Deer Ad-Hoc Advisory Committee Report 
Background

In January, 2010, the Fair Oaks Ranch City Council approved the formation of a Committee to address issues regarding deer and other wildlife in the City.  These issues included:

· “As the open rural environment in the City continues to evolve into a suburban environment, the City recognizes the need to strive for a balance between the natural wildlife and residents of Fair Oaks Ranch, and

· The City Council recognizes that there is a general public perception the deer population has significantly increased, and

· With the City’s responsibility for public health, welfare and safety, the City Council finds there is need to investigate the deer population and deer management options available for the white-tail and axis deer.”
Thus, A Deer Ad-Hoc Advisory Committee (DAHAC) was established by Resolution on January 21st 2010.  Alderman Mark Anderson was designated as Chair and the Resolution stated the Committee would “consist of a maximum of nine selected resident volunteers representing a proportionate cross-section of the city.”  Alderman Cheryl Landman (now Mayor, as of May 2010) would oversee the Committee as a Volunteer Liaison.   The following Committee members were selected:
Dean Gaubatz



JoAnn Gilliam


Mike Murphy

Robert “Skip” Rutherford*

Jaci Sprencel


Travis Wagner

Paul Wallen



Mike Wilson*


Craig Wilson

*Had to drop-off due to work schedule and/or medical issues

Mission and Objectives of the Committee (Resolution 2010-01; see attachment) were to:

1. Gather, prepare and present an in-depth report to the City to include:

a. Information from various sources such as Texas Parks & Wildlife  biologists, game warden, and trappers, etc., to develop a knowledge base for white-tail and axis deer

b. Develop and outline how the State of Texas governs white-tail deer

c. Determine, examine, and outline deer management options including status quo and provide pros and cons for each

d. Develop and provide logistical plans and timelines including estimated costs for deer management options

e. Develop new routes for an annual deer census count

f. Provide an assessment of population impact for both white-tail and axis deer over the next 5-10 years

g. Prioritize the deer management tools for consideration to include why and/or why not the City Council should consider them
2. Provide a report to the City Council in the fall of 2010

Previous Efforts
The Fair Oaks Ranch City Council authorized a Deer Management Committee (DMC) in April, 2000 with the primary mission to research the urban deer situation and provide findings and recommendations.  The DMC consisted of eight members as follows:

Jim Trotter, citizen, Chair; Phyllis Monical, citizen; Curtis Herbert, citizen; Jim Cooper, citizen; 

Bob Weiss, citizen (Ralph Fair Inc.); Russ Upshaw, FOR Homeowners Association;
Mitchell Kaiser, FOR Golf & Country Club; and Cheryl Landman,  Alderman, City Council

The DMC began meeting on April 18th and generally met every two weeks.  The Committee enlisted the assistance of Texas Parks & Wildlife (TP&W) to gain a better understanding of deer habits, the TP&W role in managing white-tail deer, developing census procedures, and understanding current regulatory and legislative policies.  The Committee completed a deer census with results showing approximately 2,800 white-tail deer in Fair Oaks Ranch.  They also developed and conducted a citizen survey to gain insights into concerns, opinions and experiences with white-tail deer in the city.  The City authorized $15,000 to conduct survey(s) and educational programs.  (Source: Interim Progress Report, July 31, 2000; Update Report, August 15, 2001).
Summary results of the citizen survey:

· 70% thought the deer were a problem; 30% did not
· 61% thought the deer were a hazard; 39% did not
· Showed a substantial increase in vehicle/deer collisions from the 91-1995 period to 96-2000
· 70% thought the deer were a nuisance; 30% did not
· 81% thought the deer population should be managed; 19% did not
· 58% said they would be willing to pay a tax to manage the deer population; 42% were not
· Total responses:  About 850 (Source:  Survey results on file at City Hall)
The DMC received an offer to trap and transport up to 600 white-tail deer to Mexico at no cost to the City.  Approval was given by the City Council to proceed with Trapping/Transporting and ultimately 212 deer were actually sent to Mexico.  There was some citizen resistance to the trapping in the form of making noise to scare the deer away from the feeders and interfering with the trapping nets. (Sources:  Survey Results, and Roy Thomas, City Administrator).
With completion of the trapping operation, the DMC was dissolved in 2001.
Deer Facts—White-tail

· White tailed deer are the property of the people of the State of Texas
· Texas Parks & Wildlife Department develops rules and regulations regarding white-tail deer, provides permits for hunting and other deer management actions, and provides educational materials for the public.

