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HRC Calls for a Return
to the 9-day Gun Season

Today the WI Hunters Rights
Coalition (HRC) released the rec-
ommendations they will take to
the Joint Legislative hearing on
Thurs. and offer to the Natural Re-
sources Board (NRB) in January. 

The centerpiece of the HRC
recommendations call for a return
to the Traditional 9-day deer gun
season statewide including CWD
zones and the elimination of Earn-
a-Buck and additional herd control
seasons for a period of 5 years.
This will allow the SAK deer pop-
ulation model to work as it was
designed. 

Preliminary numbers from
this year’s 9-day gun season show
a 30% decline in overall harvest
from last year, but even more trou-
bling is the decline in buck harvest
to the lowest level since 1980.  The
buck harvest is the best indicator
of population trends.  In 1980 the
population estimate after the hunt
was 565,255 deer, more than 23%
below the current statewide goal of
733,000.  In 1980 the antlerless har-
vest was only 70,000 deer, gun and
bow combined, this year’s antler-
less harvest may well double that
of 1980 making matters even
worse for next year.

The SAK audit, hunter obser-
vations and car kill data predicted

this collapse in the deer popula-
tion. It was irresponsible of the De-
partment and the NRB, not to err
on the side of caution for the ’09
season as hunters asked last April
when hundreds gathered at the
State Capitol.  It is almost criminal
though that they ignored the Leg-
islature’s request to suspend De-
cember hunts this year after the
preliminary numbers were in.
Preliminary harvest data last year
compelled the HRC to call for a
suspension of the December hunts
in ‘08.

It may well take decades for
deer populations to return espe-
cially in portions of the North
where the state does not have the
ability to manage wolf popula-
tions.  This economic impact to a
billion dollar industry will be felt
for years to come.

Wisconsin’s deer manage-
ment program is like a three
legged stool. To work it requires
accurate population estimates,
proper population goals and a sea-
son structure that works and is ac-
ceptable to hunters as well as other
users and stakeholder groups.  It is
clear now all three legs are in need
of repair.

Although it was not the choice
of hunters to work on season struc-
ture first, the NRB chose to ignore
the Legislatures request to address
population goals and population

estimates.  The HRC and other
groups though worked extremely
hard on the Earn-a-Buck Alterna-
tive Committee to develop a sea-
son package that would be
acceptable to all stakeholders.  The
Department thwarted those efforts
by overreaching with a season pro-
posal nothing like the packages
put forth by the committee, know-
ing full well their proposal did not
meet the NRB mandate of accept-
able to hunters.

The game has changed; peo-
ple are looking for accountability
with calls to replace the deer man-
agement team. There is not a single
region of the state that did not
show an alarming decline in buck
harvest including the CWD units.
Preliminary buck harvest data in-
dicates most of the state may be
well below goal.  For over a decade
the Department insisted on unpop-
ular herd control methods and sea-
sons creating deep division among
user groups, and now it’s clear, the
deer population problem could
have been solved by simply issu-
ing adequate antlerless tags as pre-
scribed in NR10 of Administrative
Code.

Coalition 
Recommendations
1. Bring in outside experts to re-
calculate current population esti-
mates along with hunter and

hunting group involvement.
To gain credibility with

hunters, this must be done in a
similar fashion to the recently com-
pleted bear study.  It must be con-
ducted by experts from outside the
state and include involvement
from the hunting community.  It
must be ongoing for a period of
several years.  With the recent
windfall in P/R funds available to
the state, we would hope this proj-
ect would take precedence over
other proposed studies.

2. Require that calculated non-
harvest related mortalities (preda-
tion, car kills, etc.) are subtracted
from post-hunt calculations to de-
termine final overwinter popula-
tion.

It was determined by the SAK
audit that consistent over or un-
derestimation of the percentage of
non-harvest mortality could have
long term consequences on the
deer abundance estimates. Confi-
dence in SAK outputs would
greatly improve if non-harvest
mortalities were transparent and
also removed from overwinter
population estimates.

3. Eliminate all additional Herd
Control seasons and EAB and re-
turn to a 9- day gun season for a
period of 5 years statewide, in-
cluding CWD management
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zones, to allow the SAK formula the needed
time to stabilize.

Two consecutive years of dramatically
falling buck harvest indicate population esti-
mates are far below DNR estimates.  The last
year the gun season recorded a buck harvest of
less than 90,000 deer was in 1980.  The
statewide post-hunt population in 1980 was
565,255 deer.  This is 25% below current
statewide population goals.  SAK calculations
require 5 year averages of consistent buck har-
vest.  With inconsistent seasons and Earn-a-
Buck, accurate population estimates are
impossible.  The dramatic decline in antlerless
harvest in ’09 indicates the deer aren’t there
and hunters are electing to forgo venison in the
freezer and not shoot the few they see. This
also led to the dismal Oct. harvest of 11,000
deer total including the CWD zones where
hunters still had to qualify for a buck tag. This
year’s Oct. gun harvest was little more than
archers harvested during the same 4-day pe-
riod in ’06 and ’07.  CWD units are also man-
aged to goals and the dramatic decline in those
units indicates the aerial survey model is also
flawed and populations may already be at or
below current goals. It is also demonstrated in
historical harvest data that hunters can and
will shoot adequate numbers of antlerless deer
in a 9-day season if the deer are there and ade-
quate tags are issued.

