement based on results of the previous years, and the sample number increased 2.7-fold 
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compared to last year (n=35). Within the 93 animals, 24 animals were found dead of unknown 
causes, 48 were roadkill carcasses, and 21 were targeted animals that were either reported to the 
Department or observed by AZGFD staff. The Wildlife Health Program continues to collect 
samples opportunistically throughout the year and will submit CWD samples from deer and elk 
for testing when warranted. 
 
Spatial Distribution 
 
Table 2 indicates the number of samples tested by GMU priority, broken down by species and 
surveillance method.  
 
We tested 710 samples from our high-priority Arizona GMUs in the 2024-2025 season. This is 
the highest number ever collected in these units (Figure 3). In addition, these samples 
represented 46.8 percent of the total samples collected. This is slightly higher than the average of 
the previous five years of data (41.3%). There is a continuous effort to increase the total number 
and the percentage of samples collected in the high-priority units. The trend has shown an 
improvement in the percentage of samples collected and tested in these units in recent years, with 
it being over 40% for the past 4 years (Figure 4). The total number of samples collected from all 
high-risk areas (Arizona high-priority GMUs, tribal, and out-of-state samples combined) was 
744, 47.4% of all tested samples. Figure 5 shows the breakdown of the samples collected from 
high-risk units by year. The samples were more evenly distributed among the regions compared 
to the previous years. 
 
As in past years, the Department focused on the areas of highest likelihood of CWD 
introduction, including the GMUs along the northern, eastern, and portions of the southern 
borders, as well as animals harvested outside of Arizona that are brought into the state. Samples 
collected along the northern border of the state (12A/B, 13A/B) and high-priority units along the 
eastern and southern borders accounted for 16.0%, 16.4%, and 13.1% respectively (reference 
Figure 1 for specific GMUs). 
 
It is important to note that in 2021-2022 we designated additional GMUs along our southern 
border as high-priority CWD samples areas. This new high-priority subset includes units 30B, 
34A/B, 35A/B, and 36A/B/C, all of which were previously considered to be medium-priority.  
 
We tested 87 samples from medium-priority units, which consisted of 31 samples from GMUs in 
FOR1 and 56 samples from FOR5.  731 samples came from animals in low-priority units. 
Samples from low-priority were scattered across the state. Given the sporadic nature of disease 
detection, these samples are still considered a valuable part of our surveillance program. As an 
example, in 2021, Idaho detected the disease in the central part of the state in a game 
management unit that was considered low priority. 
 
Total estimated hunter harvest was 8607 for elk and 13859 for deer for the 2024-2025 season. 
We were able to sample roughly 7% of these animals, which is consistent with previous statistics 
(Figure 6). Although we significantly increased the total number of samples collected in 
2024-2025, it has been a continuous challenge to reach the goal of having 70% of samples from 
high-priority units. One major factor was the reduction in tags issued for the Kaibab youth and 
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general hunts in units 12A East and 12A West, where successful hunters are required to check 
their deer at the Jacob Lake Check Station.  
 
Age Distribution 
Because prevalence of CWD has been shown to increase in older animals (Grear et al. 2010, 
O’Hara et al. 2013), an additional focus has been to increase the number of samples taken from 
older animals (adult and old adult age classes). In 2024-2025, we collected samples from 124 
juveniles, 306 sub-adults, 950 adults, and 125 samples from animals estimated to be >5 years 
old; remaining samples were submitted without age data. See Figure 7 for percentage age 
distribution by species, and Figure 8 for number of samples per age class breakdown by year for 
the last five years. 
 
