PAGE  
1

Oh Deer!
To Hunt or Not to Hunt

The conflict caused by deer and humans is becoming more common because human population is growing and new housing developments and businesses are being built destroying the deer’s habitat. Fearington Village, a rural development in Chatham County, south of Chapel Hill, NC, reports that herds of white-tailed deer have been running through their neighborhood, destroying residents’ flowerbeds and gardens (Blythe, 1). 

The North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission estimates that there are up to 72 deer living in Fearington Village, which has a population of 2,000 people. During a homeowners association meeting in September 2002 a speaker presented a petition signed by ten percent of Fearington Village residents. The petition stated that more time should be spent studying the problem before hunting or sharp shooters were used to solve the problem (Blythe, 2). 

Ed Farnan, president of the Fearington Village Homeowners Association, said the deer’s “only predators really are automobiles and humans” (Blythe, 1). Some residents question whether the deer population has increased as much as hunt advocates had suggested. Humans are moving into the deer’s homes, which would make them more visible to the residents, but that doesn’t mean that there are more of them (Blythe, 2). 

Protestors of hunting got information for the National Humane Society for bloodless herd thinning methods and circulated petitions to prevent hunting. Because of the petition property owners must now be notified of the hunt proposal and given 20 days to consider the plan. The majority of homeowners must give permission for the hunt to proceed (Blythe, 2). 

The homeowners association sent out a newsletter reporting, “the number of deer in Fearington continues to grow at an alarming rate” (Hauser, 2). It also states, “The absence of any wildlife management has resulted in more deer than the land can support.” North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission officer, Scott Osborn, disagrees saying the deer herd in Fearington Village has stabilized and the deer are healthy and in good condition (Hauser, 2). Forrest Greenslade, a two year resident of Fearington Village said that people for the hunt are being called barbarians and people against the hunt are called the petting-zoo crowd. This fight is turning neighbor against neighbor. One of the residents against the hunt dressed up as the Grim Reaper for Halloween and marched in front of shops in Fearington until the sheriff asked him to leave (Blythe, 2). 

White-tailed deer are shy herbivores. They eat leaves, grass, bark, acorns and other plants (Blythe, 1). They are extremely cautious and wary animals with a highly developed sence of sight, smell and hearing. When threatened, they will often attempt to quietly sneak away. If seriously frightened however, the deer will often utter a loud, snorting call, and then quickly run away while raising the tail upwards like a flag, exposing the white underneath as a visual alarm to other deer nearby (NC Cooperative, 1). 

Deer are creatures of habit. They move from bedding area to feeding area and back. If people put a highway in between their bedding and feeding area, the deer don’t stop their daily traveling; they cross the highway (Littlejohn, 2). 

White-tailed deer are long legged and fast moving. They are located in most of North and Central America and northern parts of South America. They live in deciduous forests, conifer forests, rainforests, grasslands, farmland, marshes and even deserts. They have a life span of about 9 to 12 years (Enchanted Learning, 1). They are about three to three and a half feet tall at the shoulder. Bucks weigh up to 400 pounds and does weigh up to 200 pounds. Fawns are usually born in May or June. Bucks have antlers that shed annually. The white-tailed deer has large ears and a coat that is red-brown in the summer and gray-brown in the winter. They have a white edged tail, white belly and white throat. They have large eyes with white eye rings (Enchanted Learning, 1). The white-tailed deer is an ungulate, or hoofed animal, with each foot ending in a cloven or two-piece hoof (WildWNC, 1). 

The white-tailed deer is one of out best known and easily recognized large mammals. They are abundant in most area of North Carolina, especially in the eastern Coastal Plain (WildWNC, 1). Their natural limits include the quantity and quality of deer forage and good winter habitat. A good habitat provides a sufficient amount of food, water and cover (Whitetails Unlimited, 1). 

Deer require free water occasionally. Lactating females need it daily. Succulent green plants only partially meet a deer’s water needs so a lack of free water may deter deer from using certain parts of an otherwise suitable range (NC Cooperative, 2). Adult deer require six to eight pounds of greed food per 100 pounds of body mass daily. Reproductive rates and survival of adverse winter conditions depend on the relative body fat stored during summer and fall feeding. During the summer deer may be found where ever sufficient food, water and cool shade and seclusion are available. Winter cover consists of evergreen thickets, dense young timber stands, broom sedge fields, old beaver ponds or thick hardwood swamps (NC Cooperative, 1). 

