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Introduction

Montana residents are finding that spotting wildlife near their homes—whether they be in a rural area or within the city limits—is becoming more common.  Some adaptable animals, such as deer, can do well in our urban or environments. As their populations grow, so do human wildlife issues involving public health, public safety, property damage, wildlife health, and changing public perceptions of wildlife.  As a result, in many areas local governments, state agencies, and various citizens have been challenged on how to best address urban wildlife conflicts.  

It can also be difficult to get a consensus from the local stakeholders as to how to keep wildlife densities compatible with resident desires, safety and habitat capacity.  There is no easy solution to the problem—no management method or set of methods exist that will gain total agreement from all stakeholders.  There are, however, many methods that can be used to lessen damages caused by deer and other wildlife, and there are numerous methods that can be used to lower wildlife populations.  The most any individual or group can do is become educated and make informed decisions.  

Deer management in urban areas is of immediate concern in Montana, but many of the actions taken to address the issue can also be effective in managing other urban wildlife. The following question/answer format covers many of the issues associated with urban wildlife in Montana, with particular focus on deer. If you have any additional questions feel free to contact your nearest Fish, Wildlife & Parks Office.

Background

Q:  What types of urban wildlife conflicts do we have in Montana?

Urban wildlife issues can be categorized into four areas: a) human safety (i.e., bears, lions, and moose); b) property damage (i.e. deer); c) disease – domestic animal, wildlife and human diseases; d) road kills; e) small animal and bird conflicts; and f) waterfowl.
Q:  What has traditionally been done about these conflicts?
Fish, Wildlife & Parks’ traditional response has been to treat the human safety issues as a priority for response and to provide educational materials on all conflicts.  Fish, Wildlife & Parks offers suggestions on how to minimize conflicts from game animals and small animals in urban settings through its Living With Wildlife brochure series, however, small animal complaints are often handled by the local animal damage control office or private sector businesses.  Waterfowl and other migratory bird conflicts often require involvement by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service.

Q:  What is currently being done about these conflicts?
Fish Wildlife & Parks biologists, city officials, and interested citizens—all Members of the Urban Wildlife Working Group— began meeting in March 2004 to develop strategies for how FWP will work with cities and towns to control problem wildlife. The primary focus of the Urban Wildlife Working Group (UWWG) was deer. Although other species, such as elk, bears, geese, beavers, etc. were considered; deer were determined to be of the most immediate concern. In the overall discussion, the group felt that the potential proposed management options and policies for urban deer management were also effective in managing other wildlife.

Q:  What kinds of problems might residents have with deer?

Residents may have problems with property damage, safety concerns due to vehicle collisions, and disease.  Damage to landscaping and gardens result because deer are browsing animals that like to eat a variety of different plants, fruits, vegetables, and grains. Well-fertilized and watered landscapes and gardens can be much more desirable to the deer than the surrounding common areas that are likely not watered or fertilized. Deer can kill or remove small trees, some plants or entire plant beds. Bucks often damage small trees by rubbing their antlers on the tree as they prepare for the mating season. 

Agricultural crops, as well as residential landscapes and gardens, can be depredated severely if adjacent deer densities are high or if adjacent food sources are poor. These deer damage situations are usually tolerated well in moderation, however increasing deer densities can lead residents to a feeling that they have to share too much with the deer, and the damage becomes less tolerated. 

Wildlife Numbers
Q:  What kinds of deer densities do we see today in Montana?
Deer densities in Montana are quite good and population densities follow several cycles. However, Montana is such a large and diverse state that individual deer densities throughout the state vary. In many of the cities and towns in the state the deer densities can be quite high.

Q:   How did we come to have high wildlife densities in some of our neighborhoods?
Population increases in rural areas, lack of hunting pressure in and around urban areas, firearms-discharge restrictions in developing areas, wildlife feeding, wildlife adaptability to urban habitats, drought, loss of habitat and other factors, have all resulted in rapid increases of urban wildlife populations. 

Deer are attracted to the food in watered and landscaped subdivisions and community open space and greenways (parks, trails, golf courses) that provide favorable habitat. These deer are welcome in most yards at least occasionally, and it can take some time before their welcome wears out.  Few people give much thought to appropriate deer numbers until deer have already exceeded appropriate levels.  At this time the situation can become very heated, personal and political.  Just the potential for controversy can encourage people to ignore any needs to correct the problems.

Q:  What is the right number of deer?

Biological capacity of our urban areas can be as many as 100 deer per square mile.  The major question communities have to answer, once they have made the decision that they have too many deer, is what is their social carrying capacity for deer—or how many deer are the citizens willing to tolerate.

Urban Wildlife Working Group (UWWG)

Q:  What is the Urban Wildlife Working Group (UWWG)?

The Urban Wildlife Working Group is a group composed of Fish Wildlife & Parks biologists, city officials, and interested citizens that were convened to address urban wildlife conflicts across the state.   
Q:  Why was the group formed?

