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            Foreword by Ray Mears

         

         There are a few natural events that I look out for each year and one of my favourites is the tiny track of a new born roe deer early in May. I am not sure quite why I am so moved by such a sight, just that I am. Symbolising all of our deer species, it is a sign of continuity, of regeneration, of hope and the value of wild places. Yet I also know that the kid that made the tracks will face a difficult life. Already it will be at risk from the fox, and should its mother leave her young offspring couched in a meadow, from tractor-driven mower blades. Sadly, and increasingly, it may also become the victim of human hatred and frustration. More than once I have found lead bird shot beneath the skin of a deer where someone has lashed out with unnecessary cruelty. Yet despite these many challenges the roe deer, like all of our deer species, are survivors. In fact, our deer are an evolutionary success story, developing as they have to survive the relentless pressure of apex predators. When our ancestors removed predators to preserve our growing herds of livestock, the delicately balanced relationship between our wild deer and predators was broken. As has so often been the case, we tackled one problem only to create a new one.

         Today deer are in many ways a victim of their own success, frequently considered a pest species as they impact crops, gardens, ancient woodland and contribute to road traffic accidents. Inevitably this frequently results in their indiscriminate shooting, which while providing a temporary fix can actually compound the problem.

         Deer management aims to provide a win-win solution for both people and deer. As is always the case, knowledge and education are key. In this long overdue book, my old friend Charles Smith-Jones provides pragmatic, real-world advice for solving conflicts with deer. Refreshingly written in ‘everyman’ language, it is straightforward and easy to understand. That Charles loves deer is immediately apparent; drawing on a lifetime’s experience his heartfelt belief that our deer deserve to be managed respectfully with a humane approach underpins his writing. I am pleased that he has not neglected the non-lethal control options. Not everyone wants to kill deer, and in some cases shooting may in fact be impractical, or impossible.

         Deer stalkers will also find much of interest here. Over the last few decades deer management within the UK has been revolutionised by the hard work of the British Deer Society and its allied organisations. One of the most beneficial results has been the widespread acceptance of best practice education for deer stalkers, with  Deer Stalking Certificate Level 1 and the excellent and internationally unique DSC Level 2. Both voluntary awards, their widespread adoption reflects the willingness of British deer stalkers to demonstrate the highest professional standards of skill and competency. Despite this, there is still more work to be done, most particularly in assisting active deer stalkers to better understand the dynamics and aims of long-term deer management. Conceptually deer management is a simple process, but in practice it is anything but. We need look no further than our wild fallow deer to see this.
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         Fallow are highly mobile, intelligent deer that require above average stalking skills, particularly the does. Bucks are more easily culled, particularly during the rut when the testosterone coursing through their veins disables their more normal cautious alertness. These facts, combined with a very long hunting season for the bucks, result in too many antlered bucks being culled, while the does, the breeding force of the herd, may get off more lightly. Consequently, across Britain it is common to encounter large herds of fallow with many more females than males and with pitifully few males with good heads of antlers.

         There are many reasons why deer managers struggle to achieve similar results nationally, but the greatest reason of all is lack of structure in their selectivity, a subject admirably addressed herein. By contrast where deer managers succeed, such as in the New Forest where the deer are expertly managed, we see modest-sized herds and very noticeably, bucks with fine sets of antlers. Now it is a simplistic assertion, but nevertheless a valid one, that the sight of good heads often indicates successful management, a sign which may also reflect a healthy environment overall.

         Through this refreshing book there is the possibility for us all to find a better understanding and tolerance of all of our deer. We will never be able to stop them eating our crops or garden flowers, but we will be able to mitigate such damage confident in the knowledge that we are doing so in the best way possible, a way in which the deer may also benefit. If we succeed, we will know when we once again see fine crowns adorning the heads of our wild fallow bucks.

         Ray Mears

         DSC 1, DSC 2, BDS LANTRA DEER MANAGER

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface

         

         Whatever your involvement with the land, the chances are that deer will have an impact on you in some way. Many people have a vested interest in deer management, among them landowners, farmers, estate managers, gardeners – the list can go on and on, and their concerns might range from minimising damage to prize roses or the vegetable patch to landscape scale issues. Other considerations may include overseeing management operations, ensuring good practice, protecting agricultural crops or perhaps looking to achieve an income from venison or commercial stalking opportunities. The fact is that wherever deer are present, they will affect most rural (and indeed some urban) land-users to some extent.

         While it is a potentially uncomfortable truth that the physical reduction of deer numbers might be a very necessary element of a management strategy, this could just be part of a much bigger picture and often a non-lethal option is available. Furthermore, many of the people responsible for the control of deer and minimising their impact quickly find that they are looking for a more structured approach beyond simply reaching for a rifle. It does not matter if the land concerned is only a relatively small acreage or many times that – the basic principles are very much the same. There is great satisfaction in knowing that your efforts are planned with a specific outcome in mind, whether it is to solve a problem, balance a population, reduce it or even to improve its overall quality.

         Wherever deer have an impact on human interests it is a commonly held misconception, not helped by some high-profile commentators and sensational media reports, that this always tends to be detrimental. Nothing could be further from the truth. Deer need not be a liability and can often be a great asset from an environmental, and indeed an economic, point of view. Their grazing and browsing may actually hold invasive plant species in check, making way for others which provide for the specific needs of, say, butterflies and moths that select such species for their caterpillars. Likewise, the landowner can often make agricultural or forestry losses more acceptable by arranging for deer to provide payback through their amenity value, stalking revenue or venison yields. An informed and proactive approach to any perceived problem might not just neutralise it but can actually turn the deer responsible into a positive asset.