· The Texas deer herd numbers about 4 million.

· A male deer may weigh between 150 to 300 pounds.

· A female may weigh between 100 to 200 pounds.

· Only males sport antlers and these antlers are shed every year.

· Average life span is about 11 years.

· Mating occurs between October and December.

· The gestation period of seven months produces 1-2 fawns.

· Deer are nocturnal and most active at dawn and dusk.

· Predators are wolves, cougars, bobcats, coyotes and bears.

· White tailed deer have a four chambered stomach which allows them to eat almost anything.

· Deer communicate using sounds, scent, body language and marking.

· Audible noises are unique to each animal.

· Bucks grunt-snort-wheeze to indicate aggression and hostility.

· The deer will raise its white tail to warn of danger.

· Bucks rub trees and shrubs to leave a scent and mark their territory.
(Sources: Texas Parks and Wildlife (TPW) Magazine 12/2004; TPW Brochure “Managing Overabundant White-Tailed Deer and www.nsrl.ttu.edw/tmotl/odocving.htm)
Deer Facts – Axis

· Axis Deer are considered ‘exotic’ and as such they are not controlled by the State of Texas.
· Axis deer are native to India and were imported to Texas in the 1930’s.

· They are the property of the land owner.

· They are not regulated by game laws.

· They are more closely related to the North American Elk.

· Adult males weigh between 150-250 pounds and stand between 29” and 39”.

· Females weigh between 90-150 pounds and stand between 26” and 33”

· They are usually found in herds ranging from a few to as many as 100 or more.

· Reproduction occurs year round with a gestation period of 210-238 days.

· This cycle produces one fawn. Twins are rare.

· The major breeding season is from May through August.

· Life span is 9-13 years but zoo animals may be 18-22 years.

· Axis Deer are more active in the day with the greatest activity 2-3 hours after dawn.

· They are a ‘sporting’ animal and provide a great trophy for the hunter.

· They are known to compete with native wildlife
(Sources:  Ernest D. Ables, ed. “The Axis Deer in Texas” College Station, Texas: Texas A&M Agricultural Experimental Station, 1977; Al Jackson “Texotics” Texas Game and Fish April 1964; and C.W. Ramsey “Texotics” Austin: Texas Parks & Wildlife Department, 1969)

Committee Progress

The Deer Ad-Hoc Advisory Committee had its first meeting on March 8, 2010 and has been meeting every two weeks since, with some exceptions due to holidays or other scheduling conflicts.  Initial meetings focused on learning more about white-tail and axis deer.  Presentations were made by TP&W representatives, the Deer Manager at Hollywood Park, a professor of wildlife sciences at Texas A&M, and a trapper who had worked with the city during its previous effort in 2000-2001 to manage the deer population.  One of the outcomes of these presentations was the need to assess citizens’ attitudes, perceptions and experiences with wildlife, especially deer, in the city.  Thus, a citizen survey was developed by the Committee and distributed to all residents in late August-early September.  The survey was done primarily on-line through the city’s website, with paper copies available at City Hall for those who preferred that method.  Over 900 responses were received, and over 700 included written comments.   Upon completion of the survey, results were tabulated by Committee members and are reported in a following section.  

