Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency
Deer Management

CURRENT AND PROJECTED STATUS

The range of white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) in Tennessee has expanded
from a few counties in east Tennessee in the 1940's to all 95 counties in the state.
Herd growth has been such that hunting is allowed in all Tennessee counties with the
Tennessee deer herd numbering approximately 900,000 animals. Growth of the
Tennessee deer herd is expected to continue to increase at 1-2 % per year for the
near future with most expansion occurring in the Mississippi River counties and in
eastern Tennessee. Due to less productive habitat and other factors, eastern
Tennessee has been the slowest area of the state for deer population growth. The
deer herd in middle and west Tennessee has reached the point in some areas where
management efforts are focused at slowing or stabilizing herd growth, and
sometimes reducing the overall size of the herd. These population trends and goals
should continue into the near future.

PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE USE

The white-tailed deer is Tennessee's most popular big game animal. The Agency's
white-tailed deer program began in the 1940's with the initiation of deer restoration
activities. From 1940 to 1985 over 9,000 deer were released into various counties
and wildlife management areas of Tennessee. Coverage of the state was relatively
complete during this effort, and deer populations were successfully established
statewide.

Because of restoration initiatives, effective game laws, and wise management, the
deer herd in Tennessee has increased dramatically from approximately 2,000 deer in
the 1940's to an estimated 900,000 animals in 2005. To date, the majority of the
herd exists in middle and western Tennessee, while densities in the Mississippi River
counties, the Cumberland Plateau, and far eastern portions of the state remain below
desired levels. The increasing deer population has been reflected in an increasing
harvest, which was a record 179,542 deer during the 2004/05 season (Figure 1).
Hunter success has grown with the increasing harvests, hitting an all-time high in
2004 with 46% of deer hunters harvesting at least one deer. Although hunter
numbers have declined slightly since their peak of 242,000 in 1999, they have
remained relatively stable since the turn of the century, averaging 217,400 deer
hunters per year (Figure 2).

The economy of Tennessee has benefited from the rise in deer numbers in terms of
increased revenues to small businesses in rural areas, sporting goods businesses,
hotels and restaurants, etc.

In 1991, hunting related expenditures had an overall impact of over $405,238,000 to
Tennessee's economy. This number doubled over five years and in 1996, hunters
poured in over $909,687,000 to the local economy. Unfortunately that number
decreased in 2001 due to the slight decline in hunter numbers. Hunting expenditures
in 2001 resulted in an economic impact of $654,682,000.

In recent years, the Agency's attention has turned to increasing and maintaining the
doe harvest in order to control herd growth. This has been accomplished through



liberalized antlerless bag limits, liberalized deer tagging regulations, increased
seasons, and increased non-quota antlerless hunting opportunities. Overall, this
strategy has worked relatively well, as most areas are harvesting the desired number
of does. The percentage of does in the overall harvest has increased steadily from
19% in 1984 to 32% in 1994 to 45% in 2004 (Figure 3).

In response to the growing popularity of quality deer management (QDM), the
Agency has continually researched QDM initiatives. QDM is generally defined by
three principles: 1.) improving or providing optimum deer habitat; 2.) adequate doe
harvest; and 3.) maturation of the male segment of the herd. Although the State
does not argue the importance and legitimacy of all three practices, QDM can not be
practiced on a statewide basis since it is impossible for the Agency to provide
optimum habitat statewide due to the expanse and physiographic variability of the
land. Therefore, QDM is best left as a management tool utilized by individual hunters
and/or landowners. Statewide regulations have allowed QDM practitioners to
implement their strategies with great success, while also keeping non-QDM
practitioners happy. Human dimension studies conducted by the University of
Tennessee show a deer hunting satisfaction rate of approximately 80% between the
years 2000-2004.

Historical data from Tennessee suggests that there has been no negative impact on
the herd due to lower buck limits (11-buck limit pre-1998, 3-buck limit post-1998). A
comparison of buck age structure from annual deer harvest suggests that the
Tennessee deer herd compares favorably with those states with more restrictive
buck regulations. It is the Agency’s belief that hunting opportunities should be as
liberal as possible without having a negative impact on the herd; therefore, more
restrictive regulations should not be adopted unless it is the will of the majority of
the hunting public. The Agency’s deer management program has achieved an 82%
approval rate utilizing this philosophy.

As we progress into the future, the Agency faces a number of challenges in its deer
management program. Perhaps number one among these challenges are the
problems caused by the stabilization and/or reduction in the numbers of hunters.
With the overall deer herd increasing at an estimated rate of 1-2% per year, and
especially with the anticipated herd growth in eastern and far western Tennessee in
the next few years, it will become more difficult to harvest the necessary number of
does with little or no growth in hunter numbers. The second most challenging aspect
results from the lack of communication between the Agency and hunters. All too
often, hunters rely on outside sources of information regarding deer and deer
hunting. These outside sources sometimes do not give the proper information, or
even worse, feed hunters misguided, commercially based information which does not
pertain to statewide management. It is in the best interest of the Agency to ensure
our hunters are given the best and most accurate information possible in regards to
Tennessee deer management.

Over the next 15 years, public demand for deer hunting is expected to remain at
current levels or possibly increase slightly. With ever burgeoning human populations
encroaching into prime deer habitat, the tolerance level of people experiencing deer
damage may result in a lowering of the cultural carrying capacity. Balancing healthy
deer herds and human tolerance levels will be a focus of the deer management
program for decades to come.
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Percentage of Female Deer in Harvest 1980-2004
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