A deer’s home range is seldom more than 300 to 400 acres in the Coastal Plain, Piedmont or Southern Appalachian Mountains, although Bucks may range wider in the fall. Deer usually prosper following fire, timber harvest, storms or other events that produce new vegetative growth (NC Cooperative, 1-2). 

The rutting season, when bucks seek does for mating, lasts from the middle of October through the middle or third week of December in North Carolina. “White-tailed bucks are crazy this time of year, said Kelly Darden, Jr., a hunting expert and co-host of a nationally televised hunting show on The Outdoor Channel. “They will chase a doe until the get her and if she crosses a highway, he will too” (Littlejohn, 2). Bucks are primarily solitary animals except during the rut. Bucks rub their antlers against small saplings to mart their territory and also use them to fight other bucks during the rut. After the rut bucks shed their antlers. A new set begins to grow back in the spring (WildWNC, 1). The full moon phase also causes deer to be more active. They roam more in better light because they can see well (Littlejohn, 1). 

Does often travel together, especially during the winter months. A doe will often be accompanied by her young from the previous season. By late spring, the young deer begin to drift away from their mothers. Does give birth to their young in early summer. The young deer, known as fawns, are almost scentless for the first few days of their life. White spots on a reddish brown coat help to camouflage the fawn on the sun dappled forest floor where it spends much of its time hiding from predators. The mother returns periodically to nurse the fawn until is large enough to follow her about (WildWNC, 1).  Does two years and older have twins annually and yearlings have single fawns (Whitetails Unlimited, 1). The edges of tall grass or hay fields are frequently used by does for fawning cover, Mowing of these fields should be delayed until August to avoid killing fawns (NC Cooperative, 2).

Extensive clearing of land, unregulated hunting and loss of habitat brought the white-tailed deer population to a record low by the 1800s. Changing land uses, strict game laws and lack of natural large predators have caused the white-tailed deer to rebound dramatically (WildWNC, 1). Characteristics of overpopulation may include declines in weights and antler characteristics, reduced productivity and fawn survival, elevation in number of pathogenic parasite and disease organisms, decline in fat levels, increase in number of mortalities due to factors other than hunting, and destruction or elimination of preferred plant food items (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 6). 

The Biological Carrying Capacity (BCC) is the number of deer that a given area can support in good physical condition over an extended period of time. The Cultural Carrying Capacity (CCC) is the maximum number of deer that can coexist compatibly with local human populations, (Whitetails Unlimited, 1). In most areas of out state, deer herds are not at levels above the habitats BCC. Although the habitat may be able to support more deer than it does at present and continue to provide for the basic needs of the deer, the herd is considered to be overpopulated because the landowner believes the deer are interfering with his primary land use (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 6). Deer productivity would exceed BCC unless productivity is balanced by mortality (Whitetails Unlimited, 2). Currently this is not the case.

The problem with the white-tailed deer is that they are exceeding their CCC. As humans continue to develop the deer’s habitat the CCC will continue to be exceeded. Excessive deer/vehicle collisions, agricultural damage and home/gardener complaints all suggest that CCC has been exceeded (Whitetails Unlimited, 2).

“Since the mid-1900s, studies have shown that the deer population has stabilized, but the habitat has not,” said George Strader, wildlife biologist for Raleigh, NC with the North Carolina Wildlife Resource Commission (Vaden, 2). The deer population has not grown in the past decade; the human population has. Humans are moving into the deer’s home and then being angry that they have to share the habitat with the deer. 

White-tailed deer originated in America approximately 15 to 20 years ago (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 1). In pre-colonial times Indians hunted deer year round and they had many more preditors, which led to their present day evolution of a high birthrate (Whitetails Unlimited, 3). Approximately 2.3 million Native Americans occupied the pre-colonial range of white-tailed deer and they harvested 4.6 to 6.4 million whitetail deer annually (Whitetails Unlimited, 5). 

