Peggie Liew

Ecology, Environment, & the Anthropocene
Prof. Christopher Jensen

2017 October 17

White-Tailed Deer Overpopulation

When we think of the word, ‘deer’, what is the first thing that comes to mind? It would
have to be Disney’s beloved white-tailed deer, Bambi. In the original work, Bambi was initially
introduced as a roe deer. So why did Disney decide to change it? Firstly, roe deers do not
populate the North American terrain. Secondly, the white-tailed deer is notable for being one of
North America’s most widespread species. However, their population may be too dense for the
ecosystem to handle. How does one species's population affect the biodiversity within an
ecological community. With research, I will be able to give an explanation on how the
overpopulation of the white-tailed deer can greatly affect the biodiversity within a community,
mainly the plant species. Along with this research, I will also be covering the basic facts about
the white-tailed deer and their social and adaptive behaviors in order to gain a better
understanding of how they are so widely spread within the North American terrain. To add on, I
will also touch upon certain solutions to control the deer overpopulation and whether or not they
are effective; one being the introduction of predators within the deer populated area as well as
certain proposals that can contribute to the management of the population.

The majority of the white-tailed deer population usually inhabit forests, brush areas and
farmlands located within the eastern regions of North America [2]. They are known to be
abundant during the winter season, as they tend to over browse a forest by feeding off of tree
bark and twigs [1]. When eating, they rip away vegetation rather than snipping due to their lack
of upper incisors, which can cause difficulty for regeneration for many plants [2]. According to
the research from David H. Hirth, the number of adult doe groups within a year is most abundant
over the summer and fall season whereas June being the least abundant, when the majority of the
fawns are born [7]. Such information can lead to the conclusion that more does result to more
births which can cause an increase in population density, as one doe can give birth to at most
two, or even three, fawns depending on the abundance of food [2]. Because of the excessive
amount of deer hunting that occurred back in the years, wildlife managers made sure to enforce
rules in order to prevent the endangerment of the species such as shortening hunting seasons and
limiting the hunting to bucks in order to aid the herds’ recovery. Bucks were also hunted mostly
because of their antlers, which may explain why there are fewer numbers of them in comparison.
They also tried to make a more favorable habitat for the deer herds by creating grassy, open
regions [7]. However, such plan backlashed as there is a great abundance of does which result to
a great abundance of offspring in the later years.

The white-tailed deer is a notable herbivore, so it is understandable that the majority of
the damage that the white-tailed deer population makes is inflicted on many forest ecosystems in



North America. The deer population density can cause a great decrease in the regeneration of
many valuable plant species within those forests. One of those victims being the Allegheny
hardwood forests of northwestern Pennsylvania. Nancy G. Tilghman examined the impact of
deer on seedlings, shrubs, and herbaceous plants. She had 5 groups of different deer population
densities. It is to concluded that the group with the highest deer density reduced the diversity of
herbaceous plants, but increased the regeneration of ferns and black cherries. They also stunt the
growth of many tree seedlings as well as consuming them, causing only the regeneration of ferns
[4]. Such information can indicate the great effect the deer population density has on forest
compositions. As they rip away the tree seedlings and other common plant species, the plant’s
height and reproduction can be greatly affected. The seedling would take a much longer time
regrowing to the height previous to the deer’s consumption. To add on, more than one deer will
take their share from that very same plant. As a result, there will be difficulty in regeneration of
tree composition as well as other common species [8]. Such alteration within the forest
ecosystem and composition can also greatly affect other species within those regions.