The Committee also conducted an informal count of the deer in late April.  Each member conducted one to three runs on separate evenings between 6:30 and 8:00 PM in their respective areas of the City and counted the deer seen.  The total was 940 deer, almost evenly distributed between white-tail and axis, over 32.77 miles driven or an average of 28.69 deer/mile.  Assuming a viewing area of ½ an acre on either side of the road, that translates to 25.26 acres seen/linear mile, or in 32.77 miles driven, 827.77 acres seen.  Thus, the 940 deer seen divided by 827.77 acres seen equates to 1.1356 deer/acre or approximately 5678 deer in the 5,000 acres of the City.  This is obviously a “rough count”, but is at least an indicator of the current deer population.
In addition to the survey, a Deer Damage Report was developed, and with approval of the City’s legal advisor, may be added to the city website for citizens to report damage to vehicles, landscape, pets, or other impacts from deer in the community.  Purpose of the report is to gain additional information, and is not intended for use in claims or police incident reports.

Deer Management Efforts by Lakeway and Hollywood Park

The DAHAC has learned a lot by the actions and lessons of Hollywood Park and Lakeway. The problems they encountered are similar to ours. The single largest exception is the rapid growth of the axis deer in our City.
The goals of Hollywood Park and Lakeway are mirror images of Fair Oaks Ranch.
· Improve our safety (public)

· Save landscapes of residents
· Improve the deer long-term health
· Provide long term management
The actions and decisions Hollywood Park and Lakeway have made and plan to make in the future are a basis for Fair Oaks Ranch to consider.  During discussions with their representatives, they are positive about the management plans they implemented. Reducing accidents and trying to save the landscaping seemed to be the popular problems. By reducing the number of deer, both problems were served. Fair Oaks Ranch's starting point is estimated differently in that our acreage is larger than Lakeway and  Hollywood Park. The concentration may be greater at Hollywood Park and Fair Oaks Ranch has the axis deer to contend with.  At Lakeway they had favorable boundaries; highway and lake.
The challenge of reducing costs associated with car accidents and injury dangers to passengers made this problem a number one priority. The landscaping costs were mentioned by the majority of the homeowners. By giving residents a steady flow of information on deer resistant plants, a start was made to shift the deer back to their natural food.
The criteria to beginning the management plan required two essential parts; ban feeding deer and enact an ordinance that would be enforced.
The expansion of accident/health issues is easily identifiable when the effects of feeding are seen.  The feeding site is the concentration point of the deer. Deer collect at the site and also stay in the area until the feed is gone.  The following happens at feed sites:
· Large amounts of deer droppings and urine are in a concentrated area. These elements spread parasites and are common carriers of disease that deer can be exposed to. Homeowners, pets and other wildlife are also susceptible. Well-meaning feeders may not realize the hazards created.
By wanting to observe deer, the feed location will become a major issue to the well being of the deer.  The deer travel to and from in groups and these travels cause them to be car traffic targets 24/7. Both communities revealed that deer/car accidents are primarily around the feed sites.  We do not want the deer to become dependent on these feeding sites.  Deer can and have existed on nature's menu for eternity. This feeding of artificial food causes an imbalance which can result in malnourishment. 
In rare cases, they can become trapped by new fences from our urban expansion.
The solution to the overpopulation at Hollywood Park and Lakeway started much the same as it did at Fair Oaks Ranch, i.e. count the deer, count the accidents, costs associated, and start planning.  The Hollywood Park and Lakeway long-term planning and changes necessary for a deer management program began ten years or more ago. After talking to them and reviewing the results that they are publishing, it is apparent both cities are enjoying their improvements in meeting their goals.
Hollywood Park and Lakeway had goals that they wanted to reach in order to reduce the problems that the deer population presented, which included reduce car accidents, reduce deer threatening the residents and pets, trying to attain the correct level of deer population (monitoring), showing and demonstrating the plans to property owners and attaining available expertise from Texas Parks & Wildlife.
Initially the following problems were what Hollywood Park and Lakeway experienced:
· Residents who fed the deer were increasing (The need to educate how feeding is detrimental to deer and the public)
· Saving landscape, collecting data and publishing the results.
· Educating residents that deer in urban areas will expand quicker because of no predators. Hollywood Park and Lakeway have seen the resulting damage to cars, landscaping and to the health of the deer.

