
1       Game Meat Safety for Recreational Deer Hunters

Many Victorians enjoy the opportunity  
to supplement what they buy at the  
supermarket by growing their own food  
or harvesting a wide variety of wild foods, 
like fish, game and other animals. 

Eating fresh deer meat can be a healthy option.  
However, the risk of food poisoning due to contaminated 
meat can be higher with animals taken from the wild, 
compared with commercially processed animals from 
controlled environments.

This document provides practical information  
on how to minimise food safety risks associated with 
wild harvested game deer and maintain the safety 
and quality of the meat. 

Figure 1. Main cuts on a deer – Victorian deer hunters have  
excellent opportunities to harvest fresh deer meat.  
Copyright © Game Management Authority.

This information is provided as a guide only.  
If you have any doubt about the safety of any meat, 
do not consume it.  If you think you have an illness 
caused by food, contact your doctor immediately. 

Recent changes to laws mean that recreational  
hunters with a Game Licence endorsed for deer can 
now have their wild deer butchered and processed  
for their personal consumption by certain recreational 
harvest service providers. 

It is important for hunters to note that these service 
providers are not licensed by PrimeSafe (the Victorian 
meat safety regulator) and can only process harvested 
deer for the hunter’s personal consumption. 

If you decide to use these recreational harvest service 
providers, you should ensure that the operator has 
sufficient practices in place to process your product 
safely and hygienically.

The quality and safety of wild game is also directly 
related to the health of the animal and how safely, 
quickly and competently it was field dressed,  
stored, cooled and transported, prior to processing. 
This guide will help you to manage the risks under 
your control.

It is also important to remember that recreationally 
harvested deer can only be used for personal  
consumption and cannot be sold, donated or traded. 

The information and risk management guidelines  
provided in this document relate to wild harvested 
deer only. Farmed deer are managed as livestock and 
are processed in accordance with the Meat Industry 
Act 1993, the Australia New Zealand Food Standards 
Code and relevant national and Victorian standards 
applied by PrimeSafe.

For more detailed information on food safety,  
go to health.vic.gov.au.
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The key risks

The main food safety risks associated with  
consuming wild deer relate to bacterial or chemical 
contamination and carcass temperature.

Bacterial contamination is usually the result  
of direct or cross-contamination before, during 
or after field dressing (e.g. poor shot placement, 
poor hygiene practices, pierced gut contents, 
faecal contamination, dirty equipment etc). 

Chemical contamination can result if the  
animal consumes poison or toxins from its  
environment or when the carcass is exposed  
to chemicals, toxins or poisons. An example  
is lead contamination from lead bullet fragments 
in the carcass. 

The temperature of the deer carcass  
and moisture levels will affect the level  
of bacterial contamination and how quickly  
the meat deteriorates. 

Reducing the temperature of the deer carcass  
as soon as possible after harvesting is very  
important. Leaving a deer at temperatures 
above 5ºC will allow harmful bacteria to multiply 
and will eventually spoil the meat. Quick and 
proper field dressing reduces the temperature  
of the deer and will allow you to effectively  
cool the carcass.

Field dressing background

Field dressing is the process of removing the internal 
organs of hunted game and opening the carcass  
to allow it to cool faster, reducing the risk of spoilage. 
Field dressing is an important step in preserving the 
safety and quality of game meat. 

There are many different techniques for field dressing 
a deer, but the aim should always be the same –  
minimise bacterial contamination and bacterial growth.

The field dressing techniques in this document  
will help you maintain food safety. The instructions  
assume the hunter is not carrying equipment to  
suspend the deer from a tree or other structure and 
that the deer will be field dressed on the ground.

Safely and properly field dressing a deer can also  
be learned in the company of an experienced hunter 
or through training provided by hunting organisations. 
Hands-on training can be supplemented by helpful 
publications and online videos.

Before the trip

Decisions to ensure you bring home quality meat  
are made before you even leave home. Knives and 
other reusable field dressing equipment should be 
thoroughly cleaned and sanitised before each hunting 
trip. Knives must be razor sharp to prevent accidents 
and contamination that can result from blunt knives 
slipping and piercing intestines or cutting yourself.  
A small knife sharpener is useful in the field. 

Using rubber gloves, string/cable ties, game bags, 
paper towels, rope, plastic bags, soap, water,  
alcoholic hand sanitiser or wipes will also help keep 
equipment clean in the field and help minimise the 
risk of contamination. 