Male:Female Distribution 
We are interested in understanding our ratio of male:female (M:F) samples across Department 
managed GMUs (not including out of state, tribal lands, or unknown GMU, species or age). 
Wildlife Health went through previous years sample data to develop M:F ratios for each year 
back to 2014. In 2024-2025, our M:F ratios were 1.2, 12.8, and 69.3 for elk, mule deer, and 
white-tailed deer, respectively (Table 4).  From 2014 to 2020, our M:F ratios averaged 1.9, 3.1, 
and 132.7 for elk, mule deer, and white-tailed deer, although they varied significantly across the 
years. With the exception of elk, we have been consistently testing more males than females and 
this should remain the target for our CWD surveillance program.  The Department has limited 
female deer hunts and the majority of the available female deer tags occur in hunt units heavily 
biased toward mule deer. Therefore, our white-tailed deer M:F ratios are quite extreme and not 
representative of our testing efforts, but are an artifact of our lack of opportunities to sample 
hunter-harvested female white-tailed deer. Table 4 provides a breakdown of species, age, and sex 
for all samples collected from known GMUs over the last five years (does not include samples 
from unknown species, unknown age, unknown GMU, tribal lands, or out of state samples).  
 
Diagnostics 
During the 2024-2025 sampling season, we sent samples from 1,570 deer and elk to Colorado 
State University Veterinary Diagnostic Lab for testing. All samples were tested using ELISA, 
and CWD was not detected in any samples from animals harvested in Arizona. None of the 24 
samples from out-of-state hunts tested positive for CWD. 
 
When possible, obex samples plus retropharyngeal lymph nodes (RPLN) from elk were both 
tested. A total of 565 samples from elk were taken. We submitted combined (RPLN and obex) 
samples for 33.5% (n=189) of elk, obex-only samples for 14 elk (2.5%), and lymphoid tissue for 
the remaining elk (n=362, 64%). It has been shown that CWD-positive elk can have detectable 
levels of prion protein (PrPCWD) in lymphoid tissue and obex simultaneously, or exclusively in 
one or the other (Spraker et al. 2004). To increase our ability to detect CWD as early as possible, 
we should continue to focus on submitting both the RPLN and obex from elk.  
 
For mule deer and white-tailed deer, while obex is an acceptable sample, Keane et al. (2008) 
found that by the time CWD is detectable in the obex of white-tailed deer, it is also detected in 
lymphoid tissues. In addition, they found no instances in which CWD was detectable in the obex 
and not detectable in the lymphoid tissues of white-tailed deer. This is representative of the 
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progression of CWD in deer; the highest concentrations of CWD prions occur first in the 
lymphoid tissues, then progress to the obex. It is for this reason that lymph nodes are the priority 
samples from our deer species. In 2024-2025, a total of 999 samples from deer were submitted. 
There were only obex for submissions for five animals (0.5%). There were eight animals for 
which both RPLN and obex were collected. However, only RPLN was submitted for these 
animals based on the reasoning above.  
 
Communications 
 
During the 2024-2025 reporting season, several CWD-related documents were produced in the 
format of hunt regulation booklet inserts (Appendix A), mailed or emailed letters (Appendix C) 
and public news media releases (Appendix D). 

In order to gain support from hunters in CWD sample collection, informational inserts were 
placed in the 2024 Pronghorn and Elk Hunt Draw Information (Appendix A, Figure 9) and in the 
2024-2025 Arizona Hunting Regulations (Appendix A, Figure 10). These inserts encouraged 
hunters to submit samples for testing. The AZGFD Wildlife Health Program website 
(https://www.azgfd.com/wildlife-conservation/wildlife-diseases-2/chronic-wasting-disease-what-
hunters-should-know/) contains current information about CWD as well as details pertaining to 
the AZGFD’s surveillance program. 

To inquire about their availability for the 2024-2025 sample season, a retention letter was mailed 
to businesses that had participated in the CWD surveillance program in past years (Appendix C, 
Figure 12). To gauge interest and availability of new taxidermist and meat processors, a 
recruitment letter was mailed to all taxidermy and meat processors currently registered with the 
Department (Appendix C, Figure 13). This letter contained a brief description of CWD, program 
objectives, Wildlife Health Program contact information, and a CWD surveillance priority map 
by GMU (Figure 1). At the close of the 2024-2025 CWD surveillance season, certificates for 
recognition were sent to each participating business that submitted samples for testing or 
facilitated sampling by Department staff or volunteers at their location (Appendix E, Figure 20). 
 