         I am very aware that most of my involvement with deer has been to the south of Hadrian’s Wall and while much of the emphasis of this book will inevitably be more reflective of ‘lowland’ deer management, many of the practices I describe or recommend will have a place anywhere that there are deer issues. I hope that the reader finds them straightforward. While it is quite possible that others may disagree with some of my thoughts, that is quite understandable as we all develop our own methods. Those I describe have worked well for me over time.

         In any case, there is seldom a ‘one size fits all’ solution. Managing deer is not an exact science and more often than not you may find that you make a plan but are then unable to stick to it. A flexible approach is more likely to be successful: there is a need to be both proactive and reactive. At times you can forecast problems and put solutions in place to prevent them. At others, however, the intelligent manager will be able to recognise when the plans are not working and change them accordingly. Deer are adept at springing the occasional surprise!

         This book is not intended as a scientific work, and it is important to recognise that deer research is constantly being updated. I have, however, included some references that might assist anyone who wishes to look more deeply into a particular area, although there may well be more recent material available as well. Many excellent sources of information exist but all too often the average reader may find them difficult to access or understand. I became very aware during my time as a college lecturer that my students had to investigate a vast amount of erudite and informed, but often confusing, resources when attempting to complete some relatively simple deer management assignment. While deer in general can constitute an immense subject in their own right, what I offer here is an everyman’s guide to living and working with them.

         There are numerous people and organisations that have educated, influenced and enthused me over the many enjoyable years that I have been involved with deer. Although there is not the space to name all of them here, at the forefront was Alex Jagger, to whose memory this book is dedicated with deep respect and affection. I would also like to commend the British Deer Society, which continues to do essential and sterling work on behalf of deer as our foremost deer welfare charity; and I must mention too the dedicated members of their Services Branch, also known as Defence Deer Management, with which I was associated for many years and which allowed me to be intimately involved in the purest form of deer management – namely an approach aimed at straightforward environmental balance. Finally, my time with Sparsholt College in Hampshire brought me into contact with a great many people and places that widened my perspective and, importantly, showed me yet more of the many and varied approaches to deer. Thank you all.

         I do need to register a few specific ‘thank yous’ too. I am very fortunate to know a number of acknowledged experts in their particular fields and I would like to pick out five in particular, namely Dominic Griffith, Peter Green, John Thornley, Morris Charlton and Glyn Ingram to record my gratitude for their help, encouragement and guidance in the preparation of this book. I am also indebted to all those who have helped me to fill the gaps in my own photo library, not least George Trebinski for his stunning cover picture. Finally, very special thanks must go to Ray Mears for providing such a personal and heartfelt foreword.

         What follows now is intended as a practical and straightforward handbook for anyone with an interest in overseeing or conducting deer management, who might want to limit the problems caused by deer in other ways, or who simply has an interest in deer and the issues that surround them. I hope that you find the various options and approaches helpful.

         Charles Smith-Jones
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            1 Why Manage Deer?

         

         In Britain, deer are our largest land mammals. Few would deny that they are a graceful and beautiful element of our fauna, and many people certainly question, often loudly, the need to control them. Why, then, should we even consider this?

         The fact is that deer numbers are enjoying a resurgence at the present time. This may not be obvious to the casual observer, as even our larger species are remarkably good at going unnoticed. As a prey species they shy away from contact with any potential predator and are very capable of hiding themselves away in what might seem to be the most unlikely of places. They also tend to move at the times of day when humans are less likely to be about, often feeding throughout the night and at dawn and dusk; but as soon as human activity begins to intensify, they will probably be back in cover where they can feel safe and less liable to disturbance.

         Furthermore, the British landscape is for the most part not natural. It has been shaped and controlled by human activities for centuries and if we want nature to thrive within it, it follows that active, effective and intelligent management is necessary to maintain the balance. This is a simple truth that is very easily forgotten or deliberately ignored – to the detriment of the natural world in general.

         Most authorities agree that there are now more deer in the United Kingdom today than at any time in the past thousand years. Just why this is so is due to a combination of factors. Importantly, deer have no natural predators in this country; wolves were probably extinct in England by the start of the sixteenth century, and the last wolf in Scotland is reputed to have been killed in 1680. Likewise the lynx, still a formidable predator of the roe deer in Scandinavia, had disappeared by around 700 AD. More recently, a series of milder winters, an increase in the woodland cover available and a change in farming practices mean that conditions have assisted deer spread and increase. To cap it all, since the late nineteenth century three new species – the sika, muntjac and Chinese water deer – have joined the three already living wild in Britain, thanks to escapes from captivity and a series of deliberate releases. They have found our climate and conditions very much to their liking.

         Most people are familiar with the popular image of the Monarch of the Glen and think only of deer in a Highland context. Yet the chances are that, wherever you might be in any part of the UK, you are never that far from a deer of some species. Few travellers on our roads or railways notice the roe in the fields, the fallow on the woodland edge or the muntjac feeding by the bramble banks that flourish on the sides of motorways or railway cuttings. Even in southern England, the larger deer species can exist in herds of over a hundred animals which emerge to raid the fields in some of our more popular beauty spots once the tourists have returned to their hotels, caravans or guest houses. 
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               The red deer is one of the most iconic British deer species as well as being our largest land mammal.

