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Introduction: White-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) overabundance has been a
problem in protected areas as deer populations in the eastern United States have risen
over the past 40 years. Overabundant deer populations cause damage in the form of deer-
vehicle collisions, damage to ornamental plantings, and detrimental affects to the growth
and survival of multiple herb, shrub, and tree species.

White-tailed deer are relatively large, herbivorous ungulates in the family
Cervidae. In Georgia, white-tailed deer weights range from 70 to 250 pounds, with males
being larger. A sexually dimorphic species, bucks grow antlers each fall that are shed
from late winter to early spring. Breeding occurs between the months of October and
January, and females produce young between the months of May and August. Gestation
length is approximately 210 days. A common big-game species, white-tailed deer have
home ranges extending from 150 to 1,200 acres. They feed on a wide range of vegetation,
both native and non-native, and consume approximately 5 pounds of food per day. By
selectively foraging on many plant species, deer are capable of modifying the vegetation
dynamics of whole ecosystems, which also affects insects, birds and other mammals
within the ecosystem (Cote et al. 2004). Because deer affect their environment and the
organisms within it they are considered by a keystone herbivore (Waller and Alverson
1997). The ability of the white-tailed deer to consume such a large variety of plants also
makes damage to landscaping in residential areas a problem.

Beginning in December 1998, regular spotlight surveys have been conducted to
estimate the standing white-tailed deer population within Ft. Pulaski National Monument.
Population numbers steadily increased from 1998 to 2004, when the last documented
spotlight survey took place. This survey yielded a total of 59 total deer observed, a
substantial increase from the 1998 survey, which resulted in 42 deer observed.

In July of 2011, National Park Service staff at Ft. Pulaski and staff from
Georgia Department of Natural Resources Game Management Division conducted a
spotlight survey to estimate the current deer population within the park, the results of
which will be used to create a herd management strategy.

Methods: Visibility data was collected throughout the park the evening of July 18th.
Weather conditions were clear and appropriate for visibility readings. Beginning at 9:00
PM, NPS employees operated a battery powered golf cart while DNR staff observed the
distance that was visible from either side of the cart. Readings were taken every 1/10™ of
a mile along the designated route and were measured in yards on the left and right sides
of the cart path. These numbers were recorded and used to calculate the observable area
in relation to the overall size of the park using the equation: (total yards of
visibility/number of 1/ 10" mile stops + 1)x(number of miles on the route)x(1,760/4,840).
On the 19", 27", and 28" deer numbers were recorded. Using the same route
taken to calculate visibility, a spotlight was used to identify deer along the cart path. Deer
were categorized and placed into groups as bucks, does, fawns, or unknown individuals.
The total number of deer observed was calculated upon finishing the route each evening.



Total number of deer per acre was also calculated after each survey by dividing
the total number of deer observed by the amount of visible acres along the route. The
total acreage attributed to an individual deer was determined by multiplying the amount
of visible acres by 3 and dividing this number by the total amount of deer observed all
three nights that the survey was conducted. The total amount of deer within the park
could then be estimated by then dividing the total acreage of the park by the acreage that
could be attributed to an individual deer.

Results: Upon completion of the route on July 18", we found the visibility on either side
of the cart path to be 4,558 yards total. The route itself was 5.4 miles long, necessitating
54 1/10™ mile stops. Using the formula above, visibility was found to be 162.7 acres.

On the evening of July 19", 43 total deer were observed in 12 groups. 7 bucks, 26
does, 1 fawn, and 9 unknown adult deer were recorded. On July 27th, 23 deer were
observed in 8 separate groups including 3 bucks, 12 does, 1 fawn, and 7 unknown adult
deer. The evening of July 28" yielded 56 deer total in 16 different groups, with 6 bucks,
36 does, 1 fawn, and 13 unknown adults recorded.

Using this data, the total number of deer within the park could be estimated by
multiplying the visibility in acres by 3 and dividing by the total number of deer observed,
which came to be 4. Therefore it can be presumed that there exists 1 deer per every 4
acres within the park.

