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Sampling and submitting lymph nodes for chronic wasting 

disease testing 

Hunters play a significant role in monitoring for chronic wasting disease (CWD), a slow-moving, 

fatal neurological disease of deer, elk and moose. Harvested animals can be tested for CWD by 

collecting the retropharyngeal lymph nodes, which are where much of the infectious protein 

concentrates in infected animals. Here we’ll demonstrate how to extract the lymph nodes 

needed for testing. 

Though there is no evidence CWD is transmissible to humans, some simple precautions should 

be taken when extracting lymph nodes from deer, elk or moose. 

• Wear protective gloves. 

• Avoid handling brain and spinal tissues. 

• Wash hands and instruments thoroughly after the process is completed.  

Lymph nodes can be extracted easily with a field knife, but some other useful tools may 

include: 

• A scalpel 

• Tweezers or pliers 

• A small sealable bag for storing the samples 

Lymph nodes are easiest to find in freshly killed animals because the tissue’s texture and 

coloration will change with time. Extracting the lymph nodes before removing the head from 

the carcass will ensure they aren’t inadvertently discarded. 

Begin by positioning the animal with the head and neck upside down on a tailgate or other 

workable surface (see Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 
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Next, identify the larynx, or voice box, on the front of the neck. You’ll notice a firm edge at the 

base of the larynx. This is the best location for making an incision (see Figure 2). Cutting too 

closely behind the jaw may leave the lymph nodes in the larger portion of the carcass, making 

them harder to find.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Make an incision perpendicular to the neck (see Figure 3). Cut through the wind pipe and angle 

downward toward the back of the ears (see Figure 4). Widen the incision until you reach the 

bones connecting the head to the body.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

Figure 3 Figure 4 
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With the incision open, you’ll see several organs that will help you find the lymph nodes. At the 

top are the wind pipe and larynx (Figure 5). Below them are two salivary glands (Figure 6). At 

the bottom of the incision are small muscles (Figure 7). The lymph nodes are generally found 

between the salivary glands and the muscles below them (Figure 8). Visibility of the lymph 

nodes may improve by holding the wind pipe up and forward.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 Figure 6 

Figure 7 Figure 8 



 

4 
 

 

 

 

Separate these tissues by hand or with a knife. Once the lymph nodes are identified, remove 

them by cutting away the adjoining tissue (see Figure 9). Then place them in a sealable plastic 

bag for storage. They should be kept cool or frozen. CWD testing for moose also requires 

collecting the obex; contact FWP for more information when collecting CWD samples from 

moose. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here is a side-by-side comparison (Figure 10) of a salivary gland (A) and a lymph node (B). 

Salivary glands are often mistaken for lymph nodes, but they are usually a lighter color, larger in 

size and have a soft, uneven texture. The lymph nodes tend to be smaller, darker and firmer 

than the salivary glands, oval shaped and have a smooth texture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 

Figure 9 



Montana CWD Hunter Harvest Submission Form 
Use a separate form for each animal.  Samples without location information will not be tested. 

Hunter Name: 

Hunter Phone #:  Hunter Email:  

This is animal number ______ of _______ animals.  If samples from multiple animals are being sent in, each 
animal must have its own submission form. Label the submission form, the sample bags, and your meat/animal 
with corresponding numbers so the test result is traceable to an individual animal. 

Species: 
 Mule Deer 

 Elk 

      White-tailed deer 

 Moose 

Sex:     Male  Female 

Age:  Fawn  Yearling  Adult 

Location of Harvest: (This is important!  Samples without location information will not be tested) 

Township: ______        Range: ______  Section: ______ 

Latitude: __________________   Harvest site address: ___________________________________ 

Longitude: _________________       ___________________________________ 

Comments: 

CWD Hunter Harvest Submission Form Guidelines: 

Thank you for your help as we fight CWD together.  Fill out this form completely, including your phone number 
and email address so we can send you a unique CWD number. This CWD number is what you will use to look 
up your test results online at fwp.mt.gov/CWD within 3 weeks.  

Accurate location of the harvest site is requited.  Samples without location information will not be tested.  

Provide a latitude and longitude location if you recorded the harvest site with a GPS unit or a Hunt app.  

Otherwise, you can use the FWP Hunt Planner Map (fwp.mt.gov/gis/maps/huntPlanner) to pinpoint the 

harvest site and record the Township, Range and Section (“TRS”) provided in the pop-up box.  If you are 

unable to pinpoint the harvest location using the methods above, provide a physical address or specific 

location comments for the harvest site.  

If you are submitting samples from multiple animals, fill out a separate submission form for each animal sent 

to the Wildlife Health Lab. Please label the submission form, the sample bags, and your meat/animal with 

corresponding numbers so the test result is traceable to an individual animal. 



How to ship your CWD samples to the Wildlife Health Lab: 
 
Please watch the “How to collect lymph nodes” video online at fwp.mt.gov/CWD. 
 
Put the lymph nodes in sealed bag (Ziplock bags or a similar brand work best), double bag the sample, and 
wrap the bag in a paper towel.  
 
Put the filled-out submission form in a separate Ziplock bag so it doesn’t get wet and include it with the 
sample. If you are sending samples from more than one animal fill out a separate submission form for each 
animal and make sure that each form is with the correct sample in a sealed bag.  
 
Place the bagged samples, a cold ice pack, and the bagged submission form(s) in a small box or 
shipping envelope and send via your choice of postal carrier.  
 
We recommend using a carrier that offers tracking and will deliver your samples within 24-48 hours to prevent 
the samples from rotting. Please try to ship your samples on Monday, Tuesday or Wednesday of each week, 
and avoid shipping on holidays, to prevent the samples from sitting over the weekend. 
 
Ship to: 
 

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 
ATTN:  Wildlife Health Lab (CWD) 
1400 S. 19th Avenue 
Bozeman, MT 59718 
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