            

         

         Start looking out for the deer, however, and learn to spot the signs of their presence, and they will soon start to become all too visible.

         Increase and spread

         Until the Industrial Revolution, thanks to low human populations and often draconian protection, deer were relatively common in this country. As our population grew and urbanisation took over much of the landscape, the deer were forced to draw back into what was acceptable habitat to them. The roe became almost extinct in England, to the extent that it is generally accepted that most of those in the southern half of the United Kingdom are descended largely from reintroductions from Scotland and the Continent.

         Around the turn of the nineteenth century things began to change, thanks to three predominant influences. The roe was reintroduced because of a vogue for hunting with hounds. Although this fashion was not long-lived, it was sufficient to re-establish a population where it had long been absent. Then, mainly thanks to a Victorian passion for the establishment of new species from around the world, we gained three new deer – the muntjac, sika and Chinese water deer. Finally, the First World War took much of the rural workforce away to fight – and a significant proportion of them did not return. A large part of our landscape, now less intensively managed, reverted to a wilder nature which benefited the deer, and numbers began, slowly, to build up again.

         The explosion in deer numbers has become most apparent in the last twenty-five years or so. A succession of deer surveys, conducted by the British Deer Society (BDS), have highlighted a dramatic increase in the range of all six deer species.1 The surveys are based on deer distribution rather than numbers, and have mapped observations of deer species in ten-kilometre squares across mainland Britain. Comparison of data recorded in previous surveys (in 1972 and 2002) indicated an astonishing spread of deer within the country and is reproduced below:
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                        	5.3%
            
                        
                        	2.3%


                     
            
                        
                        	Annual rate of change 2003–2007
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                        	11.6%
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         Interestingly, the most recent 2016 BDS Deer Distribution survey2 suggested a slight decline in the presence (if not the populations) of some species across mainland UK:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	CWD
            
                        
                        	Fallow
            
                        
                        	Muntjac
            
                        
                        	Red
            
                        
                        	Sika
            
                        
                        	Roe


                     
            
                        
                        	Roe Overall number of 10km squares at 2016 (mainland UK)
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                        	897
            
                        
                        	887
            
                        
                        	1147
            
                        
                        	428
            
                        
                        	2079


                  
               

            

         

         Just why this is so is unclear, but human activities may have been at least partly responsible for limiting the natural ranges of some deer species. However, even allowing for instances of misidentification or poor coverage in earlier surveys, the increase in the ranges of British deer over the past forty years or so is still significant and suggests a very rapid expansion in recent years.

         Meanwhile in Northern Ireland there has been an overall continuing increase in the distribution of all species (roe and CWD are not present in NI). This may be attributable to available habitat and, in the case of muntjac, human agency is considered to be responsible for their appearance in many new locations:
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                        	Overall number of 10km squares at 2011 (NI only)
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                        	Overall number of 10km squares at 2016 (NI only)
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                        	105
            
                        
                        	92


                  
               

            

         

         Whilst it is one thing to establish the presence of deer in a given area, it is another matter entirely to ascertain their actual numbers. The habits of deer, and the habitats that they prefer, mean than most efforts to count them can end up as a rough estimate at best. Nevertheless, a report produced for Defra, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, consolidated the existing data in 2003 and concluded that overall numbers may have more than doubled in Britain since the mid-1970s.3 Recognising that earlier attempts at counts may have significantly underestimated numbers, the report still came to some alarming conclusions which were largely supported by a 1995 paper written by several respected academics and published by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee4 and 2009 figures from the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology.5 The following simplified table shows some of the suggested population figures:

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	1970s (Defra)
            
                        
                        	1990s (Defra)
            
                        
                        	1995 (JNCC)
            
                        
                        	2009 (POST)


                     
            
                        
                        	Red deer
            
                        
                        	190,000
            
                        
                        	360,000
            
                        
                        	316,000
            
                        
                        	>350,000


                     
            
                        
                        	Roe deer
            
                        
                        	200,000
            
                        
                        	500,000
            
                        
                        	300,000
            
                        
                        	>800,000


                     
            
                        
                        	Fallow deer
            
                        
                        	50,000
            
                        
                        	100,000
            
                        
                        	128,000
            
                        
                        	150,000 – 200,000


                     
            
                        
                        	Sika
            
                        
                        	1,000
            
                        
                        	11,500
            
                        
                        	26,600
            
                        
                        	≈35,000


                     
            
                        
                        	Muntjac
            
                        
                        	5,000
            
                        
                        	40,000
            
                        
                        	128,500
            
                        
                        	>150,000


                     
            
                        
                        	Chinese water deer
            
                        
                        	None available
            
                        
                        	< 650
            
                        
                        	1,500
            
                        
                        	<10,000


                  
               

            

         

         Whilst there is some disparity between the 1990s and later figures (this is hardly surprising – deer do not lend themselves to being easily counted) there is no doubt that they point to significant increases.

         Furthermore, some commentators predict even further growth and spread. It has been suggested elsewhere that the English muntjac population on its own had already reached 100,000 by 2003.6 Another forecast said that, allowing for current rates of spread and no attempt at controlling them, almost every ten-kilometre square in Britain would contain roe by 2016, muntjac by 2022, sika by 2038 and red and fallow by 2050.7 Only areas with truly inhospitable habitat, unacceptable to a particular species, will remain unoccupied. However, this premise should be set against the fact that the human population of the UK is itself growing rapidly; only some species of deer seem prepared to live in constant close proximity to humans, and we have yet to fully understand how this will impact on the deer themselves.
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               Muntjac have demonstrated an ability to live alongside humans, and are now regular inhabitants of many towns and cities.

