
A multidisciplinary, 
interinstitutional, and 
interagency effort to sample 
wild White-tailed deer 
(Odocoileus virginianus) for 
SARS-CoV-2 for the USDA. 

BACKGROUND
Ø Wild white-tailed deer (WTD) are deer not kept inside a fence, 

therefore, serving as a natural resource for everyone.

Ø WTD are abundant in Illinois and are susceptible to SARS-CoV-
2 infection. 

Ø Hunter-harvested deer offer sampling opportunities to collect 
data about infection with COVID in WTD.

Ø Counties sampled: Carroll, Stephenson, and Jo Daviess.

METHODS

Ø Preparation – Create sample collection kits, including tubes 
containing Molecular Transport Media (MTM), 2 nasal swabs, 
paper envelopes with 2 Nobuto Strips, and sets of four 
identical barcodes.

Ø In The Field – Paired samples were collected from each deer: 
a nasal swab sample, an oral swab sample, and a blood 
sample.
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OBJECTIVES
Assist The United States Department of Agriculture — Wildlife 
Services (USDA-WS) in sample collection of blood and nasal 

swabs for SARS-CoV-2 surveillance in wild Illinois WTD.

RESULTS

Ø Total samples collected: 286

Ø The COVID results are managed and analyzed by USDA. 
Research is needed to fully understand the implications of 
COVID infection in deer and how the wild white-tailed deer is 
getting infected. 

Insights into Sampling White-Tailed Deer for 
COVID-19: A Multifaceted Perspective

HUNTING CULTURE
Ø Food – The deer hunted during firearm season are harvested  

for their venison by local hunters and their families.

Ø Population Control – Hunters are responsible for deer 
population control in Illinois. This is because white-tail deer 
have no natural predators in Illinois.

"A lot of planning and work goes into the CWD check
stations and IDNR handles a lot of questions and
concerns from the public about the program.”

—— Jameson M. (WVEL – INHS/UIUC; Post-doc)

"The hunters are proud to control Illinois deer
populations in addition to having a deep love and
appreciation for nature.”

—— Sofia M. (WVEL – INHS/UIUC; LUC undergrad)

"Hunters had a wide range of responses to our
COVID sampling; their responses ranged from
enthusiastic interest in what we were doing and
what we know about COVID in wild animals, to total
disbelief that COVID exists.”

—— Shawn M. (WIU; Professor)

"I learned more about how the Illinois Department of
Natural Resources conducts deer check stations.”

—— Evan L. (WVEL – INHS/UIUC; Grad student)

"Aside from protecting our deer populations, we also help to
increase general public awareness of covid and wildlife
ecology in general.”

—— Keller B. (Forbes Biological Station – INHS/UIUC; Technician)

“I feel that I helped bring science closer to the community
by cooperating with hunters and their families.”

—— Sara V. (WIU; Grad student)

“I think our fieldwork not only contributed to scientific
research and disease surveillance but also helped to inform
the hunters about the significance and value of their
collaboration.”

—— Joey H.(WVEL – INHS/UIUC; Undergrad)

"I was inspired by the kids we met who were being mentored by
family or friends to hunt deer. I was reminded of the value of hunting
as a family tradition and a means of community-building.”

—— Nicole P. (WVEL – INHS/UIUC; MS student)

“I was and remain appreciative of the collaborations between hunters,
state and federal agencies, and their willingness to teach, share, and
welcome our team from three universities.”

—— Nohra M. (WVEL – INHS/UIUC; Lab director)

“I was grateful for the unique experience of working alongside IDNR
staff and hunters. Their excitement, passion, and enthusiasm for
hunting and hands-on work with deer was contagious. I grew to
appreciate the hard work and large collaborative effort that goes into
managing CWD. It was fun meeting people with such diverse
backgrounds coming together to share our love and passion for
helping wildlife.”

—— Nora R. (WVEL – INHS/UIUC; Undergrad)

"I was struck by the community and camaraderie at the check 
stations. Both among the IDNR staff and between staff and the 

hunters, everyone was friendly and happy to be participating in the 
tradition.”

—— Maria B. (Forbes Biological Station – INHS/UIUC; Technician)
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APPLICATION
Ø Blood samples can be used to determine past infection.
Ø Oral and nasal swabs can be used to determine active virus  in 

mucosal secretions. 
Ø In addition, these studies will create opportunities for hands-

on undergraduate student research.

Visit our lab website

Wildlife Veterinary Epidemiology Laboratory - INHS

The Highlights

Things We Have Learned

Contribution to the Community 

Figure 1.   Potential transmission pathways of SARS-CoV-2 between 
deer, humans, and other animals. Created by Joey He.

Figure 3 Sample collection kit 
per animal

Figure 2. Methodology of how (a) nose, (b) mouth, 
and (c) blood samples were collected in the field for 

SARS-CoV-2 analysis. Created by Sofia Mateus. 
Photos are from our fieldwork.
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