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FOREWORD





AS A SPECIES OF game in the UK, the roe deer remains much less understood, appreciated and valued than the pheasant or grouse. Here in Continental Europe we treasure the roe as one of the most fascinating of animals to observe and stalk. They are great individuals, adaptable even to our overpopulated landscapes and above all are responsive to professional management. I am therefore delighted that Dominic Griffith, whom I have come to regard as one of the most learned experts on roe, has brought new material and case studies to this updated edition of his excellent book. We have worked together for over 15 years, learned much from each other and enjoyed the proven results of a joint management philosophy.


This book should help all stalkers and deer managers to better understand these beautiful and captivating animals, and I commend it to all enthusiasts.


ALOIS K FÜRST ZU LÖWENSTEIN
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Photo by Chris Howard






















INTRODUCTION





IT GIVES ME GREAT pleasure to include a few recipes in Dominic Griffith’s excellent book. He is without question one of the most knowledgeable stalkers and authoritative deer managers in Great Britain today. We share a passion for the roe and over many years he has taught me a tremendous amount about the management of roe deer and in particular about his low stress management technique. As a measurer he is incredibly thorough and, like Richard Prior and Charles Fenn, shows true understanding of the species. He is also an instinctive stalker, a great teacher and deserves recognition as someone who has actually proved his own theories of management.




 





MARCO PIERRE WHITE
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1.


A MANAGEMENT PHILOSOPHY





DEER MANAGEMENT success can only be measured against a clear idea of the precise aims and objectives of an Estate deer management policy. While a forester, for example, might see success as simply a dramatic reduction in deer numbers, a deer enthusiast might see success in precisely the opposite terms. This book addresses the subject from the standpoint of a land manager who takes the genuinely altruistic view that, as a temporary steward of the land, he wishes simply to manage deer to their best potential for a given environment. Our indigenous species have been here for something like half a million years. Large-scale intensive forestry began less than a hundred years ago with the setting up of the Forestry Commission in 1919. Deer are woodland animals, and I think they have at least an equal right of occupation as other species. Our duty is to manage them according to the best practices available. These are seen as:




• Minimal stress.


• Maximum quality.


• Optimum quantity.





In other words we wish to see as large and healthy a population as the habitat can sustain, but not at the expense of other land management objectives. Deer management is seen as a purposeful and fulfilling task, which can be undertaken compassionately and at minimal stress to the deer, but with the aim of sustaining a predictable population of high quality and at an even sex ratio. Now if this seems rather Utopian, I hope to prove that the dividend of such enlightened policy is a healthy, visible and truly manageable population of wild deer.
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Deer are woodland animals, and they have at least an equal right of occupation.
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We wish to see as large and healthy a population as the habitat can sustain, but not at the expense of other land management objectives.
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Deer management is seen as a purposeful and fulfilling task, which can be undertaken compassionately and at minimal stress to the deer. Photo by Brian Phipps








The deer management plan that I have espoused and practised over many years is not a personal crusade, but a partnership between myself and a group of enthusiastic landowners to whom I must be ever grateful. One of our clearest successes is visible through the approach we have taken to achieving the cull. By stalking the deer intensively over short periods at a time, we have been able to leave them undisturbed for the greater part of the year. Deer have highly evolved anti-predator reflexes, and our approach to culling must take this into account. Stalked regularly, deer become shy and eventually more nocturnal. Deer shot from motor cars, now sadly legalised by the Regulatory Reform Order (Deer) 2007, become very quickly wary of all human activity and soon become unmanageable. Our deer are therefore relatively easy to approach at all times, and settle again within days or even hours of the brief culling periods, ensuring maximum visibility at all other times. Most census work is done from vehicles, with the deer quickly becoming entirely used to the daily traffic through the forest. Tolerance of vehicles is, in itself, probably the single most important objective to achieve.
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A healthy, visible and truly manageable population of wild deer.