            

         

         It is certainly a fact that our non-native species of deer have adapted successfully to life in this country, despite apparent differences in climate and habitat to those in their countries of origin. The spread of some, such as the muntjac, has been spectacular as these deer have found and occupied an ecological niche which offers wide opportunities to spread. The sika, being rather more habitat-specific, has been somewhat more constrained but, as numbers have increased, so has their ability to occupy less attractive areas. Long considered an animal which demands acid soils and damp areas of thick cover, they are now spreading out of their southern England strongholds such as the Arne Peninsula of Dorset and the New Forest into the predominantly chalk-land surrounding areas. Even the Chinese water deer, a creature more at home in our fens and arable landscapes and considered less robust in the face of the British climate, is beginning to show signs of further expansion.
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               Fallow deer have been present in Britain for so long that they are now treated as ‘honorary’ natives.

            

         

         Fallow have been present in Britain for so long that they are considered naturalised, but recent archaeological evidence suggests that they were first brought to these shores by the Romans with more extensive reintroductions following in the eleventh century.8 Perhaps, given their longer presence on this island, we would be forgiven for treating them as ‘native’ (fossil evidence tells us that they were once here, but died out during the last Ice Age). Certainly they exist in such numbers today, at least at local levels, that they are considered a major source of agricultural damage.

         

         
             

         

         Perhaps there was a window of opportunity some years ago to contain or even eradicate the less desirable non-native deer species but, for sika and muntjac at least, that window has long since passed and our only hope is to control further growth and spread. Chinese water deer, the more innocuous of the non-natives from a commercial and environmental point of view, could yet be reduced in numbers if the will was there. There is no sign, however, of any desire for such action at present and given the Chinese water deer’s fragile status in its countries of origin this may yet become a decision that is taken out of our hands.

         Whilst not within the scope of this book, it is worth mentioning the wild boar, a recent arrival in our countryside thanks mainly to escapes and deliberate releases. Opinion remains divided on whether their presence should be accepted, though there is no doubt as to their capacity for large-scale damage and the potential for dramatic population growth and spread. Existing in only a few scattered locations at present, and apparently establishing themselves with great success, eradication might still yet be possible – but once more the window of opportunity is passing and will probably be lost within the next decade or so. As with the Chinese water deer, there appears to be no sign of any will to take advantage of this chance. If you are affected by the presence of wild boar, the Deer Initiative offers a series of very informative advice sheets.9

         The impact on man

         Sadly, people and deer do not always live together in harmony. As the human population of our small and increasingly overcrowded island has grown, so have deer come more into conflict with us – and we with them. It would be good to say that man and deer coexist easily, but sadly that is not the case. In times gone by deer were considered an important resource both for food and for sport. Today that is no longer the case as far as the majority of our population is concerned. Whilst deer are remarkably capable of living inconspicuously alongside populated areas, inevitable conflicts arise, especially as their numbers increase. Deer have to eat and are sadly not diplomatic in what they choose to take – especially where cultivated crops or garden plants are so easily accessible.

         It is difficult to provide an accurate estimate of what deer damage costs British agriculture each year. Precise figures are difficult to come by, but in 2003 Defra estimated that agricultural damage caused by deer alone had a value of £4.4million a year.10 The greatest damage appears to be suffered by high-value vegetable crops in the east and south west of England. Unsurprisingly, fields adjacent to woodland and other suitable cover tends to be the most badly affected. In Scotland, winter damage to root crops can have the most serious economic consequences, although it has been suggested in some quarters that winter and spring grazing of cereals might actually have beneficial effects due to greater tillering and a subsequently increased crop yield.11

         Forestry interests are also affected. The Forestry Commission in Scotland alone spends in the region of between £6 and £7million on deer management resources, of which almost £1million is accounted for by deer fencing and fencing.12 There is, of course, a significant return against this investment in terms of venison yield; over thirty thousand deer were culled in 2013-14 and processed through a network of thirty-seven purpose-made and fully equipped deer larders.

         

         
            Some examples of deer presence and damage 
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            1. Browsing damage. Protected by a tree tube of inadequate height, this sapling has been repeatedly eaten as new growth emerges 2. A roe fraying stock. Note the bark damage caused by the antlers, and the characteristic scraping with forefeet at the base of the sapling 3. Bark stripping 4. A heavily used muntjac pathway through thick summer foliage 5. Deer will be attracted by emerging crops and the herding species in particular can cause considerable damage. Later in the year further losses will be caused by animals bedding and rolling in standing crops 6. A fallow browse line. The height and extent of browsing damage can help to determine the species responsible and their relative density 7. A well-used red deer trackway or ‘rack’ 8. Some deer, especially red and sika, will wallow in regular places
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         Meanwhile householders, many of whom complain about the loss of valuable plants or vegetables from their gardens, are quick to notice the effects of increasing deer numbers, even in some surprisingly urban environments. The 2016 Deer Distribution Survey conducted by the British Deer Society showed that muntjac alone occupy parts of every ten-kilometre square used to map their presence in the Greater London area, and although it is certainly roe and muntjac which are most willing to live in close proximity to man, others have also become bolder. In some places, such as the New Forest or parts of Sussex, a hungry fallow population is becoming more and more likely to take to raiding gardens. Today it is possible to see deer, relaxed and unconcerned, couched or feeding in suburban gardens where they have learned that they are in no significant danger from the human occupants and have become increasingly audacious – even in broad daylight.

