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The white-tailed deer is one of the best-known and easily recognized animals in North America.  The deer genus was given the name Odocoileus by Rafinesque in 1832.  The Latinized species name virginianus (of Virginia) refers to the state from which the species was first collected and described.
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The white-tailed deer is the most plentiful big-game animal in North America. It has adapted to man's continual encroachments of its habitat and has survived vigorous hunting pressure while other species that were once as widely distributed have steadily declined.  The whitetail is found over most of North and Central America and northern parts of South America. 
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White-tailed deer are members of the deer family. They are cloven (two-piece hoof) ungulates (hoofed) mammals.  Other members of the deer family found in North America include the elk, moose, caribou, mule deer and black-tail deer.  They are cud chewers equipped with broad, flat teeth and a hard palate instead of upper front teeth, which rolls and crushes the cud. 
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The underside of the deer’s body is white with a white patch on the throat and another smaller band of white around the nose. The underside of the tail is also white.  When alerted, they will raise their tail displaying the tail’s white underside, thus the name whitetail. The upper body portion is colored reddish brown during the warmer months but in the fall, white-tailed deer molt into their winter coats of dark, grayish brown.
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· Male deer, referred to as bucks, are generally larger in size when compared to their female counterparts (does).  The most commonly distinguishable characteristic of bucks is their antlers.

· Antlers of white-tailed deer are true bones that grow from out of the bones of the skull.  During a buck’s first year of life, only the base of the antlers are formed resulting in knots or “buttons” on top of their head, hence the name button buck.  Actually, a buck will not grow his first set of antlers until it is about one-year old.

· Annual antler growth begins in March.  The growing antlers are full of blood vessels and nerves and are covered with hairy skin called “velvet.”  Growth continues until August or September, at which time the blood flow stops, the velvet dries up and is sloughed off.  Bucks will retain their antlers during the breeding season and when testosterone decreases, the antlers fall off.  During the following spring, bucks will begin the process of growing a new and usually bigger set of antlers.

· Bucks will rub their antlers against small saplings to remove dried velvet and to mark their territory.  Antlers are also used to fight with other bucks during the breeding season—also known as the rut. 
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Following a 200-day gestation period, young deer, known as fawns, are born and are almost scentless for the first few days of their life.  White spots on a reddish brown coat help camouflage the fawn on the sun dappled forest floor where it spends much of its time hiding from predators. The mother (doe) returns periodically to nurse the fawn until it is large enough to follow her about.  Well meaning people often find and capture what they think are abandoned fawns, when in fact the doe is nearby and will return if they leave the area.  For Georgia deer, fawning, the time period in which fawns are born, is between May and August.
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· The white-tailed deer’s home range must be large enough to provide all the essentials for life and reproduction, yet small enough to permit the animal to survive efficiently.  Home range sizes can vary seasonally and by location, but average approximately 1 square mile, which is equivalent to 640-acres.

· Deer are creatures of habit. If undisturbed, they follow the same routine; the same trails, day after day, shifting the pattern only because of weather conditions and the availability of food. Feeding activity peaks are at dawn and dusk. White-tailed deer generally bed down during the day, but are occasionally seen during daylight hours. Otherwise this species is primarily crepuscular (active at dawn and Dusk) and nocturnal (active at night). 
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· In Georgia, the white-tailed deer is found in all habitat types, from high mountain forests to coastal marshes, which is why they are referred to as a generalist species.  In general, prime areas are those that have a mix of forest, old fields and active croplands.

· A feeding characteristic that supports the generalist lifestyle is the fact that deer will browse leaves, buds, and twigs of most types of plants and trees. It also eats acorns, fruits, mushrooms, and many herbaceous plants.
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· During the spring, forbs or herbaceous plants are most heavily browsed by deer and may constitute more than 50% of a deer’s diet.  Specific preferred foods during that time of year include soft mast like blueberries, blackberries, green briar, honeysuckle, mushrooms, and even poison ivy.

· During the fall and winter, acorns are an extremely important component of a deer’s diet.  When abundant, acorns may comprise more than 70% of a deer’s diet during November and December.  Other important fall and winter foods include clovers, galax, persimmon, muscadines, mushrooms and palmetto berries. 
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Even within the state, location plays an important role in determining how deer behave and what they eat.  Deer densities are different in each of these five land based regions due to habitat conditions and land use characteristics.  Deer densities are highest in the piedmont and upper coastal plain regions.
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White-tailed deer sometimes are considered a pest when they inhabit areas close to homes and gardens.  Deer will eat many kinds of cultivated plants, shrubs and ornamentals as well as agricultural crops like alfalfa, corn, milo and soybeans.
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The white-tailed deer have always been the most important big-game animal on this continent.  Their range was much greater than the bison's, and they provided food for more Native Americans than did the bison.
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· The first white settlers eagerly switched from their staple diet of mutton to venison.  Both the hides and the meat were early items of barter. The citizens of the short-lived state of Franklin even paid their officials salaries in deerskins or buckskins, hence the name for a dollar as “buck.”