Photo by Chris Howard








If commercialism has formed any part of their management philosophy, then it is only as an occasional by-product of good management, and is intended to do no more than contribute towards the management expenses. Deer management may therefore be able to provide a regular source of revenue to mitigate its associated costs, and in the very best circumstances may even run a small profit. If, however, the primary management aim is to make money, then your aims are almost certainly fatally flawed.
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Deer have highly evolved anti-predator reflexes, and our approach to culling must take this into account.
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Stalked regularly, deer become shy and eventually more nocturnal.
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Our deer are relatively easy to approach at all times.
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Most census work is done from vehicles, with the deer quickly becoming entirely used to the daily traffic through the forest. Tolerance of vehicles is in itself probably the single most important objective to achieve.
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Photo by Brian Phipps








A policy of quality-based deer management can only work if constant attention is paid to habitat assessment. It is easy to forget that, as farming practices change and the forest develops through its growth stages, so too does the habitat as a source of food and cover. Just because ‘X’ Copse has ‘always’ been a wonderful corner for deer, there is no reason to suppose that it will continue to be so. Changes are slow, but over ten years may be very significant. Maintaining deer at relatively high densities therefore requires continuous assessment of the habitat, particularly where changes in agricultural cropping policy can dramatically alter the availability of vital winter keep.
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Maintaining deer at relatively high densities requires continuous assessment of the habitat.








There is much talk today about the ‘damage’ that deer are doing. This may be damage to trees, crops, gardens or woodland biodiversity. It is generally stated that deer at ‘high densities’ are responsible for the damage, and figures are sometimes published as guidelines. What is very clear to me, and was once confirmed following a visit to one of my management areas by an expert in her field, is that the term ‘high density’ is relative. Damage in some habitats can be severe even when deer numbers are what I would think of as low (something like ten deer per sq km of woodland). However there appeared to be no visible impact on the biodiversity in the visited area, despite roe deer being present at what some plant experts would consider to be very high deer densities (something between 50 and 75 deer per sq km of woodland). Indeed, the secondary growth within the forest structure, the natural regeneration and the wide diversity of ground flora led to an initial opinion that the deer were in fact at low density. Clearly some damage is species specific, and fallow deer are the most likely species to be named as the culprits. However one inescapable message is that ‘managed’ roe deer even at ‘high density’ can be entirely consistent with low incidence of ‘damage’. Furthermore, the simple equation that is assumed by some to exist between deer density and deer quality must also be amended, to take account of an infinite  variety of habitat types, which are more or less susceptible to the impact of deer. This introduces a second inescapable message that, under managed conditions, ‘high’ roe deer numbers may be entirely compatible with ‘high’ quality.


So, here in the south of England, we appear to be lucky enough to manage areas which, despite relatively high roe density, must be of good enough overall habitat quality to mean that deer quality is high, and damage either to forestry, agricultural crops or natural biodiversity has not really ever been an issue. Furthermore, it must be remembered that agricultural damage by roe and fallow deer is usually negligible when compared to that of pigeons, pheasants and rabbits. Even 5 per cent of agricultural yield loss (and research shows that 1–2 per cent is more likely) pales into insignificance when compared with annual price and yield differentials of up to 40 per cent based on deficits of weather, husbandry and crop prices. Deer damage in woodland is often negligible when compared to losses through problems of ground preparation, of plantation maintenance, of damage by other mammals such as sheep, squirrels, voles, rabbits and hares, and, of course by insects. Nevertheless, we now assume that no one today expects to plant unprotected trees. Were it, however, the policy to do so, then I suspect that we might have to reconsider our woodland planning. In other words I have been managing deer where they are considered to be something of a priority, and this is bound to have had some impact on the potential of our policy to succeed.
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Agricultural damage by roe and fallow deer is usually negligible compared to that by pigeons, pheasants and rabbits, and loss to factors such as adverse weather. Photo by Brian Phipps








A good deer manager, like a good game-keeper, must have no consuming personal interest in shooting. Of course the deer manager must be capable of getting out and achieving sometimes quite significant culls, but must not be driven principally by a desire to do so. Any aim that a landowner might have for quality deer must therefore be balanced by employing a deer manager who is not personally interested in stalking as sport. The stalker who measures success simply by the ability to cull large numbers of deer may have a place in some operations, but is not necessarily the right employee for the hands-off approach which suits a low-stress, high-quality management technique. The adage is to leave the deer alone as much as possible.


The wonderful thing about deer is that two people, studying the same species but in different areas, can make entirely contrasting deductions about their behaviour. What I set out in this book is what I have learnt so far from almost 25 years of full-time professional involvement with deer in Hampshire, principally with roe and fallow. Thus the opinions expressed are personal, but supported by the evidence gained from other respected professionals, to whom I am very grateful. I am aware that I still have much to learn, but I am also aware that the knowledge that many professionals have gained over as many years is widely ignored by the new decision-makers who, following a brief association with stalking as sport, feel qualified to speak on behalf of the deer and of their management. The professional’s way may not be the science of the classroom, but is perhaps all the stronger for its empirical foundation.



