To control the overpopulation, Hollywood Park and Lakeway have made their management program function much the same as nature's predators. Deer are trapped and removed from the city in the fall and winter to provide a healthy and safe deer population. The number of deer trapped at Lakeway between 1999 and 2009 totaled 3,042 or an average of 276 per year (the high was 794 in 2000 and the low was 95 in 2007).
The residents have to resist feeding as feeding is the main cause of the deer's stress. Feed will concentrate the deer which in turn makes them lose the fear of humans. Residents should enjoy the deer from a natural distance.
The management plan was provided to the residents on an ongoing basis giving details of budgetary results:
· Costs associated
· Improvement in reduction of accidents, i.e. deer calls regarding collisions
· Dead deer disposal
· Number of deer trapped
· How many deer are relocated or processed
· How much meat is provided to the local Food Bank
On August 17, 2010 Hollywood Park rescinded the feeding ban; a surprise move by the city council. There were two vacancies on the Council because of health reasons. The mayor was slow in filling those seats which left only four members on the city council, which consisted of two pro-feeders, one on-the-fence, and the mayor who was against feeding. The two pro-feeders convinced the man-on-the-fence to vote to rescind the ban. The deer project manager at Hollywood Park stated that in discussions with the mayor it was determined that rescinding the feed ban would not be the last word so as to save the hard work that has gone on in the last ten years.
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Deer Herd Growth Rate in Urban Areas
As shown in the above chart, the growth rate is rapid in urban areas where there are no predators, no hunting, green areas, and some number of residents who feed.  Although drought, deer/vehicle collisions and natural causes will decrease the herd to a degree, it does not overcome the growth.  In Fair Oaks Ranch, no trapping has been done since 2000, and at that time a deer census estimated the herd to be about 2,800 white-tail.  Even if that estimated was high, the ensuing 10 years without trapping has allowed the herd to grow substantially (which our informal count in April also shows).  In addition, the axis herd, particularly north of the Cibolo, has also grown substantially.
Deer Management Goal
As noted in a previous section, Fair Oaks Ranch shares many of the factors that affected Lakeway and Hollywood Park, with the added factor of a growing population of axis deer.  To consider deer management options, the first step is to define the goal.  A method of stating the goal used by TP&W  is to “manage the white-tail [and axis] herds within Fair Oaks Ranch at levels that satisfy both the Biological and Cultural carrying capacities of the City”.   Those carrying capacities are defined as follows:
· Biological Carrying Capacity is the maximum number of deer that a given environment can support without detrimental effects.
· Cultural Carrying Capacity is the maximum number of deer that society will accept within an area or similarly, the number of deer that can compatibly coexist with the local human population.  (Source: TP&W Brochure, “Managing Overabundant White-tailed Deer”)
There are several indicators when these carrying capacities are exceeded, to include: the number of deer/vehicle collisions and deer/pet encounters; the amount of plant and landscape damage; the amount of fencing by property owners; and citizen discussion about the number of deer, excessive deer droppings, and the overall health of the deer.
Citizen Survey Results

In order to better gauge the citizens attitudes and perceptions regarding deer and other wildlife in the City, a citizen survey was administered, as noted in an earlier section.  A summary of results is included here, and in the complete survey results found attached.
· 2255 postcards mailed

· Survey available on-line (or paper copy) from August 24th – September 13th
· 918 qualified responses; 40.7% response rate provides a 99% confidence level with a +/- 3.3% margin of error

· Fencing: 58% have fencing in their backyard; lesser percentages in front, side and around plants/flowers

· 75% enjoy observing wildlife

· 50.4% observed 1-12 deer daily on their property; 46.5% observed 13 or more

· 58% would like to see less deer; 37% the same; 5% more

· 39% object to neighbors feeding deer; 5% object sometimes, 34% do not object; 23% do not know if neighbors feed

