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 Consumers Union, the policy and mobilization arm of Consumer Reports,1 welcomes the 
opportunity to comment on the proposed rule by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) to add venison and ground venison to the list of covered 
commodities subject to mandatory country of origin labeling (COOL) regulations.  We strongly 
support USDA’s proposal to require that muscle cuts and ground meat from farmed mammals 
belonging to the deer family, Cervidae, be labeled as to the country of origin in terms of where 
they were born, raised, and slaughtered.  Polls show widespread support for COOL among U.S. 
consumers. 
 

As part of mandatory COOL requirements for deer meat, we support the proposed 
definitions for Cervidae, ground venison, and venison, as well as for various changes to existing 
definitions (such as “covered commodity,” “production step,” “raised,” “slaughter,” and others) 
in which the agency proposes to add a reference to venison.  We agree with AMS’s broad 
definition of venison and ground venison as meat coming from the deer family (Cervidae), which 
is defined as “any one of the various species that are raised for the production of venison meat, 
such as whitetail deer, elk, fallow deer, axis deer, sika, red deer (maral), musk deer, rusa deer, 
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antelope, nilgai, pronghorn, reindeer, and caribou.”  It is best that venison is defined as being any 
meat from any cervid raised for human food, rather than restricting the definition to a few deer 
genera.  The rule appropriately applies to deer producers (ranchers), slaughterhouses, processors, 
importers, wholesalers, distributors, and retailers of venison, but also appropriately specifies that 
“[b]reeding and hunting and hunting-only operations are not considered to be producers of 
venison for consumption that are subject to COOL.” 

 
We support mandatory COOL regulation for farm-raised venison and venison meat for   

reasons of informed choice by consumers, and for potential food safety issues.  In general, we 
support a consumers’ right to know where the food they eat originated.  Some consumers may 
prefer to buy meat that is produced locally; others may prefer products from another country.  In 
addition, COOL regulations for venison could help consumers that are concerned about a 
potential health implication of chronic wasting disease (CWD).  Chronic wasting disease is a 
fatal brain-wasting disease caused by prions that affect cervids, including deer, elk, moose, and 
reindeer.  It was first recognized in the late 1960s and described in 1980 in mule deer and black-
tailed deer held in captivity in Colorado and Wyoming.2  For a couple of decades, CWD was 
restricted to just Colorado and Wyoming.  However, in part due to the trade in wild deer and elk 
for game farms and hunting, CWD has now spread from Colorado and Wyoming to 24 states in 
the U.S., two provinces in Canada (from deer originally imported from the U.S.)3, South Korea 
(from elk imported from Canada in 1990s),4 and, recently, wild reindeer in Norway.5  However, 
a majority of the venison imported to the United States comes from New Zealand, which has not 
detected CWD in its cervids.6 

 
CWD is a transmissible spongiform encephalopathy (TSE), a class of diseases that includes 
scrapie in sheep, bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) (mad cow disease), transmissible 
mink encephalopathy (TME), and, in humans, kuru, Creutzfeldt-Jacob Disease (CJD) and 
Gerstmann-Sträussler-Scheinker disease.  CWD, compared to BSE, TME and CJD, is more 
easily spread between animals because the infectious prions that are the cause of the disease are 
found at high levels in various body tissues and also in bodily fluids such as urine, feces and 
saliva.7  Captive or farmed animals are at a much higher risk for CWD than wild animals.8 9  The 
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8 Id. 
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impact of CWD on people is not well understood, but the evidence may lead some consumers to 
want information about where farmed venison was raised.  An in vitro study demonstrated that 
CWD prions can convert human prions to the infectious form; the conversion is not very 
efficient, but is about as efficient as BSE prions,10 which have been known to cause illness in 
people.  A small 2015 study with mice engineered to express human prion proteins found that an 
elk CWD isolate was able to cause disease in two out of five humanized mice.11 
 

Given that CWD has been found in the U.S., Canada, South Korea, and Norway, that 
farmed cervids are more likely to contract CWD than wild animals, and that the majority of 
imported venison comes from New Zealand, where neither CWD nor scrapie occur, having 
mandatory COOL requirements for venison and ground venison would allow consumers to 
exercise informed choice if they are very concerned about CWD. 

 
Ultimately, in general, consumers are highly supportive of COOL.  Food labeling surveys 

carried out by the Consumer Reports National Research Center have consistently shown that 
over 90% of consumers polled want COOL, with our most recent 2016 poll finding that 93% of 
consumers want to know if their meat is from outside the U.S.12 

 
Thus, we strongly support requiring COOL for venison.  Thank you for your 

consideration of our comments. 
 
 

Respectfully submitted, 

       
Michael Hansen, Ph.D. 
Senior Scientist 
Consumers Union 
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