The forest can only give so much for the deer population to consume, thus results the
number native plant species to decrease. As the white-tailed deer take in those native species, the
abundance of exotic, invasive plant species will grow in abundance. As the white-tailed deer are
browsing, they also play the role as seed-dispersal agents since the seeds hitch a little ride on the
deer until they eventually fall off. Though it may sound very helpful for the ecosystem, it is a
double-edge sword as it can also distribute seeds of invasive species. Because of such
distribution, more invasive plants will grow and take over more area within the biome. Due to
the invasion of these exotic species, the ecosystem will go through some changes in order to
sustain its life. Such factor would be the change in soil pH, as invasive species can elevate the
nitrate uptake [3]. These changes can greatly affect the native plant species as they are not
accustomed to the change in the soil pH, which may end up costing their lifespan. This change
can possibly greatly affect the functionality of an ecosystem as it slowly affects plants and
animals altogether.

As white-tailed deer are known to roam through not only forests, but also farmland, it is
highly likely that their population can be a great concern for the human community. Deer not
only consume forest plant species, but may also devour crops from farmlands. Such loss equates
to the lost of money for the farmers. There are also deer-vehicle incidents that occur within the
human populated areas, causing many to find the deer a nuisance (especially in the suburban
areas) [5]. In 1991, it was reported that 538,000 deer-vehicle collisions have occurred in 35
states. These collisions also cost money as an estimation of the values of repairment bills total to
almost $1.1 billion [9]. As the population is getting out of hand, wildlife managers try to find
solutions regarding the management of the population. It is best that the does are to be gamed as
there is an abundance within the wilderness. Though game production, otherwise known as
hunting, is an effective choice of regulation, there are many areas which prohibit hunting
activities. To add on, hunters tend to hunt in favor of tradition and satisfaction rather than



regulating a population [5]. If the hunters were to game in favor for the latter, it would greatly
help control the overpopulation of the white-tailed deer as well as the overfeeding of plant
species which can greatly benefit the community. To find ways to manage the population,
gathering research is a must. Wildlife managers must expand their research in order to find the
main factors that contribute to the growth of the deer population, allowing them to alter any
changes within the area. Such information can spread to the community, as people will find ways
to contribute to such cause.

Though hunting is seen in a negative light by human society, one other possible solution
for regulating the size of the white-tailed deer would be introducing more predators within the
vicinity. One of the white-tailed deers predators is the coyote. In 2015, the coyote population
slowly reached into the eastern region of North America. This caused a great decline within the
white-tailed deer population [6]. The coyotes are more likely to prey on the deer neonates as they
are much easier and vulnerable targets in comparison to the adults. As one doe can bear twins
(sometimes three), the amount of food source is tempting to that of the coyote. Although the
solution is efficient towards the issue, such solution may not be a dependable for various of
reasons. Being carnivores, coyotes have the variety to consume different prey, so the relation
between the coyote and the consumption of deer may fluctuate within time. There may also be
another rising issue involving human interaction as well as the people not only have to interact
with the deer, but with the coyotes as well. More incidents may possibly occur. However, by
maintaining regulation and close monitoring, these solutions so far seem plausible.

With this research, I plan to illustrate a short storybook, preferably a children’s book.
The production will either be illustrated digitally or by hand, and will be printed into a book.
Initially, I wanted to have the story center around a baby deer and show the changes revolving
around the baby deer’s home. However, such changes may be difficult to show as they have
already happened way before the baby deer would even be born. Instead, the story would revolve
around an elderly deer and her family. She’ll tell stories of the “good ol’ days” to her
grandchildren, describing how things were way different back then. With this idea, [ will try to
incorporate the research that I’ve gathered such as when the elder deer discovered the first
invasive plant species, or when she noticed the changes in her surroundings. I want to convey
how the deer population can greatly affect the environment that it inhabits, and how it can affect
other species as well. I would also like to incorporate the distribution and growth of exotic
invasive plant species within the ecosystems as the deer play a significant role regarding the
distribution. Although it may not be suitable for a children’s book, I would like to include some
solutions that can help regulate the deer population such as “doe harvesting” or predatory
introduction in a non-grotesque fashion. There would also be some human interaction in order to
show how the deer population affects the lives of humans. By creating a children’s book, all the
research can be easily digested and the story will be simple and easy to understand.
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