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MANAGING WHITETAIL
DEER IN THE 218T

CENTURY: CAN WE ADAPT

T0 THE CHALLENGE?

Whitetail deer management
in eastern North America
has had its share of contro-
versy since restoration pro-
grams began more than a
century ago. Protected deer
populations quickly re-
sponded tothe regenerating
forest conditions that fol-
lowed abandonment of east-
ern farms during westward
expansion. The reduction
and elimination of major
deer predators helped fuel
deer population growth as
well. Meanwhile, the science
of managing deer, policy de-
velopment,communications,
and public understanding of
the dynamic that was unfold-
ing lagged in response. With-
in a couple of decades after
deer population restoration
began, clarion calls were
sounded for better sci-
ence-based deer manage-
ment. Today, if you ask any
wildlife biologistin the U.S.,
“What wildlife species has
had the most scientific pub-
lications directed towards
it?” the overwhelming odds
are the answer would be
“whitetail deer.”

The newly emerging
vocation of wildlife manage-
ment in the mid-20th century,
funded largely through Pitt-
man-Robertson Wildlife Res-
toration funds, focused on
developing the science needed
toinventory and manage deer
and the habitats they needed.
Deer population estimation
models and procedures were
developed, habitats were im-
proved, and hunting seasons
and bag limits were

established to achieve the
deer numbers desired by
stakeholders. In the early
years, primary stakeholders
were hunters who invariably
desired more deer, and land-
owners (mainly, but not exclu-
sively farmers and foresters)
who in many cases wanted
less deer because of their im-
pacts to crops and forest re-
generation. Elected officials,
agency leaders, and wildlife
managers, with a fresh mem-
ory of how we nearly lost deer
on the landscape during the
19th century, conservatively
focused on the sustained man-
agement and recovery of this
key species as well as protect-
ing the legacy of deer hunting.
The deer management roll-
er-coaster ride was launched!

Throughout thelast 50
years, little has changed in the
deer management deci-
sion-making process. Deer
numbers are estimated using
deer population modeling,
which prompts a season and
bag limit framework fixed
through a democratic process
that uses hunters to remove
deer from the landscape and
provides public recreational
opportunities to achieve a
deer density with a balanced
sex and age structure that is
at (or below) a defined carry-
ing capacity. Carrying capac-
ity traditionally has been
thought of in biological
terms—the number of ani-
mals of a species a given unit
of land can sustainably sup-
port. Inthe 1980s, deer biolo-
gists Mark Ellingwood and the
late Jim Spignesi, who worked
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for the Connecticut Division
of Fish and Wildlife, coined
the term “cultural carrying
capacity” to represent the
threshold number of animals
(deer) in a given area that the
public can tolerate. When
deer-vehicle collisions, orna-
mental, crop and forest dam-
age, and zoonotic disease such
as Lyme become intolerable,
that threshold has been ex-
ceeded. The challenge to deer
managers is that deer num-
bers do not necessarily cor-
relate to human tolerance,
and tolerance within a given
population of humans (e.g.,
community) may vary greatly;
therefore, managing by deer
numbers might not work well.

Most controversy about
deer management, however,
revolves around hunter dis-
satisfaction with deer num-
bers. In part, this is because
the most common deer man-
agement goal still focuses on
number (density) and compo-
sition of deer populations. Few
management agencies give
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explicit consideration to as-
sessing habitat conditions. For
example, in the northeastern
U.S. (Maine to Virginia) only
Pennsylvania has explicitly
incorporated habitat condi-
tions into their deer harvest
recommendations. Because
whitetail deer have the poten-
tial to affect the functioning
of forest ecosystems—and
hence, their own biological
carrying capacity, it is critical
that not only deer populations,
but also habitat conditionsand
values of all stakeholder
groups are considered in deer
management decisions.

Deer population mod-
eling, as applied by manage-
ment agencies in eastern
North America, has changed
little over the past 40 years.

The challenge to deer managers is that
deer numbers do not necessarily
correlate to human tolerance, and
tolerance within a given population of
humans (e.g., community) may vary
greatly; therefore, managing hy deer
numbers might not work well.
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1. Whitetail deer in eastern North Amer-
icainhabit a forested ecosystem where
the methodsused to estimate deer num-
bers, based on observation counts, are
fraught with biases or are impossible to
implement.
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