         As deer and human populations have grown, so too has the more serious issue of traffic accidents. There are an estimated sixty thousand collisions involving deer and motor vehicles every year in England alone, although there is no way of quantifying the true number. Peak times for accidents tend to be between 6pm and midnight, and then 6am and 9am, the morning rush hour when there is a larger than usual number of vehicles on the roads. Some accidents, while catastrophic for the deer concerned, may result in no more than damaged bodywork for the vehicle.
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               Deer/vehicle collisions have become increasingly common as deer populations and road use have increased.

            

         

         While it is easy to imagine the consequences of hitting a large deer when travelling at speed, even the sudden appearance of a smaller animal might cause a driver to swerve and lose control of their vehicle. In 2007 a major report by the National Deer-Vehicle Collision Project suggested that, between 2000 and 2004, at least 20 collisions resulted in human fatalities and a further 174 caused serious injuries.13 In economic terms, the value of insurance claims was in the region of £13.5million for England and £3million in Scotland. The average cost of vehicle repair after a collision with a deer was around £1,710. Once again, as in so many matters concerning deer, we have no way of knowing the exact figures and doubtless today the costs in both human and economic terms will be higher still.

         In England, around 40% of these collisions involve fallow deer, followed by 32% roe and 25% muntjac. In Scotland the position is different, reflecting different deer population structures. There, some 69% of road casualties are roe and 25% are red deer.

         It is worth stressing that wild deer are not normally aggressive towards people, although very rarely a tragic event might occur. Such incidents have generally involved animals trapped in enclosed areas, with the injured parties blocking the only line of escape, or disturbed animals fleeing in panic during pheasant shoots. Wild deer are usually naturally inclined to avoid humans. Park and otherwise captive deer, however, can become more accustomed to the proximity to man and lose their fear of him. This has occasionally resulted in injuries, almost inevitably occurring when a park stag full of adrenaline during the rut is approached too closely or has his personal space invaded.
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               A roe buck retreats into cover. Wild deer prefer to actively avoid humans wherever possible.

            

         

         Nevertheless, deer occasionally feature as pets, most often as a result of having been found ‘abandoned’ as fawns and mistakenly taken in by well-meaning people. Usually this is a grave error which will cost the young deer its life; without specialist knowledge they can be very difficult to rear successfully and a great many die. It is always best to leave the young animal untouched and where it is, as its mother is usually not far away. If the location is revisited a few hours later she will almost invariably have returned and moved her young elsewhere.

         Although a hand-reared female deer can become very tame and docile (some are occasionally encountered in ‘petting zoos’), it should never be entirely trusted. Although they do not have antlers, female deer are capable of delivering a potentially serious blow with their forefeet if alarmed or put under stress. The hand-reared roebuck has a special reputation for unexpected ferocity, especially as he matures and starts to become territorial; it is no accident that roe are seldom seen in zoos and collections.

         The impact on the environment

         We should not neglect less commercial areas. Deer, once out of balance with the environment they inhabit, can be the cause of great damage to it. This is a particular problem with the larger herding species, especially fallow, which can quickly reduce the understorey of the woodlands they frequent through heavy browsing pressure. This will have a significant effect on the other fauna present as food sources are reduced and the woods become colder, less hospitable and more exposed. Some insects, which rely on specific plants for their larvae to feed on can disappear entirely, and ground-nesting birds may recede. In extreme cases soil erosion can result as root systems decline.

         Certainly, characteristic woodland plant species, such as oxlips and bluebells, can be reduced by overgrazing by deer, but as a wider structural plant diversity is lost so some bird species such as the nightingale can be badly hit. There may also be associated declines in invertebrate abundance and diversity, along with the animals and birds which depend on them as food sources. It is also important to consider that trees themselves need to regenerate; when there are too many deer the seedlings are eaten long before they have the opportunity to develop.
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               A deer exclosure in a nature reserve heavily populated by deer but where numbers are not controlled. Inside, plant growth is prolific while outside overgrazing and browsing has reduced the ground cover to coarse grasses less palatable to the deer.
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            Between 1959 and 1960 nine Axis deer, native to India, were released on the Hawaiian island of Maui, both for hunting and for the sake of simply introducing a new species. Having no natural predators, by 2016 the population was estimated at around 60,000 and growing at over 20% a year. Given that the species is an aseasonal breeder (like the muntjac found in the UK, which can conceive and give birth at any time of the year), and the suggestion that the Maui Axis population is 90% female, growth rates may be considerably higher in reality unless significant control measures are put in place. Sport hunters, sadly, tend to be more interested in animals with antlers – hence the sex imbalance.