Dividing the total park acreage (5,365 acres) by 4 yields an estimate of the total
number of deer within the park, which is roughly 1,341 deer. However, because
approximately 88 % of the land cover within the park is classified as a wetland area or
water, this projection likely over-estimates the actual number of deer on the island.
Approximately only 12% of Ft. Pulaski National Monument is comprised of possible
white-tailed deer habitat, including evergreen forest, grassland, bare land, deciduous
forest, scrub/shrub, unconsolidated shore, low and high intensity developed, and mixed
forest (McFarlin and Alber 2005). Therefore, for a more accurate estimate of deer
numbers, a figure of 643.8 acres of high ground was used when projecting deer numbers
within the park, yielding an estimate of approximately 161 deer within the park.

Interestingly, only a single fawn was observed each night of the survey. Certainly
the potential exists for much higher recruitment than was observed, as both does and
bucks were in good body condition with ample food and suitable habitat. It should be
noted that park employees and staff have noticed an increasing number of coyotes within
the park, and coyotes were observed each night we conducted the survey. Perhaps it can
be inferred that an increasing coyote population is affecting white-tailed deer recruitment
within the park, but more research would be needed to confirm this suspicion.

Options for Population Management

Regulated Hunting — Regulated hunting is the best viable option and should be
encouraged whenever feasible. This option provides recreational opportunities for
hunters, revenue for property owners and is generally the most economically feasible
strategy to manage deer. However, legal restrictions (e.g., discharge of firearm laws,
timing of hunting activity), safety and other limitations (e.g., hunters resistant to
harvesting adequate numbers of does) may limit the effectiveness of regulated hunting in
some situations. The Georgia Department of Natural Resources can issue depredation



permits outside of the normal hunting seasons. These permits are only applicable when
commercial agriculture damage and aircraft safety is of concern. Additional information
about hunting seasons, bag limits, and depredation permits may be found online at
www.georgiawildlife.com or by contacting the Georgia Department of Natural Resources
headquarters in Social Circle by telephone at 770-918-6416.

Managed Hunts — Managed hunts on public lands (e.g., parks, greenspace, water &
sewer authority lands, etc.) using licensed hunters can be structured to maximize deer
removal efforts. Stipulations may include designated dates and times of hunts, weapon
restrictions, and safety certification of hunters. By concentrating hunting pressure during
specific times, managed public hunts can be an effective management tool. Additionally,
land management entities may derive economic value by charging hunt fees to cover
administrative costs.

Professional Deer Removal — In instances where regulated hunting is not practical or
effective, USDA APHIS Wildlife Services may conduct lethal deer removal under a
depredation permit. Wildlife Services is permitted to use specialized equipment and
methods such as high-powered rifles fitted with noise suppressors; infrared and night
vision technologies for identification of safe shooting opportunities and to increase the
ability to locate deer; shooting at night and from vehicles; and other methods. Deer
harvested by Wildlife Services provides venison for charitable donation and biological
data that assesses overall deer herd health. A professional deer removal usually requires
the least amount of time, compared to other methods, to reach desired population goals.
Trap and Transfer — Capturing and relocating deer to another location is not an option
in Georgia because this practice is not legal. Legal considerations notwithstanding, trap
and transfer of deer is expensive, ideal relocation sites are limited, and relocated deer
typically suffer greater than 50% mortality.

Fertility Control — USDA APHIS Wildlife Services is conducting ongoing research
through its National Wildlife Research Center in the development of a fertility control
agent to limit deer population growth. To date, tests of fertility control in deer
populations in fenced enclosures have demonstrated limited effectiveness. If registered,
future use of fertility control will have limited applicability, especially for large
populations of free-ranging deer. Implementation of a fertility control program would be
dependant of State laws regarding such activities and could be very costly. Herd
reductions would still be necessary to reduce damage since fertility control does not
directly reduce deer numbers.

Agency Contacts

To obtain assistance with mitigating damage caused by wildlife please contact the
Georgia Wildlife Services state office at 706-546-5637.
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