2.


CULL PLANNING





MUCH THOUGHT MUST be given to planning how many deer are to be culled. With the benefit of many years experience of roe and fallow over the same area, setting that figure poses few problems. The historical cull figures can be analysed very easily to see what affect they have had on numbers and sex ratios, and then adjustments made following the current season’s census. Provided that the spring census is carried out under established standards each year, then trends in the population are soon apparent. In the mixed open woodland of north Hampshire, deer are readily observed on the woodland edge, and so direct observation is a satisfactory method of census.


My approach with roe is to identify and count as many territorial bucks as possible during a given period in March, and to mark them on an Estate Map. Where possible, a description of the antlers is made so as to enable future identification, and photographs are taken if the opportunity arises. It is not practicable to mark more than that, as any young deer will soon be dispersed, and mature females are broadly indistinguishable from each other. It is accepted that this cannot be an exhaustive count, and in practice up to one-third of the mature buck cull is made up of animals which have not previously been recorded in the spring count. This suggests that in open woodland it may be possible to count about 70 per cent of the population by direct counting methods and, taking the input figures from my own spring census, this extrapolates to a density figure equivalent to 54 roe per sq km of woodland, assuming our established sex ratio of almost 1:1. In explanation therefore, take the recorded number of mature roe bucks at the spring count (say 45), multiply it by 1.5 according to cull returns which suggest in this case that only two-thirds of the mature bucks are observed. Thus, in a population with at least 67 territorial bucks with a balanced age structure, an estimated 67 young bucks must exist alongside. In a population of even sex structure, as observed in our spring count, 134 bucks suggests 134 does and thus a total minimum population of something like 268 roe. If the total area of woodland on the Estate is 500 hectares (1,236 acres), density can then be expressed as 54 roe per sq km of woodland.
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My approach with roe is to identify and count as many territorial bucks as possible during a given period in March, and to mark them on an Estate Map. Photographs are taken if the opportunity arises.


Photos above by Chris Howard
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Photo by Brian Phipps
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In open woodland it may be possible to count about 70 per cent of the population by direct counting.


Photo by Chris Howard








The methodology of counting remains the same each year. The count is undertaken at the same time of year, by motor vehicle, and using the same established route. Using two clickers, sightings are recorded of the total number of males and females seen. This significant sample method gives you your resident sex ratio, and is easily documented for future comparison. Similarly, average and maximum outing counts are recorded and again are readily referred to for future comparison. Thus by counting and recording the total number of territorial males, and by comparing the average and maximum outing counts, you can readily establish whether numbers have gone up or down since the last year. Of course there will be anomalies, usually associated with the specific weather conditions during the census period, and with that in mind I have always sought to choose a week of ‘average’ conditions for the time of year. By counting your territorial bucks in this way (and remember, territories remain pretty well unchanged each year), you can be absolutely sure not to over-exploit the most valuable and vulnerable class of animals within your population.


The fallow census is based on observed numbers and sex ratios only, and is not accorded the same perception of accuracy as is believed to be possible with the roe. During March, however, I would expect each group seen to be discrete so it should be possible to avoid double-counting.
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Remember that territories remain pretty well unchanged each year.


Photo by Chris Howard








It is nevertheless important not to get carried away with trying too hard to establish exact density figures. Using any method ever devised, it is impossible to make an exhaustive count of wild deer. However, while estimations are an important part of cull planning, and may be more or less accurate, of crucial importance is assessing trends: have deer numbers appeared to rise, fall, or stay about the same, and are the sex ratios satisfactorily maintained to as close to 1:1 as possible? What is your neighbour doing, and does there appear to be any net import or export from or to neighbouring land? There are any number of methods of assessing deer populations other than by direct counting but, with respect to ‘visible’ deer, these are largely unwarranted. I have used thermal imaging, which is frequently held to be a panacea in deer counting, and found it to be a useful supplementary method. I was nevertheless finding more activity and higher counts using normal dawn and dusk observation, and on one occasion we saw no deer at all during a night patrol. I have never tried dung counting, but again if the enormous resources required were available, it could produce useful supplementary information particularly in respect of ‘unseen’ deer in dense woodland. But when all is said and done, unstressed deer are readily observed and a reasonably accurate assessment of the population becomes possible.