The Wildlife Health program made efforts to send a digital letter to non-resident hunters to 
remind hunters of carcass importation laws across North America to aid in the return home from 
their hunt. This letter was sent approximately 2-4 weeks before the hunt opened, and briefly 
explained Arizona’s historic efforts in statewide CWD surveillance with no detections of the 
disease. The document asks hunters to review the carcass importation rules and regulations to aid 
in the prevention of introducing CWD into Arizona. A scannable QR code was provided which 
gave the letter recipient direct access to the carcass importation rules and regulations per state. 
 
In August and September 2024, the Wildlife Health Program held a series of CWD sample 
training workshops that were open to the public. These events were held at Department regional 
offices in Mesa, Tucson, Pinetop, Phoenix, Flagstaff, Kingman and Yuma and were announced 
via social media, a press release (Appendix D, Figure 14), and information on the agency 
website. Two more news releases on August 8 and 15, 2025 were created to increase awareness 
and boost the number of attendees. Those who attended the workshops were members of the 
public, hunters, volunteers, and Department personnel. At the events, Wildlife Health staff gave a 
short lecture about CWD, the current surveillance program goals and metrics, and trained 
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attendees on CWD sample collection through a hands-on session. From less than 5 to over 50 
participants attended each workshop, with the most heavily attended being the workshops held at 
the Tucson and Mesa offices.  
 
A 3D printed replica of a deer head with removable lymph nodes and obex was purchased by the 
Wildlife Health program via funds from the previously mentioned USDA-APHIS-WS grant with 
the intent of having an alternative to actual heads for demonstrations when attaining heads was 
difficult or the setting might be inappropriate or unsuitable. It was and will continue to be a 
useful resource for future workshops and educational events. 
 
A media release occurred on the AZGFD website in December (Appendix D, Figure 15). The 
article was intended to inform the public of CWD, encourage members of the public to submit 
their own samples, and to remind out-of-state hunters of Arizona’s carcass transport rules. The 
article was posted to the AZGFD News website. 
 
The AZGFD website was updated this year, which included the Wildlife Health Program page 
(Appendix D, Figure 17) now easily accessed at azgfd.com/healthy. On the main Wildlife Health 
page, a content box is titled “Chronic Wasting Disease” and has links to carcass transport 
regulations for every U.S. state as well as answers to common questions and general knowledge 
for Arizona hunters about the disease and surveillance in the state, including a how-to video of 
taking a CWD sample (Appendix D, Figure 18). A media campaign ran digital advertising on 
Facebook and Google Performance Max from Oct. 1 through Nov. 30, 2024, with a goal to 
educate and update the public on the necessity and status of CWD testing in Arizona. The CWD 
campaign resulted in over 2.1 million impressions and over 37.2K clicks during the two-month 
flight. During this period, the CWD landing page on azgfd.gov saw a significant spike in web 
sessions (+1,258%) and new users (+2,469%) when compared to the two months prior. Google 
Performance Max ads delivered more than 230K impressions throughout the flight and drove 
over 7.2K clicks to the campaign microsite. Facebook ads served over 1.8 million impressions 
and delivered over 30K clicks to the site. The total cost of this campaign was $10,000. 
 
When collecting samples directly from successful hunters, Department staff informed hunters 
that they could contact Wildlife Health personnel if they wanted results for their harvested 
animal. Department personnel responded to CWD result inquiries within 48 hours, or 
immediately after results became available. All data is made available to AZGFD personnel upon 
request. This report is made available in a similar manner. 
 
A press release announcing the end of the 2024-2025 sampling season and summarizing the 
sampling efforts was released on the AZGFD website on May 18, 2025 (Appendix D, Figure 16). 
The numbers were still preliminary, which is why they don’t exactly match the numbers 
published in this report. 
 
FUTURE MONITORING EFFORTS 
 
Due to decreasing tag availability in our northern high-priority units, specifically 12A East/West 
as discussed above, efforts should be made to increase samples coming from the Kaibab strip. 
Wildlife managers and biologists in the region should collect as many opportunistic CWD 
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samples as possible. Additionally, taxidermists and meat processors in southern Utah could be 
enlisted in our CWD surveillance program since it is possible that many mule deer harvested in 
our northern units are transported back to Utah for processing.  
 
