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Over the last 25 years, a 
common assertion you 
often hear is that mule 
deer populations are in 
decline. But is this true? 

This question is frequently 
posed to us at the Mule Deer Foun-
dation (MDF), and it represents a 
significant issue that our leadership 
actively addresses. So, what’s the 
reality? The answer is nuanced. In 
short, it depends. 

The status of mule deer pop-
ulations across their range cannot 
be distilled into a singular response. 
Some states report declines in spe-
cific mule deer populations, while 
others indicate stability or even 
increases in their numbers. Loca-
tion matters, but so is the response 
to areas experiencing population 
declines. MDF addresses these de-
clines through partnerships, prior-
itizing actions in needed areas, 
increasing funding for habitat proj-
ects, and focusing on actions that 
have proven effective and beneficial 
to deer. Focusing on projects that 
benefit deer habitat, MDF is turning 
treated acres into deer. 

The 2024 Rangewide Status 
of Black-tailed and Mule Deer re-
port from the Western Association 
of Fish and Wildlife Agencies 
(WAFWA) indicates that several 
states are witnessing declines 
while others are stable or increas-
ing. However, interpreting this 
information as an overall stable 
population status is misleading. 
Wildlife conservation is complex, 
and simplistic scorecards fail to 
capture the local dynamics influ-
encing herd populations. There-
fore, it is imperative to remain 
actively engaged in maintaining 
and enhancing sustainable, hunt-
able mule deer populations across 
all states.

The health of mule deer herds 
is influenced by various local fac-
tors, including habitat conditions, 
habitat availability and abun-
dance, predation rates, drought, 
disease, development, and others. 
It’s not uncommon for adjacent 
herds to experience significant 
variations in population dynamics. 
Among these factors, the condition 
and availability of habitat are of 
utmost concern to MDF, and focus-
ing on habitat is where we can 

effect positive change through tar-
geted actions and have more deer 
on the landscape.

One factor that no one can 
predict and has a considerable in-
fluence on deer populations is 
weather, particularly winter con-
ditions and prolonged drought. The 
winter of 2023-2024 drew attention 
to the severe impacts of harsh 
weather on mule deer populations 
in southwestern Wyoming, south-
eastern Idaho, and northeastern 
Utah, where thousands of animals 
perished. These regions account 
for a substantial portion of each 
state’s overall mule deer popula-
tion, but attributing the same lev-
el of loss to the entire state would 
be inaccurate. Similarly, eastern 
Montana has battled extreme pro-
longed drought in recent years and 
populations have been negatively 
inf luenced. However, deeming 
Montana’s mule deer population 
as declining based solely on this 
factor would oversimplify the is-
sue. Such complexities exist in 
every state, where local popula-
tions have experienced significant 
losses, recent increases, or relative 
stability over decades. 
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How the Mule Deer Foundation 
Turns Healthy Habitat into Deer
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TURNING ACRES  
INTO DEER 
MDF collaborates with partners 
like state wildlife agencies, federal 
land management agencies, private 
landowners, and other stakehold-
ers to tackle local and regional 
population challenges. Our main 
focus is habitat management, as we 
operate without land ownership 
and rely on partnerships to be ef-
fective. Our approach relies on 
identifying, assessing, and priori-
tizing opportunities for action, as 
well as evaluating funding avail-
ability, and prioritizing limited 
resources, allocating them to local 
mule deer populations that need 
them the most.

Our targeted efforts use a 
place-based strategy called the Pri-
ority Herds & Landscapes Initiative 
(PHL). PHL synthesizes scientific 
data and anecdotal evidence—in-
cluding areas prioritized by hunt-
ers and MDF members, funding 
opportunities, and the effects of 
recent habitat-altering events—to 
guide our actions. We categorize 
this information down to 5th Level 
Hydraulic Unit Code, commonly 
referred to as watersheds (40,000 
to 250,000 acres), ranking them 
from high (most needing help) to 
low. When opportunities or fund-
ing arise, we can quickly coordi-
nate with partners to implement 
projects that address identified 
needs by selecting high or medium 
watersheds and drilling down into 
the data to determine which activ-
ity could have the most beneficial 
impact and provide the highest 
likelihood of the habitat to produce 
more deer after project completion.