            Environmentalists are now deeply concerned by increasing land erosion and the associated sedimentation which damages coral reefs. The annual economic damage caused by the deer is estimated in millions of dollars and hunters are now encouraged to pursue them without seasons or bag limits to try to contain the problem. [image: ]

         

         
            
[image: ] Overpopulation: A Case Study #2 – New Zealand

            In the mid-nineteenth century, the Societé Zoologique d’Acclimatation was founded in Paris, the first of many acclimatisation societies set up to encourage the introduction of non-native fauna and flora around the world. Many mistakes were made, resulting in some devastating environmental effects. The reasons for wanting to do this varied. Some European settlers in colonies around the world missed familiar animals from their home countries, while others wanted to ‘improve’ the local wildlife or to hunt for sport. Whatever the motivation, in this way deer made their way to many countries where they did not occur naturally. New Zealand alone gained seven deer species which still flourish there today while others (such as the moose) failed to establish successfully. The new arrivals, in a country where the only naturally occurring mammals were bats, had an overwhelming impact on the available vegetation and the native species which depended on it, resulting in the New Zealand government eventually employing full-time cullers to reduce numbers. It was not until the 1980s that deer numbers were felt to be coming under any real control. [image: ]
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                  Fallow are just one of seven species of non-native deer currently found in New Zealand

               

            

         

         There has been much research exploring the relationship between deer and other wildlife. In 2011 one such report, focusing on breeding bird populations, concluded that deer might be responsible for the decline of some bird species and recognised the importance of intelligent management strategies.14

         However, it did also take pains to note that deer may not be the only culprits in the decline of some species, and that there is much still to be learned about the implications of widespread deer browsing for wider biodiversity.

         Case Studies 1 and 2 illustrate the effects of deer overpopulation on two different environments, those of Maui, Hawaii, and New Zealand.

         The impact on deer

         It is easy to overlook the effects of overpopulation on the deer themselves. Too many not only have a negative on man and the environment – excessive numbers can also profoundly affect the deer too. At lesser levels, these adverse effects may manifest themselves in such ways as lower body weights and a poorer general condition, with increased aggression and other changes in behaviour. At higher levels, the effects are far more serious. As densities increase so does mortality, especially among juvenile animals, and birth-rates tend to fall. This latter fact is probably linked to reduced body condition brought about by nutritional stresses, which in itself will cause an increase in winter mortality.

         While the larger, herding species can tolerate a degree of crowding, up to a point, our smaller deer certainly prefer to live a more solitary existence. Too dense a population creates stresses that the deer will find hard to tolerate. Territorial tensions will arise, displacement of individuals then occurs and natural seasonal movements may change too. Once numbers reach a certain point, stress may lead to debilitation and disease, even before the food naturally available may start to run out. 

         
            
[image: ] Overpopulation: A Case Study #3 – St Matthew Island, Alaska

            St Matthew Island is a remote area measuring about 128 square miles located off the coast of Alaska in the Bering Sea. In 1944 the US Coastguard released 29 reindeer onto it as a food source and for recreational hunting by their personnel stationed there. When the coastguard station was abandoned soon afterwards, the reindeer population exploded thanks to a lack of predators, and by 1963 had reached 6,000 animals. Then the lichen that the reindeer depended on for food ran out and over the course of a single winter there was a massive die-off. When researchers reached St Matthew Island in 1966 they found that only 42 animals, all but one of them cows, were still alive. A different antler casting and regrowth cycle (reindeer are the only deer where both males and females normally grow antlers) would have given the cows a competitive advantage for the fast dwindling food resources. The single remaining bull was infertile.15 Unable to reproduce, the reindeer population on the island had disappeared by the 1980s.
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                  Reindeer – this one is part of a free-ranging domesticated herd in the Scottish Cairngorms.

               

            

            The story of St Matthew Island is frequently held up as a classic case study of overpopulation and sustainability. Today, the only resident mammals are those that were there prior to 1944 – a species of vole and the Arctic foxes that prey upon them to maintain a natural balance. [image: ]
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                  Casualty of a ‘die-off’– this roe carcase has been heavily scavenged by badgers.

               

            

            The problems of overpopulation do not just apply to exotic species and overseas islands. In the early 1990s I joined a small pheasant shoot that operated over an enclosed area of some 2,000 acres, with a growing population of roe deer. Ten years previously the roe had been struggling to re-establish itself in this part of southern England but had now reached the point where the available habitat simply could not sustain the increasing numbers. The final straw came one winter when every covert we went through on a shoot day contained at least one deer carcase, some very recently dead. A combination of lack of food, cold weather and increasing land usage had led to a rapid and dramatic die-off.

            It transpired that the deer-stalking rights for the area were held by two individuals who shot a few bucks during the spring and summer but left the doe population untouched throughout the winter months, allowing the unchecked breeding which had led to this situation. Later estimates were that the roe population had peaked at over 300 animals; a realistic management plan, taking habitat, land use and other local factors into account, subsequently set the holding capacity of the ground at no more than 70. [image: ]

         

         It follows that where there is insufficient natural predation, it falls to man to keep deer populations in check if catastrophic consequences are to be avoided. The case studies that follow illustrate the need well enough, though in two different ways. St Matthew Island shows the outcome of no control whatsoever, while the Hampshire example illustrates the effect of insufficient and unstructured deer management.

         Interactions

         As a general rule, deer tend to keep themselves to themselves. Interactions tend to be between animals of the same species: others are usually ignored. Of all our deer, the roe seems most nervous and intolerant of other species, particularly muntjac which are to a degree competitors for similar foodstuffs. While roe and muntjac can occasionally be seen feeding almost side by side, it is sometimes observed that the larger roe will vacate areas where muntjac densities have swollen to levels unacceptable to them despite the size difference. Roe also seem to demonstrate intolerance of fallow at times – possibly an evolutionary strategy that assisted their survival in poorer habitats.16
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               Roe and muntjac can have an uneasy relationship where densities of the latter are high.