This same strategy could be applied in our eastern and southern high-priority units. Many of the 
deer and elk harvested in eastern Arizona may be transported into New Mexico for processing. 
Enrolling western New Mexico taxidermists and meat processors would increase our sample 
production for FOR1 and FOR5 high-priority units.  
 
Wildlife Health is working with other programs at the Department to create social media content 
and other educational material to increase awareness of CWD across Arizona and inform the 
public, both hunting and non-hunting, on how they can help monitor for CWD. We are also 
considering enclosing CWD kits or providing more information regarding our surveillance 
program in the letters to the hunters, especially for drawn deer and elk hunters in our 
high-priority areas.   
 
This year’s sampling effort reminds us that our relationships with taxidermists and meat 
processors are invaluable. Local businesses play an irreplaceable role in CWD monitoring in 
Arizona and in testing samples from out-of-state harvests. AZGFD must continue to ensure that 
samples are collected from out-of-state harvests and, if CWD is detected, CWD-positive animal 
products are disposed of at licensed and regulated landfills and businesses. The Department has 
instituted rules regarding the importation of carcasses from outside the state and will be 
increasing enforcement. The Department needs to continue to monitor for infractions in order to 
better understand the level of priority this mode of transmission represents for Arizona wildlife.  
Department personnel will continue to sample targeted and opportunistic animals throughout the 
remainder of the year. Sampling efforts will resume in the fall of 2025 on hunter-harvested deer 
and elk. 
 
One resource that should be developed further is enlisting the assistance of hunting outfitters to 
assist with surveillance efforts. Various outfitters across the state were contacted at the beginning 
of summer with information regarding the CWD surveillance program and enrollment. Some 
businesses were interested in participating in the program, but did not attend or schedule training 
with the Wildlife Health program for sample collection demonstration. Although efforts to enroll 
hunting outfitters were unsuccessful this year, efforts to enroll hunting outfitters should become a 
priority in the following surveillance season as they could be an integral part of hunter education 
and sample collection. 
 
The CWD volunteers have contributed significantly for the season of 2024-2025. We plan to 
continue focusing on recruiting and training volunteers in the early 2025-2026 season, so they 
can be proficient in different tasks associated with the CWD surveillance program as soon as the 
hunting season starts. The goal will be to have at least one active volunteer at each region, but 
especially FOR 1, 2, and 5 will be the most crucial with our concentrated effort in the 
high-priority GMUs.  
 
Lastly, the Wildlife Health program is working to establish new freezer drop-off locations for 
successful hunters to voluntarily submit the head or tissue of their harvest for CWD testing. 
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Ideally, the drop off testing sites should be located in various towns and cities throughout 
southern and eastern Arizona where there is a higher risk of CWD introduction, and fewer 
taxidermists, meat processors, or regional Arizona Game and Fish Department offices. We will 
be surveying hunters to find out what challenges they face in collecting and submitting samples. 
To facilitate the management of these freezers, the Wildlife Health program is considering 
approaching hunting and wildlife-related non-profits in the state to help “adopt” a freezer, where 
a representative from the group would regularly collect samples from freezers and facilitate their 
transport to the headquarters office in Phoenix, as well as encourage members and hunters to 
submit samples. Increasing our sampling specifically from high risk units is vitally important to 
achieve confidence that we would detect CWD if it were present. Allocating resources should 
focus on this goal. 
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TABLES 
 
Table 1. Out of state samples collected during the 2024-2025 season per species. 
* - Denotes a state that has detected CWD in a captive or wild population 
 

State 

Number of samples per species 

Elk Mule 
Deer 

White- 
Tailed 
Deer 

Unknown Total 

Alabama* - 1 - - 1 

Colorado* 2 1 1 - 4 

New Mexico* 11 1 - -       12 

Texas* - - 4 - 4 

Utah* - 3 - - 3 

Total out-of-state samples submitted 24 
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Table 2. CWD samples collected in Arizona and tested by assessed priority area during 
2024-2025 sampling. 
 