In North Carolina, the early traveler, Captain Arthur Barlowe, reported in 1584 to Sir Walter Raleigh on the first landing on Roanoke Island that “This island had many goodly woods, full of deere, conies (rabbits), hares, and fowl, even in the midst of summer, in incredible abundance” (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 1). 

Early colonist, like the Native Americans that preceded them, soon recognized the value of deer because the whitetail deer was one of their primary resources of meat. In 1753 over 30,000 deerskins were exported from the colony of North Carolina. By 1830, hunters were receiving one dollar per deer and venison sold for two to three cents per pound. At the beginning of the 1900s, only 300,000 to 500,000 whitetail deer survived in all of the United States. Alarmed at this decline, Congress passes the Lacey Act in 1900 regulating interstate commerce in wildlife. By the end of the colonial period, North Carolina had enacted closed season laws for the protection of the whitetail deer. Bounties were also established of the wolf and cougar to protect deer and livestock (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 1). 

North Carolina enacted its first game laws in 1738 and deer were prominently mentioned. These laws were needed because deer had become an important medium of exchange. For example, traders on the French Broad River gave one quart of inferior brandy for two deerskins (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 1). In 1937 the Federal Aid in Wildlife Restoration Act, also known as the Pittman-Robertson Act, was enacted. This act provided funding to begin deer restoration programs and implement management and research activities by state wildlife agencies. These efforts were halted by World War II, but began again in 1944 (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 2). 

Major efforts to trap and restock deer began after World War II. Most if the deer were released in mountain habitats that were closed to hunting. During this period, hunting was confined primarily to costal areas where antlered bucks were the only deer that could be hunted legally (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 1). 

The combination of improved regulation, increased protection, available habitat and the initiation of deer management and restoration activities resulted in a boom of North Carolina’s deer herds. In 1950 hunters harvested 15,000 deer. By the early 1960s, the statewide whitetail deer population was estimated at 250,000 and hunters harvested about 30,000 deer. With the increase in populations the need for either sex seasons became apparent in many areas. Harvest of doe deer began in 1960 and continues in all counties of North Carolina today. The whitetail deer population in 1992 was estimated to exceed 900,000 deer and over 200,000 were harvested during the 1992-93 hunting season. Gun seasons for deer hunting are now available in all 100 North Carolina counties (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 2). 

Deer/vehicle accidents are one of the main concerns people have. After Veteran’s Day weekend in 2002, Wake maintenance workers reported that in the three days 37 deer carcasses were found along county roads (Littlejohn, 1). In the Triangle, maintenance workers removed 21 deer carcasses along I-540 in October 2002. 
Those numbers are in line with other major roads in the Triangle said Trooper S. Bradley of the North Carolina Highway Patrol. “It happens everywhere,” he said (Littlejohn, 2). In one of these accidents the driver of a tractor-trailer lost control of his rig attempting to miss two deer on the highway. The truck flipped on its side, but luckily no one was injured (Littlejohn, 2). 

Deer management is defined as the art and science of manipulating deer populations for humans’ use (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 5). Early deer management efforts featured protections from unregulated exploitation. Today’s efforts are directed toward the maintenance of deer populations at levels intended to ensure the present and future well being of the species and its habitat, to provide a sustained yield of deer for licensed hunters, and to allow for compatibility between deer populations and human land use practices, as well as with other plant and animal communities (Whitetails Unlimited, 1). 

State and provincial wildlife agencies are responsible for the management of whitetail deer (Whitetails Unlimited,1). In North Carolina wildlife officials issued a pernit to Biltmore Forest near Ashville to assist the town in reducing its deer population to a manageable level (General Assembly, 1). 

The General Assembly of North Carolina enacts:

Section One.

The wildlife resources commission shall consult with the town of Biltmore Forest and assist the town in determining the most effective method of reducing the deer population in the town to a manageable level, to be implemented by the town. The commission shall consider all appropriate and feasible options available to bring the deer population under control as quickly as possible.

Section Two.

The commission shall report to the General Assembly upon convening of the 2002 regular session of the 2001 General Assembly on its progress in reducing the deer population in the town of Biltmore Forest.

Section Three.

This act is effective when it becomes law.

In the General Assembly read three times and ratified this the 22nd day of May, 2001.

Approved 11:26 a.m. this 31st day of May 2001. 