· Asked if neighbors object to your feeding, 68% said they do not feed; 1% said yes; 13% said no; 18% had never been told (indicates 32% are or may be feeding)

· Response to deer incidents in past 5 years: landscape damage was #1; auto damage #2
Factors Contributing to Deer Overabundance
Texas Parks & Wildlife list six factors that lead to an overabundance of deer in a community:
· Lack of hunting in urban areas, and regulatory protection at the city governmental level

· Abundant alternative food resources in the form of ornamental shrubs, garden plants, succulent grasses, small plants, and supplemental feed

· Low abundance of natural predators.  Large predators are the first species eliminated during urban sprawl

· Tolerance of urban disturbances including human presence and their activities

· High production and survival rates of offspring

· Longer life spans in the city when compared to the country
Fair Oaks Ranch has experienced all six of these factors for several years, plus a reduction in habitat due to urban sprawl and an abundance of supplemental food, which has resulted in the current “overabundance” of deer.  Thus, our deer management actions need to focus on reduction and control of the deer population and to reduce related damage to landscape, plant damage, deer/vehicle collisions, and related human/deer conflicts.
Deer Management Options
Texas Parks & Wildlife has produced the following chart that shows non-lethal and lethal methods of managing white-tail deer populations, to include pros and cons, and costs.
It should be noted that the non-lethal methods, with the exception of Trap, Transport and Translocation (TTT), do not reduce the deer populations, although they can modify the behavior of the deer, restrict movement and access to certain areas, and provide some short-term relief.  Also, at the present time, there are no methods of fertility control that are approved for use in Texas.

Of the lethal methods shown, ordinances against shooting firearms within the City preclude individual hunting.  The use of sharpshooters is a possibility, but the most practical method would be Trap, Transport and Process (TTP).   For TTP (and sharpshooters), a permit is required from Texas Parks & Wildlife, and these activities can only be done between October and March (the same is true for TTT). For all of these options, costs are substantial, as noted on the chart.  Specific rules for TTT and TTP can be found in the Texas Administrative Code, Section 65. 101-65.119 and TPWD Code Title 5, Subtitle A. Chapter 43, Subchapter E, Sections 43.061-43.062 attached.
For Axis deer, the rules are substantially different, since they are considered to be “exotic” animals and are not controlled by the State of Texas.  They can be trapped and transported, trapped and processed, or trapped and sold anytime during the year.  One difficulty noted by a trapper is that the axis deer are more easily injured during trapping due to their small/fragile bones, but if done carefully, the risks are nominal.  Additionally, another challenge is separating axis and white-tail during a trapping session.
Bow hunting for Axis deer is a possibility, but would require some type of proficiency certification by the City and approval of the property owner.  Then, there is always the risk of a deer surviving an arrow shot and being seen by citizens with an arrow in its body.

Feeding the Deer

TP&W states in their brochure that “A prohibition of feeding deer is critical to solving overabundance”.  They also state that “Enforcement of these feeding bans is just a critical”.  However, feeding the deer is an emotional and divisive issue.  Those who feed tend to believe they are “helping” the deer by providing them extra food, plus they enjoy seeing the deer congregate, and in some cases, the deer become almost like pets.  On the other hand, those who oppose feeding are irritated by the congregating of deer on/near their property, which results in excessive “droppings” and plant/landscape damage from the deer.  According to TP&W representatives, other results of supplemental feeding include increased reproduction, increased potential for disease (due to congregating), changes in immigration patterns (the deer tend to stay in the area where they receive food), and a lack of nutrition (the deer need a variety of food, not just one type, like corn, which has little nutritional value).
At least two communities (Lakeway and Austin) have adopted a “no feeding ordinance” as one method of managing the deer population; however, survey data showed the about 17% of residents in each community were feeding the deer, even though it was prohibited (Source: Alderson Thesis, page 22, Texas A&M, Aug 2008).
The ordinance at Lakeway has been in effect for several years and appears to be well accepted by the community.  The Austin ordinance has only been in place for less than two years and the results are less promising in that enforcement is based on complaints, and few residents have complained.  Those who have complained are primarily from one sub-division.  A third community (Hollywood Park) had a no-feeding ordinance for several years, but it was recently overturned by their City Council.  A key ingredient to considering a no-feeding ordinance is community acceptance.  And community acceptance requires an education program that effectively explains the impacts of feeding -- on the deer and on other citizens.  The education program must also explain enforcement actions should an ordinance be approved.  Another possible option is some type of “regulated feeding”, but according to TP&W representatives, in their experience such programs are not effective and are virtually impossible to enforce.