Figure 2. Cross-section of a deer showing the internal organs. 
Copyright © 2006 The Regents of the University of California. Used by permission.
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Before the shot

Contamination and food safety should be a  
consideration before you take the shot. Do not  
consume deer that show obvious signs of infection, 
sickness or injury or are unusually underweight.

An appropriately angled heart/lung shot to the chest 
should be taken for a quick and humane kill and to 
minimise the possibility of bacterial contamination. 

Figure 1 shows the optimal shot impact area, indicated 
by the ‘X’.  A poorly placed shot towards the back  
of the ribcage can increase the chance of wounding 
and losing a deer, and spread gut bacteria through 
the carcass, ruining the meat. The Game Hunting  
in Victoria Manual provides options for shooting at 
deer that are head-on or quartering away.

After the shot - personal safety first

Do not assume the deer is dead. If a downed deer  
is still alive,  you could sustain severe or fatal injuries. 
Approach the deer with caution from above and  
behind the head. At a safe distance watch for signs  
of life (e.g. breathing/movement). A dead deer’s eyes 
are usually open. 

Touch the eye with a stick to confirm the deer is  
dead. If the eye blinks, the deer is alive and should  
be immediately dispatched with a final shot to the 
base of the ear, or to the heart if you intend on  
having the deer taxidermied. 

Do not place the muzzle of the rifle directly against 
the deer’s body. This will cause a barrel obstruction 
with potentially serious consequences for the rifle, 
hunter and bystanders. 

Always unload your firearm before field dressing.

Minimise contamination and  
bacterial growth

The way you handle game after it is killed can  
significantly affect the quality and safety of the meat. 
Bacterial contamination is the main concern when 
field dressing a deer, and usually occurs if you  
puncture the stomach or intestines of the deer with  
a knife allowing meat to be contaminated by gut  
or faecal matter. 

Minimise the transfer of bacteria within the carcass 
(e.g. from gut, faeces, urine) and from external  
sources such as from unclean hands/equipment, fur, 
dirt, hunting dogs, blood, dust and vegetation.

Contamination from lead bullet fragments should  
not be underestimated. Hunters should take extra 
care to cut and remove all bullet wound and  
contaminated areas.

Reduce carcass temperature quickly. Prompt field 
dressing will lower the temperature of the carcass  
and reduce the speed at which harmful bacteria will 
multiply and contaminate the meat. 

It is best to field dress immediately after the deer  
has been shot to reduce the risk of bacterial  
contamination and minimise bacterial growth.  
Meat begins to spoil above 5ºC, so quick field dressing 
will also help preserve the eating quality of the meat. 

If possible, wash hands and arms thoroughly with 
soap and water before, during and after field dressing 
as required. You can also use disposable rubber 
gloves. Clean your knife frequently between cuts  
to minimise bacterial cross-contamination using 
clean water, pre-moistened wipes, or alcohol wipes. 
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Field dressing on the ground

Many of the bacteria that are likely to cause serious 
food safety and human health concerns are found all 
the way through the digestive system (i.e. gullet, stom-
ach, intestines, rectum, anus). It is important to take a 
‘head to tail’ approach and think about not contam-
inating the carcass with any leaks, cuts or ruptures 
anywhere along the digestive system (see Figure 2).

1. Gullet (oesophagus) and windpipe (trachea)

If you do not intend on having the deer taxidermied, 
start by making an incision down the throat of the 
deer to find and release the gullet (oesophagus)  
and windpipe (trachea). The windpipe is like a white 
vacuum cleaner hose with obvious cartilage ridges. 
The gullet is the muscular tube attached along  
the windpipe.  

You can gently separate the connective tissue  
between the gullet and windpipe with your hands  
then cut the gullet. Either use a cable tie, or tie the 
gullet off on itself, to ensure the stomach contents  
do not leak out later. 

Cut through the windpipe. The windpipe does not 
have to be tied-off but cutting is necessary since they 
lead to the lungs, which will also need to be removed. 
Tuck both pipes back into the deer’s throat cavity.

If the deer is going to be taxidermied (head or  
shoulder mount), some hunters prefer to cut the  
gullet and windpipe by reaching up through the  
chest cavity. Be mindful that the cut tubes can slip 
from the hunter’s grip and spill stomach contents  
into the carcass. 

2. Rectum and anus

Lift the deer tail up and make a horizontal cut  
between the base of the tail and top of the anus.  
This initial cut will expose the top of the rectum (looks 
like a white pipe). Reach into this cut with your fingers 
and grab the rectum. Gently move the rectum around 
in a circular motion to help free it from the connective 
tissue that attaches it to the pelvis. 