(General Assembly, 1)


Deer population management will protect the well being of plant and animal species, human safety, and land use practices. There are several options for managing deer other than hunting, though none are said to be as effective as hunting. 


Hiring sharp shooters is one way of managing deer, though this method meets the same opposition that hunting does. Sharp shooters would have to shoot year round, they are expensive and they are not as efficient as hunting. It is controversial in situations where regulated hunting could be conducted because it would deny hunters access to a renewable public resource (Whitetails Unlimited, 4-5). 


Methods to keep deer out of flowerbeds and gardens include putting up fences, replacing plants with things deer don’t like, or putting out artificial scents. Methods like this can only be justified economically when the financial gain yielded by protection is equal to or greater than the cost of implementation. Fences would have to be higher than seven feet to prevent deer from leaping over them and electric fences couldn’t be used in residential area. 


Replacing plants is a good option. Deer like roses, pansies, azaleas and hosta. Replacing these plants with plants deer don’t eat like, begonias, crepe myrtles, nindinas and various hollies would cause deer to stay away from gardens (Whitetails Unlimited, 3). 


Another option is to reintroduce predators like wolves and mountain lions. The problem with this is that these predators would also kill livestock and pets and would be a danger to humans.  


Trap and transfer has been used to help manage the deer population. It is labor intensive and expensive. There is also nowhere is the United States to transfer a lot of deer. Land use problems because of relocation could lead to questions of liability (Whitetails Unlimited, 3). Deer are susceptible to traumatic handling during relocation. Some also suffer from capture myopathy; a stress related disease that causes delayed mortality of captured deer. Overall, survival rates of transferred deer are low (Whitetails Unlimited, 3). 


Another option for bloodless herd thinning is fertility control agents. This method has not been researched enough yet though. Now it is expensive to upkeep and impractical in free range herds (Whitetails Unlimited, 4). 

In some areas of North Carolina, environmental conditions may also regulate deer numbers. For example, extreme weather resulting in droughts, floods, or damage to crops can result in poor recruitment rates, lowered condition levels and increases in mortality from malnutrition. In general, most of the detrimental effects of harsh environmental conditions are minor unless they persist for long periods of time or are concurrent with other factors limiting herd condition, such as over population (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 9). 


The last option besides hunting would be to let nature take its course. This is incompatible with human interests and land use practices. It would cost a lot of money in repairs and auto insurance would increase. Eventually, if development continues at the same rate it is currently, deer will have to where to bed and they would not have enough food. In extreme cases, if the deer population goes unchecked, it could lead to local extinction (Whitetails Unlimited, 2). 


In Fearington Village there was a movement to use bows and arrows as a hunting method to this the deer herds. This had the community divided over whether the deer are a menace or a welcome part of the community (Blythe, 1). The bow season in North Carolina lasts from September 7 to January 1. Residents in favor of bow hunters say that they want to protect their plants and make the roads safer. Board members say that feeding stations would be set up to attract deer and then the deer would be killed. To justify this method they say that the meat from the deer would go to feed the hungry and impoverished in the Triangle area (Blythe, 2). This movement was approved, but a petition was signed with enough signatures to force a community vote at the annual meeting held November 24, 2002. 


An information session was held to make the community aware of the consequences and benefits of this method on October 17, 2002. In the meeting 200 residents heard Osborne, of the Wildlife Resources Commission say that the problem is not too many deer, but how many deer the people are willing to tolerate (Hauser, 1). Nancy Oran, lobbying for the hunt, gave a report about lime disease spread by the deer tick. Margaret Mullinix, a registered nurse, refuted this saying that all mammals except bats and host the tick and the tick is also hosted by 49 species of birds. Tom Hauck spoke against the hunt concerned that residents may have to pay for anyone injured during the hunt, Ed Farnan, board chairman, assured him that insurance situations would be checked prior to any hunt. Margaret, speaking against the hunt, said that it takes deer a long time to die once an arrow pierced its heart, the preferred target. Osborn said that the hunt would have to be repeated every year. He also said that hunting has always been the preferred method of deer management. Repellants and contraceptives are not effective. He said that fencing is the only workable alternative, and that wouldn’t be as effective has hunting. Several Fearington Village residents say that the solution is to live in harmony with the deer. “Many of us have adjusted,” Jack Traywick said, “and enjoy living in a rural area with the wildlife.” Guy Baird agreed, “Let’s leave the deer alone; they were here first” (Hauser, 2). 