In summary, using a system of average and maximum outing counts and recording the observed sex ratios during the spring census will give a reasonably accurate assessment of the population, and a very reliable indicator of annual trends.
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Are the sex ratios satisfactorily maintained to as close to 1:1 as possible? Photo by Chris Howard
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Unstressed deer are readily observed and a reasonably accurate assessment of the population becomes possible








It is also possible to estimate your population by using others’ experience of average density figures, which have been derived from cull returns provided by professional deer managers. Successful deer managers in lowland conditions take annual culls of between 13 and 22 roe per annum per sq km of woodland, and this has proved to be adequate to keep the population stable. On the basis that they are probably consistently correct, then density levels of between 43 and 75 roe per sq km of woodland  (spring population) must exist in average habitat conditions in the south. There is, of course, considerable variation according to habitat, and it is therefore important to have a good understanding of what constitutes ‘good’ habitat for deer, and what ‘poor’. A mixed age-class, mixed species patchwork of small plantations amid productive agricultural land, where winter sown crops are abundant and game crops planted for pheasants, may create habitat holding up to 75 roe per sq km. An old beech wood on the top of a windy ridge, with little ground cover or understorey, may hold fewer than ten per sq km.


While an estimate of total numbers is an important foundation to cull planning, the balance of sex ratios is absolutely crucial. Although it is generally taught that even sex ratios are an unattainable ideal, observation suggests that a rigorous culling policy of shooting up to twice as many does as bucks over many years has achieved this position, at least with the roe. Just consider the breeding potential of a population of even sex ratios, as against one with a 70:30 split in favour of females. In a population of 100 roe, the birth rate could rise from perhaps 75 to 100 in average habitat, or even more in the best habitats. It will probably not be possible to achieve the same balanced sex ratio with respect to fallow, as the nomadic nature of the bucks tends to result in losses outside your control.
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The balance of sex ratios is absolutely crucial.
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Does, even to the trained and experienced eye, look pretty similar and even the very old are sometimes difficult to identify. Photo above by Chris Howard








In addition to total numbers and sex ratio, the spring census should provide valuable information on age-banding within the population. However, it is important not to get carried away by the science. Does, even to the trained and experienced eye, look pretty similar and even the very old are sometimes difficult to identify. Nevertheless it is possible to allocate does into ‘mature’ and ‘yearlings’ (last year’s kids becoming ‘yearlings’ in March). You should also have in mind that, within a well-structured population, it is desirable that about 30 per cent of your adult roe (20 per cent with fallow) are yearlings, in order to provide replacements to the pyramidal population profile which exists for all prey species. Thus it is important that there should remain sufficient doe kids after the winter cull to provide that 30 or 20 per cent. Having mentioned the word ‘pyramidal’, I cannot avoid reference to the oft-maligned ‘Hoffman Pyramid’. Although it has, in the past, been advocated as a detailed cull-planning tool, it is better to understand it simply for what it teaches us about the structure of cull planning. The foundation of the concept is that, in an unmanaged population of deer, a cohort (or birth year, i.e. all the kids born in a particular breeding season) will suffer annual natural losses over their lifespan that will eventually lead to a large number of young deer becoming a small number of old deer. Thus, to reach a situation where deer are able to reach their full age potential, it will be necessary to support a population which contains progressively larger numbers of young deer. The pyramid assumes an even birth ratio between males and females, and the summit of the pyramid represents the average maximum age of the species.
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Last year’s kids becoming ‘yearlings’ in March.








In a naturally predated population, the overall size of the pyramid should remain stable. Here in the UK, where we have removed all the natural predators, the pyramid will tend to enlarge. Figure 2.1a shows the diagrammatic pyramid, to which the detail of a typical population is added in 2.1b. In 2.1c the summer births are added, and the unshaded boxes in 2.1d represent the annual potential surplus to the population before the effects of mortality. Thus the purpose of deer management is to emulate natural predation, and simply remove that representative slice from the population.
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Fig. 2.1a
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Fig. 2.1b
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Fig. 2.1c
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Fig. 2.1d








This introduces the next variable, which is to have some knowledge of your breeding rates, which can be calculated or observed. By collecting the uterus from each doe culled after Christmas and counting the foetuses present, it is possible to estimate the birth rate from the population as a whole. In the case of roe, do not make the mistake of attempting to count corpora lutae in November/early December before the commencement of the development of the foetuses. Because of the effect of embryonic diapause (delayed implantation) the presence of corpora lutae does not indicate a pregnancy, merely the fact that the doe has ovulated. If, however, you complete the bulk of your cull before Christmas, this method of assessing breeding potential will produce too small a sample to be useful, and you will have to rely on simple observation post-fawning.