Historically, MDF has concen-
trated on public land managed by 
agencies, specifically the U.S. Forest 
Service (USFS) and Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM). With a recent 
influx of federal funding to address 
wildfire and land management is-
sues through the Bipartisan Infra-
structure Law and Inf lation 

Reduction Act, we have intensified 
our efforts. By partnering with the 
USFS and BLM, MDF has developed 
agreements to fund projects that 
restore, enhance, and protect hab-
itat across tens of thousands of 
acres in grasslands, rangelands, 
and forests. Utilizing our PHL mod-
el, we have directed resources to 
areas where mule deer habitat 
needs align with federal agency 
priorities and where deer can ben-
efit the most. In 2024, with these 
enhanced efforts, we positively 
impacted an additional 70,000 acres 
of priority mule deer habitat.

Recently, MDF also began a 
Private Lands Initiative in the Great 
Plains, working directly with land-
owners to improve habitat condi-
tions, enhance animal migration 
corridors, and increase water avail-
ability. These improvements ben-
efit mule deer and support the in-
terests of private landowners in 
livestock management while en-
abling us to access Farm Bill con-
servation funding. By broadening 
our focus to include private lands, 
the MDF can effectively address 
habitat and population needs across 
various land ownerships. We plan 
to extend our work into Tribal 
lands soon.

In 2018, during the MDF-spon-
sored Western Hunting and Conser-
vation Expo, the Secretary of Inte-
rior Ryan Zinke signed Secretarial 
Order 3362 (SO3362), which aims to 
enhance winter ranges and migra-
tion corridors for mule deer, prong-
horn, and elk in 11 western states. 
SO3362 allowed MDF to collaborate 
with federal and state agencies to 
prioritize projects in winter ranges 
and migration corridors identified 
by state agency wildlife depart-
ments. MDF secured funding to 
implement the order through a 
grant from the National Fish and 
Wildlife Foundation and increased 
our capacity, enabling us to assist 
partners in several western states 
in project implementation. Guided 
by the priorities outlined in SO3362 
state action plans, MDF has secured 
over $5 million to restore habitat in 
winter range and migration corri-
dors by enhancing vegetation, re-
moving obstacles, and improving 
migratory success. To date, we have 
restored and enhanced thousands 
of acres of critical habitat and as-
sisted in funding numerous high-
way crossing structures.

Winter ranges are vital for 
mule deer in many states and have 
been severely impacted by 

Pictured here, volunteers rebuild fences to wildlife-friendly standards. Fencing 
can be a barrier to movement, impede migrations, and cause injury or death to 
deer and other big game. Retrofitting fences is an extremely beneficial activity, 
particularly in migration corridors.
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catastrophic wildfires in recent 
years. MDF has led efforts to plant 
over 1.5 million shrubs—primari-
ly sagebrush—across key winter 
habitats used by mule deer, elk, 
pronghorn, and sage grouse. The 
restoration work we’ve initiated 
accelerates habitat recovery in re-
gions where natural rehabilitation 
could take decades. Additionally, 
we focus on protecting intact win-
ter ranges by targeting invasive 
grasses through selective herbi-
cides that do not harm native plant 
species, thereby reducing the risk 
of fire and enabling the re-estab-
lishment of native flora.

In Idaho’s portion of the Great 
Basin, in partnership with the Ida-
ho Department of Fish and Game 
and BLM, MDF has successfully 
restored over 50,000 acres of 
burned winter range and treated 
over 30,000 acres affected by inva-
sive grasses. By utilizing PHL and 
collaborating with federal and state 
agencies, private landowners, and 

other stakeholders, we are concen-
trating our efforts on regions that 
will yield significant improvements 
in mule deer habitat. This will en-
sure sustainability for current 
populations and foster growth in 
those in decline.

Northern California and 
parts of Oregon have also been rav-
aged by wildfires in beetle-killed 
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Increasing the availability of water 
in the dry season can help sustain 
local deer populations. Shown below, 
MDF volunteers rebuild a water 
distribution system in Arizona. 

