
For more than a decade,
Department of Natural Resources
wildlife workers have been
checking deer and elk heads at
the agency's Wildlife Disease
Laboratory, looking for evidence
of bovine tuberculosis (TB) in the
animals' lymph nodes.

The DNR began analyzing the
heads in 1995, the year after TB
was confirmed in a free-ranging
whitetail in the northeastern
Lower Peninsula. Since the pro-
gram started, the DNR has exam-
ined more than 115,000 deer
heads, mostly collected from
hunters who took the animals
from within the TB zone, as well
as elsewhere, as the agency
investigated the extent of the dis-
ease.

In 1998, the DNR also started
looking for evidence of chronic
wasting disease (CWD), an
always fatal neurological disor-
der that had begun showing up in
cervids, mostly in western states
and Canadian provinces.

"At that time we weren't over-
ly concerned that the disease was
here in the state, but we started
looking," said Dr. Steve Schmitt,
DNR veterinarian. "In 2002, we
became more concerned when
Wisconsin announced they had it.
Michigan is not that much differ-
ent than Wisconsin; high deer
densities, lots of captive cervid
facilities, and plenty of feeding
and baiting.”

Today, everything has
changed. After a case of CWD
was confirmed in a privately
owned deer enclosure in Kent
County in August, looking for the
disease has become “Job No. 1”
at the Diagnostic Center for
Population and Animal Health at
Michigan State University
(MSU), where the Wildlife
Division's Animal Health Team is
located. The team moved into the

facility in 2003 from the Rose
Lake headquarters, where it had
been since 1957. The $58 million,
152,500-square-foot facility at
MSU is a state-of-the-art animal
laboratory.

In recent
years, the
DNR has
c h e c k e d
about 1,500
heads annual-
ly for CWD.
So far this
year, workers
have already
surpassed that
number and
plans to
check a mini-
mum of 8,000
heads, hoping
they will not
find what
they are look-
ing for.

Heads from deer, killed by
hunters, taken under disease-con-
trol permits, or even collected
from fresh roadkills, have been
arriving at the DNR Wildlife
Disease Laboratory almost daily,
coming in by truck from collec-
tion points at DNR field offices
across the state. Crews of
Wildlife Disease Laboratory
staff, with assistance from other
wildlife-health professionals,
spend time almost every day in
the bio-secure laboratory, looking
for evidence of the disease.

It's a different process than the
TB testing. When looking for TB,

the staff looks for abscesses in the
lymph nodes.

"With CWD, you can't see
anything," Dr. Schmitt said.
"We're using the same lymph
nodes, but you can't tell a positive

from a nega-
tive just by
looking."

I n s t e a d ,
t e c h n i c i a n s
remove 200
m i l l i g r a m s
from the cor-
tex of the
m e d i a l
re t ropharyn-
geal lymph
node, put it in
a container,
and then send
it elsewhere in
the lab, where
a scientist runs
an automated
test. The mate-

rial changes color if prions, the
mutated proteins that cause
CWD, are present.

When the three-hour test turns
up a suspect, as it did in August
with the infected deer from the

private facility in Kent County,
the test is repeated. If a second
test comes back positive, the
sample is sent to the United
States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) National Animal
Disease Center in Ames, Iowa,
where the diagnosis can be con-
firmed.

"At peak times, we get about
15 people on the floor working on
heads, our staff and some people
from the USDA," Dr. Schmitt
said. "They bring in wildlife dis-
ease biologists from around the
country and have them here for a
two-week period. They've got 44
of them in 44 states; they use this
as a training exercise."

It works out well for both the
USDA and the DNR. Scientists
from the USDA have an opportu-
nity to spend some time working
in a state-of-the-art facility, while
getting a taste of what might hap-
pen if they are ever called upon to
react to an outbreak of a danger-
ous animal disease. The DNR
gets manpower from the USDA
for its CWD-testing program at
no cost to the agency.

The sampling takes place in
what Dr. Schmitt refers to as the
BL3 (Biological Level 3) necrop-
sy room.

"It's an airtight room with neg-
ative air pressure," he explained.
"Even if all the doors were
opened, the infectious agent
could not get out. It would be
sucked out of the room through
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Roguska of Mackinac Island Aids in Producing Documentary Series on WWII Veteran

DNR Uses State-of-the-art Wildlife Disease Lab To Test for Chronic Wasting Disease

By Ryan Schlehuber
Scott Roguska, in his quest to

become an established film pro-
ducer, is helping to complete a
documentary on Donald R.
Burgett, a World War II veteran
and author.

His career as a film producer
began in 2006 while a junior at
Mackinac Island Public School.
Having made short movies and
experimenting with special effects,
he wrote and produced "Dogs of
War," which featured his high
school friends portraying soldiers
in World War II. It was sold local-
ly.

