
REMOVAL OF RETROPHARYNGEAL 
LYMPH NODES FOR CWD TESTING 



The head does not have to be removed from the 
body of your harvested animal to remove the 
retropharyngeal lymph nodes. Place the head 
upside down and make a “U”-shaped incision just 
behind the angle of the lower jawbone. Insert the 
scalpel blade about as deep as it can go. 

1.Determine the position  
and cut location.



Peel the skin back. Sever the trachea and pull it 
rearwards while cutting connecting tissue to free 
the trachea and expose the underlying tissue. 

2. Sever the trachea.



3. Determine the position  
    of the nodes. 

Once the trachea and esophagus are pulled 
backward, start exploring both sides of the 
forward part of the incision for the sites of the 
retropharyngeal lymph nodes (arrows). The 
nodes are located just behind, and to the sides 
of, the opening to the pharynx.



4. Clear, grasp, and remove. 
Clear away tissue from around the lymph node. 
Grasp the node with forceps (circle); pull on the 
node while freeing connecting tissue with 
scalpel. Continue pulling and cutting away 
tissue until node can be removed. Remove the 
other node in the same manner. 



5. Examine the node.
Examine the node when removed. It will be fairly 
firm and about the size of the first joint of your 
index finger. If still not sure that you have the node 
(some fat can look like a lymph node), cut into it. 
The cut surface should show a pale background 
with red to dark brown spots or splotches. Note: 
the cut surface of lymph nodes from animals dead 
for awhile will appear darker. Place the nodes in a 
plastic bag and keep cool or frozen. After turning 
in nodes, you may track their testing progress by 
logging into your Game & Fish portal account. 



Questions about the process? Contact your 
participating processor or click to watch this 
video from Wyoming Game & Fish Department 
detailing the process. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eX382bKzj-I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eX382bKzj-I