Once the rectum has been detached from the  
connective tissue, finish cutting around the anus and 
lay the end of the rectum outside the rear of the deer. 

Strip any faecal pellets out of the end of the rectum  
by running your hand along the rectum. Tie off  
the end of the rectum using string or a cable tie.  
Change gloves or wash your hands before moving 
onto the next step, particularly if you have come into 
contact with any faecal pellets. Clean your knife  
before proceeding further.

You have now successfully sealed-off the top (gullet) 
and tail (rectum) end of the digestive system.  
Your aim now is not to rupture the digestive system 
organs when you remove them from the carcass  
or introduce external contaminants to the carcass.

Removing the internal organs

Take extreme care with these next steps as this  
is when most bacterial contamination can occur. 

3. Midline cut

With the deer on its back, start a cut at the bottom  
of the breastbone (sternum). By starting your cut  
at the breastbone, you reduce the risk of puncturing 
the gut or intestines. 

A knife with a gut hook is recommended, as this  
reduces the likelihood of puncturing the gut. If you 
have a normal knife, use your non-cutting hand  
to insert your index and middle finger into the initial 
cut. Forming a “V” with these two fingers, gently pull 
up on the hide. Insert the knife (blade facing up) into 
the incision between the two fingers. Simultaneously 
pull up on the hide, keep your knife blade and point 
away from internal organs while cutting. Always cut 
up through the hide to prevent cutting internal organs 
and to keep your blade sharp. 

Run the knife carefully down the middle of the belly 
until you reach the penis of a stag or the udder  
of a hind/doe. 

4. Bladder

There are different ways to isolate the bladder  
and urinary tract. 

The bladder may or may not be filled with urine.  
A full bladder looks like a small pear-shaped balloon 
filled with liquid. With a full bladder, you can pinch  
or tie-off the bladder and then carefully cut and  
remove it taking care not to spill any urine.

You can squeeze the bladder to empty the urine out 
through the urethra. Before squeezing the bladder of 
a stag, lift the penis with one hand and cut the penis 
and the scrotum free with the other, down to where 
the penis emerges from the pelvis. Be careful not to 
cut off the penis as you will cut through the urethra. 
Lay the penis on the ground pointing away from the 
carcass and squeeze the bladder to empty it. 
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5. Removing abdominal cavity organs

When you roll the deer back on its side, some of the 
stomach and intestines may roll out. You will need to 
carefully free these organs by looking for connective 
tissue and membranes that you can gently break  
by hand or carefully cut with your knife. 

Do not just grab a handful of intestine or stomach and  
pull. You need to carefully free or cut these organs from 
any connective tissue. Once freed, these organs can 
all be scooped out of the abdominal cavity by hand.

6. Removing chest cavity organs

Removing the chest cavity organs should be the last 
step. The deer is often shot in the chest cavity, and 
this is where most of the blood will pool. Removing the 
chest cavity first will result in your arms, equipment 
and the abdominal cavity and organs, being covered 
in blood, making the removal of abdominal organs 
more difficult.

Cut the diaphragm free where it connects to the  
ribcage. Once the gullet and windpipe are cut, pull 
both tubes back towards yourself, bringing the  
lungs and heart with them. 

All the internal organs should now have been removed 
from the deer.  

7. Clean the body cavity

Roll the deer carcass over so that the opening to the 
body cavity can drain of any blood, however try not 
to contaminate the cavity with dirt and debris.

If part of the cavity has been tainted by gut or faecal 
contents, cut the tainted area out and discard it.  
Only ever use water to rinse tainted parts of the body 
cavity if it is not possible to cut them out, and then  
you should use clean paper towels to remove excess 
water and blood from the cavity.

Quartering large deer

If you decide to quarter the deer in the field,  
immediately wrap the meat cuts well in clean muslin 
cloth, game bags or clean cotton pillow cases and  
secure them tightly with string or cable ties to avoid 
any contamination of the meat while you finish  
quartering the deer, or when it is transported back  
to camp or a vehicle.

As with field dressing, there are many ways to quarter 
large deer. The ‘More Information’ section at the  
end of this document provides links to videos that 
demonstrate a few methods for quartering large deer. 

Transporting and storing your deer

If you are returning to your campsite with a whole  
carcass, you can leave the skin on or keep the  
carcass/meat covered with muslin cloth. This protects 
it from contamination by flies, other insects and dirt 
during transport.