Large, catastrophic wildfires—like 
the one shown here in western 
Colorado—impact hundreds 
of thousands of acres of deer 
habitat every year. Proactively 
preventing large-scale wildfires 
and implementing swift post-fire 
restoration efforts to rehabilitate 
critical habitats are core priorities of 
MDF’s mission.
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timber, particularly in forested 
areas that provide essential sum-
mer and transitional ranges for 
mule deer. MDF has responded with 
numerous projects focused on the 
accelerated restoration of key deer 
habitats. MDF works closely with 
the USFS and private timber owners 
to restore these affected lands and 
prevent future destructive fires. 
This includes pre-commercial and 
commercial treatments to improve 
forest health, enhance forage avail-
ability, and promote quicker 
growth of remaining trees by re-
ducing density. In burned areas, 
we also work on reforestation by 
clearing debris to prepare lands to 
facilitate new tree and shrub plant-
ings. Additionally, we employ mas-
tication to mitigate fire threats from 
flammable shrubs, recycle invasive 
tree species, and contribute nutri-
ents back into the ecosystem. This 
can improve migration success by 
easing movements and creating 
travel corridors.

MDF also enhances habitats 
in aspen and mountain shrub com-
munities and expands water sourc-
es through projects that establish 
guzzlers, ponds, wells, and pipe-
lines where they are most needed. 
Enhancing riparian and mesic ar-
eas to boost water retention im-
proves overall water quality and 
availability while accompanying 
fencing and grazing adjustments 
work to increase habitat capacity.

Since 2020, MDF has complet-
ed or significantly funded over 650 
projects, resulting in approximate-
ly one million acres of total conser-
vation benefit to mule deer, black-
tailed deer, and other wildlife. 
Conservatively, if our efforts have 
a 1–2 percent net beneficial impact 
in sustaining or increasing local 
deer populations, our efforts have 
contributed to 10,000–20,000 deer. 
This conversion factor shows how 
MDF turns acres of habitat and 
miles of fencing into numbers of 
deer on the landscape and shows 

why habitat projects matter and 
why MDF focuses on such actions.

On a policy level, MDF active-
ly champions federal and state 
initiatives that significantly impact 
mule deer and other big-game spe-
cies, particularly those that fund 
habitat projects and allow for ef-
fective use of available dollars. We 
advocate for policies that enhance 
migration corridors, winter ranges, 
funding opportunities, and stream-
lining restoration activities on 
public lands. We led efforts to se-
cure a categorical exclusion for 
mule deer and sage-grouse habitats 
under the 2018 Farm Bill. Converse-
ly, we confront policy challenges 
that threaten mule deer hunting. 
In 2024, Colorado’s Proposition 127 
aimed to ban hunting for various 
cats, which could lead to future 
restrictions on big-game hunting. 
However, through collaboration 
with sportsman coalitions, we suc-
cessfully defeated this proposition. 
We anticipate ongoing threats from 
state-level initiatives and will re-
main vigilant in representing 
sportsmen’s interests in safeguard-
ing mule deer and wildlife man-
agement.

Overall, the status of mule 
deer across their range is highly 
variable and subject to continual 
fluctuations based on several influ-
encing factors. In our mission to 
enhance habitats to support cur-
rent and growing populations, MDF 
employs a strategic and proven 
approach based on science, part-
nerships, and prioritizing efforts 
that foster the sustainability of 
local herds and help grow more 
deer by increasing the number of 
deer that habitat can support. MDF 
also remains focused on fulfilling 
its mission—to ensure the conser-
vation of mule deer, black-tailed 
deer, and their habitats—by turn-
ing acres of habitat projects into 
deer on the landscape. n

Active forest management benefits deer and provides local jobs and wood. 
Thinning and clearing forests allows sunlight to reach the forest floor, which 
increases habitat function and deer forage. By piling and burning slash or 
making it available for biomass, fuel loads are reduced and the chance of  
a stand-replacing fire is reduced.
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