Remember that there are two classes of doe present during the spring census: mature does which will almost certainly be pregnant, and yearlings which will definitely not. Some scientific research has suggested that, in good habitat, roe kids will be successfully impregnated during their first rut when they are just 8–12 weeks old. I have to say that, in all of my experience over many years, and in the experience of several other full-time professional deer managers, we have never come across a single pregnant kid. The most likely explanation for the research is that the researcher mis-aged 18-month-old does as 6-month-olds, being unaware of the differences in tooth eruption and development between roe and red deer. In any event it is important to define how you will express your birth rate, whether as a percentage of the ‘breeding’ females, or as a percentage of ‘all’ females including those not yet of breeding age, and it is considered normal practice to use the latter, not least because that makes the overall calculation easier. In my area of northern Hampshire, most roe does have twins, and I estimate the overall birth rate to be as much as 1.8 kids (180 per cent) per breeding doe, which equates to a figure of about 1.5 kids (150 per cent) per total number of does in the spring population. In more challenging conditions of the uplands, birth rates will be nearer 1.4 kids (140 per cent) per breeding doe, which equates to a figure of one kid per total number of does in the spring population – i.e. a birth rate of 100 per cent of the total female population. Of course, this figure of one kid per doe makes the maths of estimating the birth rate very easy. For fallow, a birth rate of 75 per cent of the total number of does within the spring census might be appropriate.
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In the south, most roe does have twins.








The remaining variables to the equation are mortality, and emigration/immigration. Mortality rates are extremely difficult to assess. Sample counts just post-fawning compared to sample counts on the autumn stubbles may give you an estimation of neo-natal mortality, but adult mortality is very much more difficult to work out. Deer that die in the woods are rarely found, the carcasses usually being devoured by badgers within days. Even motor accidents cannot be recorded in full, as more and more motorists now appear to know the value of fresh venison (legal or not)! Perhaps the easiest way to account for mortality within a cull plan is to make assumptions of say 10 per cent in adults and 25 per cent amongst kids (i.e. neo-natal mortality), only changing these figures if particular circumstances dictate that amendment is necessary.


Immigration and emigration can be the Achilles heel of any cull plan. Even if numbers appear to have remained stable from year to year, it might be despite your own under-culling which has resulted in emigration, or despite your own over-culling resulting in immigration. However, we have to assume that our deer management is broadly effective, particularly when seen over many years, and the most pragmatic approach is to assume that the effects of immigration and emigration are broadly neutral, and thus ignore it unless your particular circumstances dictate otherwise.
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Thus the key population factors affecting cull planning are:




	Overall density.


	Sex ratio.


	Age-class structure.


	Reproductive rate.


	Mortality.


	Emigration/Immigration.





Having considered all the above factors, a cull plan must be developed. One way is to simply apply the ‘30 per cent rule’. This is based on an understanding that a cull of 30 per cent of the spring population of roe represents the net annual recruitment to the population. This figure will, of course, vary according to regional and local conditions, but nevertheless seems to work as a useful practical guide. Established British Deer Society guidelines, which have withstood the test of time, suggest that the total cull should amount to about 30 per cent of the estimated spring roe population, of which 60 per cent should be female and just 40 per cent should be male. Mature animals should make up 40 per cent of the cull, and yearling/kids 60 per cent. Although these guidelines represent achievable and practical best practice goals, I have refined them by further reducing the number of bucks included in the cull, simply to make up for a general imbalance in the country as a whole caused by regionally disproportionate culls of males. Thus, simply leaving a few extra young males, despite the fact that they may well be exported to our neighbours as a result, may be a conservative and future-proof policy. Remember that they can only be shot once, and each one left has at least a chance of surviving a few more years. My own cull figure for roe averages over 20 years at 67 per cent female and just 33 per cent male. For fallow, because of the marauding nature of the bucks, I limit this further to a cull of about 80 per cent female and just 20 per cent male.
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