Additional Considerations

Deer management is a long-term project for a community.  For example, Lakeway has had a program for over 10 years, Hollywood Park about 8 years, and Austin about 2 years.  Lakeway’s program is the most stable, has produced the best results, and is the most accepted by its residents.

Measures of success in a deer management program, according to TP&W, are not so much in the total number of deer (very difficult to measure), but in measurable items such as (1) reduced plant damage, (2) reduced deer/vehicle collisions, (3) reduced human/deer conflicts, (4)  the number of deer observed day-to-day and (5) a reduced number of police reports regarding dead/injured deer..  The true measure of success is when the citizens in Fair Oaks Ranch are happy, which means the City is below the “cultural carrying capacity”—that is, the deer and citizens are “co-existing” comfortably.
What would a program cost?  The driving factor would be how many deer are trapped and relocated or trapped and processed.  For example: at the high end, to reduce the herd size by approximately 500 deer/year at an average cost of $200/deer would cost $100,000/year.  If that were lowered to 200 deer/year, the cost would be $40,000/year.  Note: some reimbursement is possible with the sale of axis deer, and some costs of transporting deer to another location might be paid by the recipient.  As an example of the scope, Lakeway removed approximately 3,000 deer over an 11 year period, or about 276/year.  There would also be some additional costs for permits, testing for chronic waste disease, overtime for city employees during trapping, and program publicity.
Conclusions

· Fair Oaks Ranch has an overabundance of deer (white-tail and axis).  This is based on the TP&W factors listed earlier, the 2000-2001 deer census, the informal count made in April 2010, survey results, deer observations, the number of deer/vehicle collisions, plant/landscape damage, citizen discussion, and the  number of fenced properties

· It is appropriate for the City Council to consider deer management actions to reduce the deer population in the City.

· Deer management in the City requires a long-term, on-going effort and the commitment of sufficient funds to sustain the effort.

· An important ingredient (and a prerequisite) to a successful deer management program is citizen support.
Recommendations to the City Council
Accept the DAHAC Report and consider the following available options:
1. Status Quo; i.e., take no further action at this time

2. Inform and educate the citizens of Fair Oaks Ranch on: (1) the survey results and on the need for management actions to reduce the overabundance of deer (both white-tail and axis), (2) explain the management actions, their pros and cons, and costs,  and (3) explain the impacts of feeding the deer and what actions might be taken.  Potential avenues for these information/education sessions are town meetings, newsletters, and the city’s website.
3. Doing a follow-on survey to assess the acceptability of the various deer management options to reduce the herd size and of implementing a no-feeding ordinance.
4. If the results of the information sessions (and the follow-on survey, if done) show support for management actions, consider the following:

a. Initiate removal actions for axis deer, as soon as practical
b. Obtain TTT and TTP permits for white-tail deer and initiate actions prior to March 31st ,  2011 if possible, or be ready to commence on October 1st, 2011.

c. The use of Sharpshooters to further reduce herd size

d. Budget sufficient funds for a long-term deer management program
e. Implement a No-Feeding Ordinance or similar mechanism  in the City to include enforcement measures
f. Hire a Deer Manager to oversee the program, or assign this responsibility to the City Administrator.
This report is submitted to the Fair Oaks Ranch City Council on December 16, 2010 for consideration and acceptance.

Mark Anderson

Chair, Deer Ad-Hoc Advisory Committee