Region Species Hunter 
Harvested 

Targeted/ 
Opportunistic 

Total 
Tested 

High Priority - FOR 1 
Elk 170 26 196 
Mule Deer 44 6 50 
White-tailed Deer 11 0 11 

High Priority - FOR 2 
Elk 2 0 2 
Mule Deer 239 6 245 
White-tailed Deer 1 0 1 

 Unknown Species 3 0 3 

High Priority - FOR 5 

Elk 0 0 0 
Mule Deer 50 2 52 
White-tailed Deer 148 2 150 
Unknown Species 3 0 3 

Medium Priority - FOR 1 
Elk 17 3 20 
Mule Deer 4 7 11 
White-tailed Deer 0 0 0 

Medium Priority - FOR 5 
Elk 0 0 0 
Mule Deer 27 0 27 
White-tailed Deer 29 0 29 

Low Priority 

Elk 315 17 332 
Mule Deer 293 19 312 
White-tailed Deer 82 2 84 
Unknown Species 2 0 2 

Tribal Lands 
Elk 0 0 0 
Mule Deer 5 0 5 
White-tailed Deer 5 0 5 

 
Out-of-state 

Elk 13 0 13 
Mule Deer 6 0 6 
White-tailed Deer 5 0 5 

Unknown GMU 
Elk 3 0 3 
Mule Deer 1 0 1 
White-tailed Deer 1 0 1 

Total   1479 91 1570 
a Targeted/Opportunistic samples include animals displaying clinical symptoms of chronic 
wasting disease that were euthanized, roadkill specimens, and animals found dead of no apparent 
causes.                 
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Table 3. List of businesses participating in the CWD surveillance program in 2024-2025. 
* - Denotes business was new to the surveillance program in 2024.  
 

Business Name City 
Authentic Taxidermy Chino Valley 

Backyard Skulls* Huachuca City 

Casey’s Processing Flagstaff 

Coconino Game Processing Flagstaff 

Coues Ridge Custom Taxidermy Tucson 

Desert Edge Taxidermy* Waddell 

Grand Canyon Wildlife Artistry Peoria 

Hinton Taxidermy Safford 

Hunters Choice Big Game Processing Prescott 

Krueger’s Creations Phoenix 

Lippert/Doyle Taxidermy Tucson 

Miller’s Southwest Processing Alpine, Forest Lakes, Clints Well 

Mogollon Taxidermy Payson 

Professional Taxidermy Services Tucson 

Rusty’s Meat Shop Eagar 

Signature Taxidermy   Flagstaff 

Southwest Wildlife Taxidermy Scottsdale 

T-Basix Taxidermy Tucson 

White Mountain Meat Packing Pinetop-Lakeside 

Wes' Western Taxidermy Phoenix 
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Table 4. Age classification of animals tested for Chronic Wasting Disease during the 2020-2021 
to 2024-2025 sampling periods. This table does not include samples with unknown species, 
unknown age classification, samples from tribal lands, or those harvested outside of Arizona. 
 

Sampling 
Season Species 

Age Class 

M:F 
Ratio 

Juvenile    
(<1.5) 

Sub-Adul
t          

(1.5 - 2.5) 

Adult       
(>2.5 - 

4.5) 

Old 
Adult      
(5+) 

M F M F M F M F 

2020-2021 

Elk 4 10 42 26 170 145 36 18 1.3 
Mule Deer 17 - 132 22 364 97 54 16 4.2 

White-tailed Deer 11 2 66 - 273 3 37 - 77.4 
 Age Class Total 44 288 1052 161   

2021-2022 

Elk 10 10 49 9 285 60 23 11 4.1 
Mule Deer 35 7 120 2 264 38 33 3 9.0 

White-tailed Deer 9 - 43 4 156 2 19 - 37.8 
 Age Class Total 71 227 805 89  

2022-2023 

Elk 9 5 38 23 185 97 11 9 1.8 
Mule Deer 40 1 121 3 226 11 40 4 22.5 

White-tailed Deer 12 - 72 - 210 2 30 1 108.0 
 Age Class Total 67 257 731 115  

2023-2024 

Elk 13 6 30 26 163 167 12 2 1.1 
Mule Deer 27 1 124 3 286 15 44 - 25.3 

White-tailed Deer 13 - 51 - 181 2 18 - 131.5 
 Age Class Total 60 234 663 76  

2024-2025 

Elk 20 28 51 28 192 189 30 9 1.2 
Mule Deer 57 2 168 3 357 42 46 2 12.8 

White-tailed Deer 17 - 56 - 166 4 38 - 69.3 
 Age Class Total 124 306 950 125  
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FIGURES 