Once in camp, you should hang the carcass in a cool, 
dry place and skin it as soon as possible to help  
the carcass cool and dry. Cover the skinned carcass  
in a clean muslin cloth or game bag to avoid it  
becoming contaminated. 

Vehicles used to transport deer can be a source  
of chemical and bacterial contamination. Clean your 
vehicle’s storage area before you go hunting and keep 
it free from any poisons or other chemicals that could 
contaminate the meat. 

Do not stack warm carcasses and meat on top  
of each other as this will cause them to retain heat, 
promote bacterial growth and deteriorate  
more quickly.

Chill the meat as soon as possible to minimise the 
growth of bacteria. When transporting cuts of meat, 
place the meat in a car fridge if you have one, or an 
esky. If using an esky, make sure the meat is packed  
in sealed bags and use ice packs or ice cubes to keep 
it cool. You want to avoid getting the meat wet as 
moisture promotes bacterial growth.

If you have saved the deer skin/cape, ensure it does 
not come into contact with the meat carcass.

When you get home, refrigerate any skinned  
meat immediately.
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Diseases, toxins and other contaminants

Diseases

Wild deer are potentially susceptible to endemic  
and exotic diseases and parasites that may affect 
other animal species, including humans.

Deer may transmit endemic diseases and parasites to 
domestic animals and humans through contact with 
pastures and livestock, water resources or through 
contact between hunting dogs and infected animals.

Always carefully check the organs and meat for  
any signs of disease. Make sure the organs are the 
right size and colour and are free of any abscesses, 
cysts and/or pus. If the organs look inflamed,  
swollen or discoloured the deer may not be safe  
to eat. Infected lymph nodes in deer may appear to  
be lumpy, swollen and often yellow/green in colour. 

If you shoot a deer that showed neurological symptoms 
(e.g. stumbling, turning in circles, drooling, disoriented), 
please notify authorities. If you are concerned about 
signs of disease in a deer you have harvested, take 
photos of the suspected diseased area and keep  
a chilled sample in a zip-lock bag for testing. Report 
potentially infected deer to the Victorian State Wildlife 
Health Australia (WHA) Coordinator. For more  
information, visit wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/ 
AboutUs/ContactDetails.aspx

Some diseases found in deer populations can infect 
humans and pets including:

Ringworm: Fungi in the soil cause this disease. Infected 
deer have thickened skin with hair loss or red skin and 
hair easily breaks away. Depending on which part  
of the body is affected, ringworm can cause an itchy, 
ring-shaped rash (body and groin), dry and cracked 
skin (feet) or patches of dry, bald skin (scalp).  

Hydatid cysts: These are caused by tapeworm and 
can infect humans and pets. They are visible as fluid 
filled cysts in the liver, heart and lungs of the deer. Do 
not feed these organs to your dog as they could pass 
the disease on to your family. Untreated in humans 
(and depending on where the tapeworm forms cysts 
in your body) the cysts can cause liver, lung or brain 
damage and death in very rare cases.

Leptospirosis: This is caused by bacteria that can  
be found in the urine of an infected deer or in water, 
soil or vegetation contaminated by this urine.  
Infection is uncommon in overseas wild deer.  
You should carefully remove the bladder without  
spilling urine and discard the kidneys. 

Symptoms in humans can include high fever,  
severe headache, chills, muscle aches and vomiting. 
Other symptoms may include jaundice (yellow) eyes  
or skin, abdominal pain, rash or diarrhoea.

Toxoplasmosis: This is caused by the Toxoplasma  
gondii parasite. Symptoms of infection in humans can 
include swollen lymph glands, muscle aches and pains, 
headache, fever, inflammation of the lungs, heart muscle 
or eye. Animals may not show any signs of infection. 
In Australia, the most common form of infection is 
through contact with cat faeces. To reduce the chances 
of infection from hunted deer, freeze the meat for  
several days and ensure the meat is thoroughly cooked.

Anthrax: This highly infectious and fatal disease is  
the result of toxins from the Bacillis anthracis bacteria, 
which survive in the environment. Touching animals 
that have died from anthrax or eating undercooked 
infected meat can cause infection. While rare, humans 
can also become infected through cuts, open sores 
and scratches. Inhaling spores from contaminated 
material such as fur/hair, dust and grass is another 
infection pathway.