4. For the initial 5 years, if a tool is needed to
reduce populations in units still determined
to be more than 20% over goal, the Depart-
ment should issue free and/or $2 Herd Con-
trol tags, including the Public/Private land
tag proposal from EAB Alternative rule to
minimize the risk of overharvest on public
land.

This provides hunters the tools to harvest
antlerless deer where local populations may be
abundant without forcing hunters to harvest
antlerless deer in areas where local popula-
tions may be depleted.  It will also limit tags on
public land where hunters are less vested and
less likely to make the assessment that popula-
tions are low. It is continually stated by the
DNR that deer are not dispersed equally over
the landscape so a one size fits all approach to
address a few hot spot areas within a manage-
ment unit also risks over harvest in many local
areas where deer are less abundant.  The key
component of the record harvests of the last
decade was the availability of free antlerless
tags. The most successful harvest season was
in 2000 when hunters were provided 2 free
tags with the purchase of a license. With the 2

free tags, of the 528,494 deer harvested in the
gun seasons, just fewer than 90% of them were
harvested during the regular 9-day gun sea-
son.

5.  If further Herd Control methods are
needed at the end of the 5 year term, before
Earn-a-Buck and Herd Control Hunts are im-
plemented, we recommend the Department
look to the 2009 EAB Alternative Committee's
recommendations that could be supported by
all stakeholders.

There were many good recommendations
that were developed by the Earn-a-Buck Alter-
native Committee. Underestimation of the dis-
mal results of this year’s deer harvest by the
DNR and overreaching with a rule package
that most on the committee knew would not
have hunter support may result in the commit-
tees work being shelved for some time since
herd control appears not to be the issue.  If the
DNR is diligent about correcting population
estimates, establishing goals at a level to pro-
vide good hunting as required by law and is-
sues antlerless tags appropriately, additional
herd control measures should not be neces-
sary.

Goals

1. Determine deer goals for total square
miles of area and not square miles of habitat.

Most of the Deer Management units that
are habitually over goal are units that have sig-
nificant areas that are not currently defined as
deer habitat. A timely example of non-habitat
is corn fields.  Yet, standing corn was one of
the reasons stated for the harvest being down
this year, the deer were in the corn.  Many
farmland areas have goals of 20 to 25 deer per
sq. mile of defined habitat.  If a unit is at 50%
habitat it means that these units at goal should
only have 10 to 12.5 deer per sq. mile of land
area.  Some units are only at 20% habitat or 4 to
5 deer per sq mile of land area.  The biological
carrying capacity of farmland areas is 80 to 100
deer per sq. mile. These goals are set at social
carrying capacity, yet most farmers and
landowners will never shoot their deer down
to these low goals.  A unit with a goal of 20
deer per sq. mi. of currently defined habitat
and 50% deer habitat will produce at goal
about 5 deer per year per square mile of total
land area for harvest, or one deer for every 128
acres.  If a land owner is paying recreational
rate property taxes they expect to be able to
harvest more than 1 deer per 128 acres.  A sim-

ple solution to this would be to establish goals
per sq. mi. of total land area, like virtually
every other state, and the habitual over goal
problem will be remedied.

2.  Establish deer population goals at a level
capable of sustaining an annual total hunter
harvest (all seasons, gun, bow, tribal, crop
damage, etc.) of 400,000 deer plus the 15%
wounding loss and the non-harvest mortality.

It has been stated by the DNR that at cur-
rent goal, hunters are expected to harvest
about 270,000 to 290,000 deer.  Since 1990
hunters have harvested over 400,000 deer an-
nually with the exception of 4 years including
this year which may end up just shy of 300,000.
It is clear that this year’s level falls short of
what hunters consider good deer hunting.
Hunters have demonstrated they are capable
of harvesting in excess of 600,000 when deer
are plentiful.  To sustain a harvest of 400,000
deer and account for non-harvest mortalities
the over winter goal needs to be at least be-
tween 1,000,000 to 1,200,000 deer over winter
or just under 25 deer per sq. mi. of total land
area, well within the biological carrying capac-
ity of most of the state. For the last 10 years,
DNR’s population estimates have been within
that range while car deer collisions and crop
damage complaints declined since their peak
in the 90’s.
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