In 2003, this issue of urban wildlife was elevated to the state legislature and HB 249 was passed, giving cities and towns, with FWP approval, the authority to adopt and implement a plan to control, remove and restrict game animals within its boundaries for public health and safety purposes.  The legislation provided an opportunity for FWP to work with city and town governments in a united effort to address the urban wildlife conflict concerns of local citizens. 

The UWWG was formed to develop a strategy for working with local governments on these types of issues and to determine FWP’s role in control efforts that are undertaken.

Q:  What is the group doing?

The group has considered a variety of big game species, but the focus of the group has been on issues related to deer around the state.  Property damage, vehicle collisions, human safety, and disease are the primary concerns.   The UWWG’s first meeting was March 5, 2004 in Helena.  Since that time, the group has met every 4-6 weeks.

Q:  What is the group’s long-term goal?

The group’s long-term goal is to develop strategies and recommendations for addressing urban wildlife issues, particularly deer.  One possibility is to develop a manual that will provide municipal leaders with management options.  Additionally, FWP will provide technical advice and oversight, allowing community leaders to develop a plan specific to their area. FWP would also provide assistance in formulating new state laws or in modifying existing law. When the community plans have been developed and approved, FWP would then provide the necessary authority or permits to the community for implementation of those plans.  

Consequences of not Addressing the Issue

Q:  What if we don’t address urban wildlife conflicts across the state?

Rapid wildlife population growth will continue as long as communities limit mortality factors and suitable habitat is available. If we choose not to take action early, as problems start to develop, communities will eventually be forced to deal with an even greater problem of both increasing populations and increasing costs to rectify the problem. Additionally, we will experience increased vehicle wildlife collisions and more property damage.   

Urban Wildlife Management Options

Q:  What methods of population control are there?

There are a variety of strategies or options that can be used for controlling deer populations.  Not all options can be implemented in every area due to certain physical, sociological, legal, and/or geographical limitations.  Here are some of the options:  

Allow Nature to Take Its Course - This option takes no action to reduce local deer numbers. It relies on car collisions, poaching, emigration, predation, dogs and natural mortality to control population size.

Increase Size of Habitat – This option is intended to add additional deer habitat to an area to decrease the overall deer density. Without corresponding population controls however, this method is effective only short-term. Its effectiveness would be dependent on the amount of additional habitat added and the rate at which deer populations increase to fill the habitat.
Provide Supplemental Feeding – This option is intended to deter deer from sensitive feeding areas to other less sensitive areas through provision of designated feeding stations. This is not only a short term solution for a very limited area, it has not proven effective, and in many instances it actually increases deer populations in an area.

Regulated or Controlled Public Hunts - In areas where local law permits, controlled public hunts can be used to effectively reduce deer populations. Permissible weapons may need to be restricted to perhaps shotguns or bow and arrow. In some instances it may be desirable, or even necessary, to require the hunters to take local orientation courses and/or pass safety and proficiency tests before they are allowed to participate in the hunt. Bow hunting has become the most popular public hunting method in urban deer management. 
Reproductive or Fertility Control - The intent of fertility control agents is to reduce the reproductive output so that it is equal to or less than the mortality rate. In urban deer populations the mortality rates are generally very low, requiring that 70 to 90 percent of the does be treated to effectively reduce population growth. Today’s technology enables the successful control of fertility in individually treated animals, but most of these methods are still experimental and unproven at the population level for use in deer control. The time and effort required to treat a sufficient number of individual deer to achieve control over the population greatly reduces the cost efficiency of fertility control methods. The best contraceptives now available also have to be re-administered every 1-2 years. This may be an option in the future, but until the Food and Drug Administration approves birth control compounds in deer, more field studies have been completed and the overall costs of this option are lowered, it cannot be seriously considered.

Live trapping and Sterilization –Trapping and sterilization requires the capture of individual animals, and the administration of drugs or surgery. This results in high stress to animals, and produces little, if any, reduction in deer densities. Consequently, sterilization has not proven to be a very efficient or cost effective population control technique. 

Trap and Transfer/Euthanize – The trap and transfer method can be stressful and result in high mortality rates in the relocated deer. The degree to which deer are stressed is measurable in some instances. This option can be very labor intensive and in general it may not be cheap. Additionally, in high-density deer situations there are seldom any other places to release deer. Consequently, trapping and euthanizing becomes more practical.

“Sharpshooters” or Shooting by Authorized Agents – “Sharpshooting” is widely considered the quickest way to lower an existing overpopulation of deer. It can also be used in instances where local ordinances or public opposition prevent the use of public hunting to control deer populations. Sharpshooting must be applied safely and with little disturbance to residents. Typically deer are shot over bait sites by moving or stationary marksmen. The deer are commonly donated and processed for regional food banks. 