Infected animals may show no signs of infection  
or could be slow, weak, disorientated and dead within 
hours or days. There may be a bloody discharge  
from the eyes, mouth, nose and anus of carcasses.  
Human infection can be fatal. Report any suspected 
case to the Emergency Animal Disease Hotline on 
1800 675 888 and do not touch the animal.

http://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/AboutUs/ContactDetails.aspx
http://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/AboutUs/ContactDetails.aspx
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Toxins and other chemicals

Wild deer could also consume poisons, chemicals  
and toxins from the wild and peri-urban or farm land. 
Pesticides, herbicides and industrial chemicals/ 
pollutants may be present in deer habitat.

The best way to minimise disease and chemical  
risks is to look for signs of disease in the deer, the 
carcass and organs. If the deer appears injured, sick, 
underweight, infected, has a dull coat or exhibits  
unusual posture or behaviour you should not  
consume it. If you have any doubt at all, do not eat 
the deer. Please report diseased deer to the Wildlife 
Health Australia coordinator as detailed in the  
‘More information’ section.

Always practice good hygiene and wear disposable 
rubber gloves when field dressing deer to minimise 
the risks of contamination and contracting  
any diseases.

Lead poisoning 

Lead from bullets is a dangerous contaminant.  
Small amounts of lead consumed by pregnant women 
or children can cause permanent abnormalities  
to childhood health, development and intelligence. 
Consumption by adults can cause many serious health 
effects, including death if levels are high enough. 

If you are using lead ammunition, you should cut  
away and discard the wound area, wound track and 
all damaged and bruised meat to limit your ingestion 
of lead particles and avoid the risk of tainting  
clean meat. Depending on the bullet design and  
shot placement, lead fragments can spread through 
the carcass. 

In the interest of your family’s health, you should  
consider using non-toxic ammunition alternatives,  
like copper or copper-zinc alloys. 

Do not feed lead-tainted meat off-cuts to animals, 
including pets.

How to prevent food poisoning at home 

Bacteria, fungi, parasites, viruses and toxins may 
contaminate food and could cause stomach upsets, 
nausea, vomiting, diarrhoea and potentially death.  
Prepare, cook and store food carefully to avoid getting 
sick. Many of the tips below minimise the risks of cross 
contamination and bacteria growth. 

If you think you have an illness caused by food,  
contact your doctor immediately. 

Basic food safety tips at home include:

• Wash your hands in warm, soapy water before  
preparing food and when moving between raw 
meat and uncooked or ready to eat foods like  
salad, fruit and vegetables. 

• If you use your kitchen for butchering, wash  
all surfaces that will be used to butcher meat.

• Do not use the same cutting board or knives for raw 
meat that will be used for cooked foods and foods 
that are served raw (such as salads). 

If you only have a limited set of boards or knives,  
prepare your cooked foods and foods that are 
served raw (such as salads) before cutting raw 
meat. Alternatively, thoroughly wash the board  
and knife with hot soapy water and dry with  
a clean towel before moving from preparing raw 
meat to preparing other foods.

• Do not put cooked meat or other ready to eat food 
on the same unwashed plate, kitchen surface or 
chopping board that held raw meat.

• Cover and store raw meat with lids, tin foil or  
plastic wrap in the lower part of the fridge below 
cooked food.

• Always marinate or thaw meat in the fridge,  
not on the kitchen bench.

• Thoroughly wash all knives, chopping boards,  
kitchen surfaces and other utensils you have used 
after butchering or cutting up meat.
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Key food safety tips to remember:

• Avoid meat contamination, especially  
from faecal and intestinal material during  
field dressing

• Cool the meat down as soon as possible  
to minimise bacterial growth

• Do not consume deer showing signs  
of illness or disease

• Cover and store the meat properly in the  
field, during transport and at home

• Avoid cross-contamination when preparing 
food at home

• Prepare and cook food safely and properly.

More information

Consumer food safety information 
Department of Health and Human Services 
betterhealth.vic.gov.au

Game hunting regulation 
Game Management Authority 
136 196 
gma.vic.gov.au

Wildlife diseases 
Wildlife Health Australia Coordinator for Victoria 
wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/AboutUs/ 
ContactDetails.aspx

Hunting organisations that can assist with  
deer hunting and field dressing knowledge

Australian Deer Association 
03 9111 0102 
austdeer.com.au

Sporting Shooters Association  
of Australia (Victoria) 
03 8892 2777 
ssaavic.com.au

Victorian Hound Hunters Inc. 
(03) 5664 1345 
victorianhoundhunters.com

Quartering a large deer and removing  
choice cuts without field dressing

youtube.com/watch?v=nbnp82DWMCE

youtube.com/watch?v=pUZiTbAHI1c

Butchering deer for personal use 
Fallow deer example

youtube.com/watch?v=uNPVylg-fQI
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