Are Deer Damaging Your Woodlot?

If your woodlot is in Yates County, the answer is probably yes!  According to a CCE Schuyler publication, deer populations of more than 14 deer per square mile can have a harmful impact on forest health.  Many areas in New York have 16 to over 40 deer per square mile, and based on reported DEC harvest rates, Yates County is definitely at the high end of this range.

Each deer eats about one ton of forage annually and much of this forage consists of young trees and seedlings, especially during the 6 month period November – April when higher quality browse and agricultural crops are not available. Assuming an estimated 40 deer per square mile and 338 square land miles, a quick calculation suggests that Yates County deer consume over 27 million pounds of forage annually!  

The impact of our high deer population can be seen in the lack of diverse seedlings and young trees in area woodlots.  If your woodlot has an open understory, chances are that it is on a path of decline as a result of over-browsing by deer.

Due to a tree’s relatively slow growth rate, damage caused by deer cannot be repaired quickly or easily.  Therefore all woodlot owners are encouraged to be proactive and take steps to prevent or reduce deer damage.  
Cornell Cooperative Extension Forestry suggests the following Best Management Practices for reducing deer damage in our woodlots:

· Monitor for deer damage
Inspect your woodlot for deformed seedlings, evidence of browse, deer trails, and excessive buck rubs. These are signs that deer are likely overpopulated and are impacting forest resources. Some forest owners have joined forces, combining adjacent acreage to develop a larger forestry cooperative to monitor and reduce deer damage.

· Allow access for hunting
Landowners who open their property for deer hunting with permission rarely incur a higher level of liability. New York's General Obligations Law (Sect. 9-103) protects landowners from recreation-based liability under a particular condition: the person is not paying you to access the property. This includes the hunters you give permission to hunt deer on your property.

· Protect seedlings with fencing, tree tubes and fallen trees
Fallen trees, fencing and tree tubes form barriers to deer, yet allow seedlings to grow vigorously. Avoid the temptation to "clean up" the woodland floor of branches and blow downs. Ice storm damage and trees intentionally felled to protect seedlings are especially helpful in this regard.
·  Increase familiarity with deer control programs
The NYS Department of Environmental Conservation has many programs available to forestland owners and hunters to encourage a healthy deer population balanced with sustainable forest regeneration. Visit the DEC and QDMA websites to learn about available deer control measures such as deer management permits, DMAPs, nuisance permits, quality deer management programs, and other incentives to help keep your local deer population in check.

Quality Deer Management is a management approach under which young bucks are protected from harvest and adequate numbers of female deer are harvested to produce healthy deer herds which are in balance with existing habitat conditions. A QDM effort including a QDM Cooperative totaling nearly 22,000 acres has existed in Yates County for the past 5 years.
Our county’s QDM Cooperative consists of property owners and hunters working together to improve the quality and health of our local deer herd and to maintain our deer population within the carrying capacity of existing habitat.  This is a voluntary affiliation and in no way entitles neighboring hunters access to other properties or diminishes the landowner’s control.  It is a collection of stakeholders who have established and abide by agreed upon deer management guidelines to enable improved deer management over a larger area.  Importantly, it provides forestland owners the tools to manage their herd, thus limiting damage to valuable timber resources.

For additional information about Quality Deer Management or Yates County’s QDM Cooperative call John Hammer @ 585/554-3336.

Yates County CCE Master Forest Owner volunteers are available to visit your woodlot and assist you with information and encouragement to help you manage your forestland.  For further information contact Yates County Cornell Cooperative Extension @ 315/536-5123.
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Protective fencing confirms the extent of forest devastation caused by deer overpopulation.

