The Deer-Forest Study
Background: Forests and Deer Management

Deer rely on forested habitats. Forests provide food and cover for deer and a variety of other wildlife. As a
primary consumer of forest plants, deer can impact the quality of their habitat and the habitat of many other
wildlife species. Because of the strong link between deer and the forests they inhabit, deer management must
consider interactions between deer and forests.
For decades, the relationship between deer and forests has been a part of Pennsylvania's deer management
program. In the 1950s, appeals were made to sportsmen to support antlerless deer seasons to ensure the future of
deer and Pennsylvania’s forests. In the 1960s and 1970s, deer management objectives described the need to
balance deer populations with their food supplies (i.e., forested habitat). In the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s,
deer management objectives were defined by the number of deer that could be supported on a square mile of
forested habitat. Today, deer management is guided by a number of goals including the maintenance of healthy
forest habitats. Although the specific measures have changed, the common theme through decades of deer
management remains the same – deer numbers must be balanced with the food and cover provided by forests.
From the 1980s to 2004, deer management recommendations were based on deer density objectives. Field
studies with deer enclosures spanning decades and feeding studies with individual deer provided the basis for
these deer density objectives. Using results from these studies, deer management recommendations were
designed to balance deer populations with available food.
However, deer density objectives were never achieved. Political and social pressures lead the Board of Game
Commissioners to approve less than the recommended number of antlerless licenses. Consequently, deer
populations increased. By the late 1990s, deer populations were nearly twice as high as the density objectives.
In 2000, the Board of Game Commissioners acted to reduce deer populations following the long standing deer
density recommendations. Although there was considerable debate regarding deer impacts and regeneration
during this time, the science supporting the objectives of the deer management program remained the same –

deer density objectives based on results of deer enclosure and feeding studies. And in 2000, the Board of
Commissioners made a concerted effort by increasing antlerless allocations to reach those deer density
objectives set in the 1980s.
In 2006, deer management objectives changed. As a result of a new deer management plan in 2003 that
included publicly identified and supported goals, numerous objectives related to deer health, forest habitat
health, and deer-human conflicts replaced the single deer density objective. Instead of basing deer management
recommendations on a forest-driven deer density objective alone, deer health factors and deer-human conflicts
also were considered. The Game Commission began using data from the Pennsylvania Regeneration Study
(PRS) to monitor deer-forest interactions which provide the most current and comprehensive statewide forest
regeneration data available. The PRS began as a collaborative project involving the U.S. Forest Service, DCNR,
and Penn State University.
The PRS represented a new source of the most current forestland data. Prior to 2006, complete statewide results
of forest regeneration and deer impacts did not exist. The first complete sampling of public and private land
across Pennsylvania was completed in 2005. The Game Commission used these data to make deer management
recommendations as soon as they were available. Since 2006, the Game Commission has continued to work
with the U.S. Forest Service and others to expand the PRS's usefulness from forestry to deer management. Prior
to PRS, the agency used forest data collected in 10-year increments.
The Deer-Forest study represents the latest effort to ensure the PRS provides the best available data for making
responsible deer management recommendations.
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