· Because of commercial and unregulated hunting, as well as habitat declines because of large-scale timber harvests, deer numbers began to dramatically decline.  By the early 1900’s, it was estimated that there were only 500,000 deer left in the United States.  In Georgia, less than 1,000 deer could be found in the entire state!  As the deer herds were reduced, conservationists struggled to alert the populace to the fact that this splendid animal was almost on the brink of extinction in many areas. 
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Arthur Woody, a US Forest Service ranger, was an extremely important conservationist who had a tremendous impact on deer conservation in Georgia.  In an effort to restore deer in Georgia, Mr. Woody, purchased fawns with his own money, named and fed them until they could be released on what is now Blue Ridge Wildlife Management Area in 1928.  In 1929, he repeated his actions by raising 24 more fawns and releasing them the following year.
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Ranger Woody’s deer stocking along with cooperative conservation actions between the Georgia Game and Fish Commission (now Department of Natural Resources, Wildlife Resources Division) and the US Forest Service eventually led to a regulated deer hunt on the Blue Ridge Wildlife Management Area.  The hunt was a huge success and paved the way for expansion of deer management efforts across the state. 
Slides 16

· In 1955, with the beginning of the conservation reserve program, much farmland reverted to forest to conserve soil.  The soil bank program paid farmers not to farm and to plant pine seedlings.  The resulting increase of natural habitat prompted the State Game and Fish Commission to begin restocking white-tailed deer in Georgia.  This restocking effort continued into the late 1970’s.  In 1953, there were an estimated 33,000 deer in Georgia; by 1965, 125,000 deer roamed the state.  During the same period the Game and Fish Commission began to extensively use many of today’s management techniques.

· Photos are from mid 1970’s of deer being stocked in Georgia, Sheriff John Davis watches as a deer is released in Dawson County. 
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The successful results of Georgia’s re-stocking program and continued management efforts are shown in this graph.  The bars represent the total deer population in the state, which is now estimated at approximately 1.2 million deer.  The black line represents the average deer density in the state, which currently is approximately 32 deer per square mile.  However, based on habitat conditions, density will vary considerably.
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From 1990 to 2000, Georgia's human population grew from 6.5 million to 8.2 million people, a rate of 171,000 new residents per year.  Over 90% of the land in Georgia is privately owned.  With this human population growth and the resulting shrinkage of wildlife habitat it brings, land acquisition has become an essential part of wildlife management. 
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· The most important part of wildlife management is habitat management and in the southeast, that means timber management.  Timber stands that maximize value for deer include a mix of pine and hardwood forest types as well as diversity in the age of the forest community.

· To improve timber stands for deer and other wildlife, management tools such as thinning and prescribed burning are important for maintaining quality browse and healthy forests.  Seed tree and shelter woodcuts provide important cover, promote desirable tree species regeneration, and maintain a diversity of age timber age classes.  When harvesting timber, be sure to leave 20% of area in mast producing species, (oak, hickory, etc.) and keep clear-cuts irregularly shaped. 
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Providing for all the needs of wildlife means ensuring sufficient food, water, shelter, and space.  In areas where food limits a population’s growth, the establishment of wildlife openings or food plots can provide exceptional nutritional benefits.  Plant species typically planted for wildlife such as clover are traditionally high in protein and able to sustain heavy grazing pressure by deer and are beneficial to numerous other game and non-game wildlife species.
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Hunting is an important tool used to manage deer populations.  Doe hunting, or the harvesting of females, is an extremely important technique used to manage population growth.  The proper proportion of females in the harvest will help maintain the herd at the desired population level. 
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However, history has shown what effect unregulated harvest can have on a deer population.  The almost extinct white-tailed deer in the early 1900’s had limitless habitat compared to today.  The best-laid management plans are useless without law enforcement efforts to maintain their integrity.
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This map shows the success of Georgia’s white-tailed deer management compared to the other continental states. Red indicates high deer densities, yellow indicates moderate densities, and green indicates low deer densities. 
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As deer populations continue to thrive, complications from increasing numbers increase proportionally.  We have already discussed the age of population restoration that occurred over the past 100 years.  Now current and future biologists are going to be faced with the challenge of learning how to control or limit wildlife population growth in the face of an ever-increasing human population.  This is one example of why hunting remains one of the most important tools for wildlife managers.
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Today, hunting remains a critical management tool for deer and other species.  However, deer hunting is also a big business and worth billions of dollars nationally.  In Georgia, hunting contributes approximately $800 million dollars annually to the economy.  Many communities derive a large portion of their income by catering to deer hunters.  In addition to the money spent on licenses, guides and lodging, there are the added costs of transportation, food, firearms, ammunition and clothing.
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Although venison is no longer the staple meat of our ancestors, it has seen resurgence with the new low fat diets of today.  Venison provided by “Hunters for the Hungry,” a program created to allow hunters to share their harvest with those in need, has been a huge success.  Much needed meat is being provided to those that would otherwise enjoy very little meat in their diet. 
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· The cultural value of deer cannot be measured.  Time spent in the woods pursuing deer is only a portion of the deer hunting experience.  Probably, family and friends spend as much or more time around hunt camps and in living rooms sharing stories and discussing hunting, including the personal version of “The One That Got Away.”

· Additionally, there are as many, if not more, people who just enjoy watching or photographing deer, as there are hunters.  Both groups are sure that the world is a better place because of the deer.
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WRD website and other WRD publications are available that reference white-tailed deer in Georgia. 
The End 