            

         

         Hybridisation is only possible between two of our UK deer species, the red and the sika, which are very closely related. It cannot take place among the other four species despite occasional claims to the contrary. Some very wild suggestions in the past, which have included red deer crossing with cows or horses, and roe deer with sheep, are now known to be genetically impossible.

         While wild deer and farm livestock usually take little notice of each other, sometimes circumstances bring them into contact. Red and sika deer have been known to graze freely alongside herds of domestic cattle although there is usually little if any interaction. Roe deer are said to actively avoid sheep; this is certainly partly true, but probably has more to do with the scent of intensely farmed fields. While I have certainly observed roe to have stopped using pastures once sheep had been turned into them, and avoiding them for some weeks after the sheep have been removed, they are still sometimes seen in close proximity to each other.

         Very rarely, you do find individual animals becoming more interactive with farm stock. This seems to be more common with red and fallow deer and there have been cases where an individual deer appears to have ‘adopted’ a herd of cattle. One recent instance involved a young fallow doe which was observed to be living with a herd of cattle for a period of several months. There could be several explanations for such behaviour: one is that the animal might have lost its mother at some point during the winter and, as a herding species, adopted the cattle as a source of security, and the cattle certainly seemed to have accepted her.
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               This young fallow doe took up residence with a herd of cattle, even staying with them when they moved pastures, for a period of several months.
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               Regular interaction between the deer and cattle was noted.

            

         

         It is also possible that the farmer might have hand-reared her. There are several known instances where red deer hinds have been hand-reared after being found in silage grass and later turned out to run with the cattle, even going in and out of the milking parlour to get a ration of concentrate feed. Some disappear to take part in the rut and then return, while others stay with the cattle all year. Others are even housed with the cattle in the winter sheds.

         Another known case involved a fallow buck of about the same age, though that one eventually left to join a herd of its own kind. In a similar vein there is a record of a rescued roe kid that had been put in with a barren ewe. The ewe started lactating and successfully reared the kid before it eventually departed voluntarily.

         Other stories do not always end quite so happily. A few years ago, a twelve-point stag joined a flock of sheep in Cambridgeshire during the summer and stayed on until winter. When the shepherd started feeding the sheep with sheep nuts in troughs, the stag started accidentally killing sheep as he tossed his head about to monopolise the feed in the trough. In this case there was no option but to shoot the stag which, having discovered the benefits of the sheep nuts, would probably have done the same with another flock even if darted and moved.

         Whilst deer are certainly capable of carrying diseases which can transfer to livestock, instances of this appear to be rare. Although wild deer are free ranging, this is actually a benefit as it does not force them into close concentrations in restricted areas where diseases can be more easily harboured and passed on. At the time of writing (in 2019), there is not believed to have been a confirmed case of Foot and Mouth disease in wild deer in the UK, and deer are not considered to have played any real part in its transmission in the catastrophic outbreaks among farm stock during the past fifty years or so.17

         Deer welfare

         Overpopulation can have a significant impact not just on man and the environment, but also on the deer themselves. This has long been recognised, and is underlined by a major examination of wild deer populations in The Science of Overabundance published in the United States and focusing on white-tailed deer.18 This takes a more practical approach and clearly identifies the relationship between population densities and overall herd health. This in many ways has a more practical bearing on how we can target our management with overall deer welfare in mind. A key section, quoting an earlier paper19 that recognises the three critical phases of populations (which, once again, can be applied to many species other than deer), is worth reproducing here:

         

         
             

         

         Phase I: Virtual absence of disease. When the herd is in balance with the environment, relative population density is low to moderate; reproduction, yearling antler development, body weights, and nutritional levels are high. The abdominal parasite count (APC) is low, as is the external parasite count. Disease in the deer population is negligible.

         
             

         

         Phase II: Acute overpopulation. This is overpopulation of recent inception and short duration. Covert disease is present but usually can be demonstrated only through laboratory diagnostic procedures. After rapid herd growth, population density is relatively high and above carrying capacity; reproduction, antler development, body weights, and nutritional levels remain relatively high; APCs are high to very high; and carrying capacity is being progressively reduced. There may be a lag period of several years after the carrying capacity is exceeded before physical deterioration can be seen in the deer.

         
             

         

         Phase III: Chronic overpopulation. Overt disease frequently is evident through gross observations of any or all of the following: unusual losses of adults and fawns, depleted fat reserves, general build-up of different species of internal and external parasites, and gross lesions of internal organs due to various pathological conditions. Several years after carrying capacity has been exceeded, reproduction, antler development, body weights, and nutritional levels decline sharply; APCs are excessively high; and carrying capacity is greatly reduced. Population decline basically due to nutritional deficiencies in Phase III may be attributed to more visible agents that merely deliver the coup de grâce such as parasites, predators, and infectious diseases.

         
             

         

         In essence, our efforts in managing deer should therefore aim for a situation which reflects Phase I. An occasional lapse into Phase II is not the end of the world as long as it is corrected quickly, but allowing Phase III to develop is very poor management indeed. Sadly it is not unheard of, as the Hampshire Case Study on page 24 illustrates all too well.
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               Winter is a time when many animals, weakened by a lack of food and subjected to extremes of weather, are more likely to succumb.