Now comes "An Eagle
Returns," a four-part series on
DVD that documents the personal

experiences of Mr. Burgett, a
member of Company A, 506
Parachute Infantry Regiment of the
101st Airborne Division, known as
the "Screaming Eagles."

The first disc includes the divi-
sion’s involvement in the D-Day
invasion at Normandy, France,
which Mr. Burgett is selling now.

The documentary will then follow
his unit through three other cam-
paigns, Holland, the Battle of the
Bulge at Bastogne, and Germany.

He is now putting together the
Holland segment for Mr. Burgett,
who is the documentor and narra-
tor.

A follower of WWII history,
Mr. Roguska, 19, enrolled at the
Motion Picture Film Institute in
Troy last year, but has since moved
to Florida. He plans to finish Mr.
Burgett’s documentary by June,
which will mark the 65th anniver-
sary of the end of the war. 

He was introduced to Mr.
Burgett by Woodbluff resident
Annie Lockwood.

Mr. Burgett, 83, originally from

Detroit, is writing his fifth book
and is a consultant for the WWII
video game, "Brothers in Arms."

He joined the paratroopers on
his 18th birthday in 1943 and
joined the 101st in England in
February 1944. During the four
major campaigns, he was wounded
three times. His unit helped occu-
py Adolf Hitler's retreat at
Berchtesgaden, Germany.

He was discharged December
31, 1945, at age 20, and worked as
a carpenter and licensed home-
builder.

Last year, Mr. Burgett took a
crew to Europe and filmed nearly
20 hours of footage, revisiting old
battlefields  for his documentary.

Mr. Roguska has been editing

the film in Florida and will include
archival footage and many photo-
graphs from the war.

"Mr. Burgett paints a great pic-
ture for you about his years in the
war," he noted. "We're losing a lot
of World War II veterans to age,
and memory fades over time, but
for Mr. Burgett, it all seems so
fresh in his head. He has a very
vivid memory."

Mr. Roguska’s future plans
include continuing his education,
possibly in Florida or California.

"I want to continue to make
movies, but I'm not sure at what
level," he said. "At the very least, it
will always be a hobby to me, but I
would love to be able to produce a
blockbuster some day."

Scott Roguska (top), a 2007
graduate of Mackinac Island
Public School, is producing a
four-DVD documentary series
on World War II veteran Donald
R. Burgett’s (at right) experi-
ences with the 101st Airborne
Division, called “An Eagle
Returns.” It is expected to be
finished by spring. (Photographs
courtesy of Scott Roguska)

Outdoor Matters
A column from the Michigan Department

of Natural Resources

the filtration system. It protects
the individual working in the lab
and makes sure the 'bug' won't
get out of the room and into the
environment.

"Technicians wear Tyvek®
suits, gloves, eye protection, and
respirators. They shower out.
Nothing that is on the floor
comes back out, other than the
staff. Anthrax could be worked
on in this lab. Everything that
comes into this building for
necropsy or testing is incinerated
at 1,800 degrees. That will kill
anything."

Dr. Schmitt said the DNR is
working in the largest animal

necropsy facility in North
America, and possibly the world.

"When this place was built, we
were working on TB, but looking
to the future," Dr. Schmitt said.
"There are probably other dis-
eases we'll be seeing that we're
not even aware of yet. We were
looking at what we needed 10
years or more down the road."

And although taking tissue
samples from deer heads has
been a big part of Dr. Schmitt's
job since August, the crew was
just getting started then. The
crew worked seven days a week
during the firearms deer season in
November."Technicians wear

Tyvek® suits, gloves,
eye protection, and res-
pirators. They shower
out. Nothing that is on
the floor comes back
out, other than the staff.
Anthrax could be
worked on in this lab.” 

– Dr. Steve Schmitt 

The Les Cheneaux Schools
staff and parents are hosting a
Save Our School supper
Thursday, December 11, prior to
the boys basketball game, in the
cafeteria. 

Organizer Jill McLeod said
money raised at the dinner will go
directly to fund the school’s budg-
et deficit. 

“Once we found out our budg-
et situation here at the school, the
teachers and staff got together to
try to think of some ideas to raise
some money,” she said. 

The dinner will have an indoor
picnic theme. Hot dogs, pasta sal-
ads, potato chips, and lemonade
will be served.

The cost of dinner will be $6
for adults and $3 for children 10
and younger. Donations will also
be accepted in the form of volun-
teer time, food, and money.

Similar dinners are scheduled
before the girls basketball games
Friday, January 9, 2009, and
Saturday, January 31.

For more information, contact
Jill McLeod at 484-5525.

Les Cheneaux Schools Staff, Parents
Will Host ‘Save Our School’ Supper