 
Figure 1. Map of game management units in Arizona classified by chronic wasting disease 
sampling priority.  
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Figure 2. Map showing the number of chronic wasting disease samples in each game 
management unit (GMU) during the 2024-2025 sample collection season. For animals harvested 
during hunts that took place in multiple GMUs, the total number of samples was divided between 
GMUs, if multiple units were listed. Does not include samples for which the GMU was 
unknown.  
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Figure 3. Number of CWD samples collected in Arizona from 2020 to 2025 broken down by 
designated priority area. Does not include those samples collected from unknown game 
management units (GMUs), tribal lands, or out-of-state. 

 

Figure 4. Percentage of CWD samples collected from different priority areas broken down by 
year. Does not include those samples collected from unknown game management units (GMUs), 
tribal lands, or out-of-state. 
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Figure 5. Number and proportion of CWD samples collected from high-priority GMUs within 
each region. * Note, that in 2021-2022, GMUs were added to the Region 5 High Priority list, 
changing GMUs 30B, 34A, 34B, 35A, 35B, 36A, 36B, 36C from medium to high priority.   

 

 

 

Figure 6. Total number and percentage of the elk and deer that were hunter-harvested in Arizona 
in the 2024-2025 season that were sampled for CWD vs the total number of animals harvested. 
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Figure 7. Age percentage distribution of 2024-2025 CWD sampled elk, mule deer, and 
white-tailed deer. 
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Figure 8. Total number of CWD samples by age class for all species by year for the last six 
years. 
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APPENDIX A. INSERTS IN THE 2024 HUNTING 
REGULATIONS BOOKLETS. 
 

 
Figure 9. Insert in the 2024 Pronghorn and Elk Hunt Draw Information booklet. 
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Figure 10. Insert in the 2024-2025 Arizona Hunting Regulations booklet. 
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APPENDIX B. VOLUNTEER RECRUITMENT FLYER 
 

 
 
Figure 11. Recruitment flyer for CWD volunteers 
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APPENDIX C. LETTERS SENT TO PARTICIPATING BUSINESS 
AND NON-RESIDENT HUNTERS. 
  

 
Figure 12. Recruitment letter to taxidermists and meat processors that did participate in past 
sampling years asking for chronic wasting disease sample collection for the 2024-2025 sampling 
season. Priority area map and example head tag were also provided. 
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Figure 13. Letter to new taxidermists, meat processors, and outfitters that had not participated in 
past sampling years asking for chronic wasting disease sample collection for the 2024-2025 
sampling season. Priority area map and example head tag were also provided. 
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APPENDIX D. PUBLIC NEWS MEDIA RELEASES, WEBSITE 
 

 

Figure 14. News media release encouraging hunters to attend CWD sampling training seminar at 
each of the regional offices in late summer/early fall of 2024. 
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Figure 15. News media release encouraging hunters to follow CWD transportations regulations.  

AZGFD CWD FY2025​  33 
 



 

Figure 16. News release summarizing the end of the 2024-2025 sampling season. Results were 
preliminary at release time. 

AZGFD CWD FY2025​  34 
 



 

Figure 17. Front page of the Wildlife Health Program page on the AZGFD website, accessed at 
azgfd.com/healthy. 
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Figure 18. CWD information page, accessed from the Wildlife Health Program page 
(azgfd.com/healthy). Scrolling provides general information on CWD and surveillance in 
Arizona, answers to common questions, carcass transport regulations, a how-to video for CWD 
sampling, and more.  
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APPENDIX E. ADDITIONAL INFORMATION FOR 
BUSINESSES 
 

 

Figure 19. Imagery created for CWD head collector tags (internal release only).  
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Figure 20. Certificate of appreciation sent to 2024-2025 participating businesses. 
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