            

         

         Disturbance, particularly by humans, can add to the stresses on the deer. Every time that a deer is disturbed and forced to abandon its normal daily activities, there is inevitably a calorific cost as it burns unnecessary energy. Research in Denmark has indicated that a simple instance of roe deer disturbance by human activity, such as dog walking, demands that the deer may need to eat an extra 310 grams of food to replace the energy expended.20 Longer term disturbance, involving extended or repeated occasions of flight, might require as much as an extra 2.7 kilograms. In calorific terms this translates as 0.2 kilocalories if the deer is slightly disturbed by a passing bicycle, 9 kcal if chased by a dog, or a massive 76.5 kcal if continually moved by a six-hour orienteering event. Of all human activities that take place in the countryside, orienteering is probably one of those that affects deer the most, with runners moving constantly away from normal human routes such as established tracks and trails. Deer can become remarkably tolerant of regular, recognisable human behaviour, but the unpredictable can be a major source of stress.

         Poaching is an ever-present concern wherever deer are found and is a major problem in some areas. It can be particularly prevalent where good road access allows a quick departure from the scene. The old romantic image of the ‘one for the pot’ poacher feeding a hungry family is long out of date; modern poachers often operate in well organised gangs with no objective other than making large amounts of money from their activities. They care little for the damage they do to farmland infrastructure. Poaching is indiscriminate, with no consideration given to deer welfare or legal shooting seasons, and can seriously disrupt management plans by killing animals which might otherwise have been left as part of a structured herd. Furthermore, as it tends to take place largely at night, it can be extremely dangerous. The bona fide deer stalker cares very much where his bullet is likely to end up; the poacher does not. In some cases the carcase of the poached deer may even be irrelevant to those who commit the crime and left to lie where it fell, whether shot, mutilated by dogs or run down by a vehicle.

         At the present time it is difficult to justify active methods of deer population control other than with appropriate firearms. Contraception may be an option for the future, as we will see later on, but is not viable at present. Hunting with hounds is now very much a thing of the past and does not fall within the scope of this book, although it should not be confused with the use of properly trained tracking dogs, which assist the stalker in following up a shot and recovering the deer.

         Myths and misunderstandings

         Every now and then more ‘natural’ methods for controlling deer numbers are proposed. The reintroduction of the wolf to the British countryside is a perennial favourite and, on the surface, an attractive green solution; proponents are also quick to point out benefits which, besides controlling deer, include eco-tourism, conservation and promoting the species itself. Successes elsewhere are frequently cited. In the United States’ Yellowstone National Park, for example, it is certainly true that wolves, absent in the area since being eradicated in the 1920s, were reintroduced in 1995 and that since then burgeoning elk numbers have been reduced and there are signs that the overgrazed ecosystem is recovering. Yellowstone, though, is a huge wilderness area, about twice the size of Scotland’s Cairngorms National Park and lacking any of the private ownership issues found in the latter. By the time that the wolf became extinct in England, probably around the end of the fifteenth century, the British human population was only some four million; today is it well over sixty-five million and rising. Wolves need a lot of space, which our overcrowded island simply cannot offer.

         The same is true of the lynx, last seen in Britain around 700 AD but another creature that some would seek to reintroduce. However, this more solitary predator is too small to predate the fallow and red deer, the main issues in England and Scotland respectively, and there is concern that its ambush hunting style might not make much of an impact on the muntjac which favours thick cover. Certainly, in northern Europe it is the roe deer that constitutes a very large proportion of the lynx’s diet, to the extent that, in some parts of Scandinavia, the roe population has reduced significantly – some would say catastrophically.
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               Eurasian lynx.

            

         

         Charismatic species such as the wolf and lynx might be championed as potential tourist attractions, but in reality they tend to be extremely elusive; it is significant that many people who live in parts of Europe where the lynx is common have never actually seen one. Furthermore, one aspect of reintroducing apex predators such as the lynx and wolf to Britain that is frequently overlooked is the effect on livestock. Farm animals are easy prey, and it is not difficult to imagine the attraction of a slow-moving sheep compared with a fleet-footed deer in the eyes of a hungry predator. In many countries, compensation is paid by governments for livestock killed by wolves and other wild predators and farmers have to take considerable protective measures, such as the overnight penning of stock, that those in the UK are not accustomed to needing. Neither wolf nor lynx is considered endangered; the International Union for Conservation of Nature classifies the status of both as being of Least Concern at the time of writing.21

         An ethical approach

         That deer numbers need to be controlled in places is undeniable, but an appropriate approach is essential as ill-considered management practices can result in imbalances and unacceptable levels of stress to the remaining animals. Simply to hope that a problem will go away is unrealistic, and sadly a modern aversion to killing what are undeniably beautiful creatures has in places resulted in overpopulation with all its negative effects on the environment, human activities and, of course, the deer themselves.
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               Deer do not die of old age. Tooth wear gradually reduces their ability to break down efficiently and subsequently digest foodstuffs, and the animal will eventually succumb to malnutrition.

            

         

         Where culling is deemed to be necessary, effective deer management should always have deer welfare at its heart. Furthermore, within most plans there is usually a place for the recreational hunter, appropriately trained and efficient, who brings with them much needed money to finance the wider operations. Elsewhere, though, it may not even be necessary to pick up a gun.

         Ultimately, deer can be a valuable and sustainable resource, enhancing our landscape and more than capable of justifying their presence within it. With an enlightened approach the solutions to any problem areas are usually straightforward, and the chapters to come will suggest ways to achieve this goal. [image: ]
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