Predator Reintroduction - This option is intended to restore natural deer predators to an area to cause a reduction in the population from predation.  The lack of suitable habitat (i.e., large, isolated, undeveloped areas), the mobility of many predators, the close proximity to humans, and the potential for predators to kill non-target species make this method unsuitable in most situations. 

Q:  What methods of population control are the best?
A variety of population control methods are available (see above), and it is best to choose a strategy that is customized to fit a particular region or community.  It has been found that it is best to use a combination of several options depending on the situation, or to prioritize options, so that if the first option does not achieve the density goal, another option can be implemented to supplement the initial results. 

In addition to preventive measures, some form of deer population control is generally necessary. Reducing the deer population is the only method that offers any kind of a long-term solution. To be most effective, the bottom line is that in order to reduce deer problems, deer numbers have to be reduced. To do so deer will likely have to be killed.   

Q:  What preventative measures for safety and property damage are available?

Food and shelter are the most common attractions for wildlife, and eliminating as many of these attractions is the key to preventing wildlife intrusions and property damage.  Many landscape and garden plants are attractants; eliminate preferred food plants, use repellants, and/or use plastic netting and fencing.  

Also do not feed wildlife, and encourage other members of your neighborhood to refrain from feeding as well.  Feeding will attract larger numbers of deer and in turn may cause property damage and health and safety concerns such as deer-vehicle collisions and disease.  Increased deer numbers in neighborhoods may also attract animals that prey on deer, such as bears and mountain lions.

For more specifics, FWP publishes a series of brochures called “Living with Wildlife” that details strategies to effectively protect property and enjoy wildlife near your home.  These brochures are available from your nearest FWP office or online: http://fwp.state.mt.us/wildthings/livingwwildlife/default.html.

Q:  What are other states doing to manage urban wildlife?

Many communities and wildlife agencies in other states have been dealing with deer and other nuisance wildlife for some time. Over the years, a number of guiding principles have been developed by state wildlife agencies to help communities deal with problem wildlife. In planning, the UWWG relied upon the experiences of other states and communities heavily.  

Generally a community task force or working group is organized. The group first determines the extent of the problem and settles on a number of deer that the community can live with, in addition to the management options that will be acceptable in their community. 

Then sharpshooters and/or a large public hunt may be needed for one or more years to bring deer numbers down to an acceptable level. This effort is then combined with ongoing preventive measures and other remedial measures, such as barriers, special hunts, trap and release or trap and euthanize, to maintain the deer densities at the acceptable level for the community. 

All of the methods have their pros and cons, and a community needs to decide what is best. Whatever methods are selected, they must be ongoing. If preventive and remedial actions are not continued, the community will be right back where they started with unacceptable deer numbers. 

Q:  Is hunting ever used in urban areas?

Yes.  Community hunts or special hunts have become quite common in many states. In areas where local laws permit, controlled public hunts can be used to effectively reduce deer populations.  Bow hunting has become the most popular public hunting method in urban deer management. Many local and national archery associations have been used and have acquired extensive experience in assisting communities in developing public hunts, training hunters and even in managing the hunt itself.  
There are a number of areas or sites in Montana where regulated hunting will not be an acceptable management option. The application of regulated hunting programs in urban communities is affected by (1) safety concerns, (2) conflicting social attitudes and perceptions about wildlife and, (3) firearm-discharge ordinances. 
Q:  Can you trap deer and put them in areas where they won’t cause problems?

Translocation of deer from higher population areas to lower population areas is often suggested as a control method. Although this method may seem more humane, it actually can be stressful and result in high mortality rates in the relocated deer. Furthermore, there usually are few, if any, sites available to which the deer can be relocated that don’t already have enough deer.

Deer can also be trapped and subsequently killed. The trap and dispatch option can be most effective in areas where other options cannot feasibly be employed or where individual deer are identified as the problem. 

Feeding Wildlife

Q:  Does feeding wildlife cause any problems?

Yes.  Feeding wildlife may increase and concentrate the number of animals in the neighborhood, which can lead to property damage and public safety hazards, including disease.  Feeding may encourage deer to become dependent on human food sources, increase animal stress and disease, and attract predators such as mountain lions and bears.

Q:  What are the regulations for feeding wildlife in Montana?

Montana laws and regulations prohibit any person from providing food, garbage, or other feed attractant to game animals. 
Q:  How does feeding wildlife affect my neighborhood?

If one person in the neighborhood is feeding wildlife, that person is attracting wildlife to the whole neighborhood, which may cause property damage and health and safety concerns.  Increased deer numbers in neighborhoods may also attract animals that prey on deer, such as bears and mountain lions. Attracting these predators to neighborhoods can also be a safety concern for humans.  Reducing conflicts between people and wildlife must be a neighborhood and community effort to be truly effective.

Frequently Asked Questions
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