Whitetail deer are the number one game animal in the United States (WildWNC, 1). The percentage of total annual deer loss that is attributable to legal hunting is estimated between 50 and 70 percent. In recent years about 80 percent of the buck mortality rate has been due to hunting and 40 percent of the doe mortality rate has been due to hunting. The difference is due to hunter preference (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 8). In many herds other primary factors regulating populations include illegal hunting, poaching and fire lighting. Too often, persons participating in these activities are categorized as hunters, but they are not hunters; they are lawbreakers (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 8). Roanoke, Virginia hired marksmen to harvest deer in town. Lynchburg and Blacksburg have done the same.  No North Carolina towns have done this. We are creating a deer refuge by not allowing hunting (Vaden, 1). 

Humans have killed or displaced all of whitetail deer natural predators. The number of deer harvested by hunters increased two fold between 1983 and 1992 at each of the three national wildlife refuges examined. During 1992, the number of deer taken by hunters was 165 for Eastern Neck, 210 for Great Swamp and 109 at Montezuma (WildWNC, 2). It is true that killing an animal in the wild is much less cruel that factory farming, However, hunting disrupts families and causes pain, trauma and grief to both victims and survivors (Peta, 1). 
Starvation and disease are unfortunate, but they are nature’s way of ensuring that the strong survive. Natural predators help keel species strong by killing only the sick and weak. Hunters kill any animal they come across or any animal whose head they think would look good mounted above the fireplace; often the large, healthy animals needed to keep the population strong (Peta, 1). Hunting creates ideal conditions for over population. After hunting season, the abrupt drop in population leads to less competition among survivors, resulting in a higher birth rate. Many deer herds are purposefully manipulated to produce more and more deer for hunters to kill (Peta, 1). 

The Wildlife Resources Commission tries to ensure that Tarheel sportsmen ate able to harvest sizable portions of this surplus, rather than have a large part of this surplus culled by natural controls such as disease or predation (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 8). With the extinction of the wolf and cougar, and given the reproductive potential and adaptability of whitetail deer to a verity of habitat and environmental conditions, humans are now the primary factor limiting deer populations in North Carolina. The principle management tool utilized by North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission to regulate deer numbers is the formulation of deer hunting seasons and bag limits. Without hunting most established deer herds would experience declines in individual deer condition. They would also damage native and agricultural plant communities and would experience excessive losses to factors such as automobiles, disease and poaching (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 7). 

We have reached the point in the history of North Carolina deer management where the deer hunter has become the deer manager (NC Wildlife Resource Commission, 14).  Hunting protects the environment from over browsing and protects flora and fauna (Whitetails Unlimited, 2). When a population reaches the maximum it can support, harvest strategies can also be applied to maintain the health of the herd (NC Cooperative, 2). 

R.B. Fitch, the developer of Fearington Village, sent out an email to Fearing Village residents saying that he would prohibit bow hunting on his underdeveloped land surrounding the homes, shops and restaurants. 

“I have concluded that it would be nice to have fewer deer in Fearington, but that a hunt limited to Fearington would be futile,” Fitch said in his message. “If we were an island, then it would be different, but that’s not the case” (Blythe, 2). Many residents were not happy with this abrupt decision and even some who were happy with the decision wish they had known sooner. 

There are two reasonable options for dealing with whitetail deer. Either hunt them or live with them. In order to live with them humans have to give them some place to live. We can’t put a highway through their home and expect them to stay off of it. We have killed most of the whitetail deer’s predators, which would have been the natural population control for the deer. Hunting is a good method of deer population control and is much more humane that factory farming, which is how most people get their meat. This hunting should be regulated. If hunting were abolished, the deer population would soon exceed the Biological Carrying Capacity and would go even further in exceeding the Cultural Carrying Capacity. The deer population had seen little change in the past ten years. The same cannot be said for the human population, which has drastically increased, especially in rural and suburban areas where deer are most common. It is time for the current hunting laws and restrictions to be reassessed to account for the human population increase, which will give both humans and deer better living conditions.
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