
 

 

DEER OF THE REFUGE 
by Daniel Price, Natural Resource Manager 

 

 

hroughout our work week, not a day goes by where we don’t see a car full of visitors 

enjoying the sight of deer alongside our roadsides. We have many attractions here at the 

Refuge, but deer are easily one of the most popular. Visitors enjoy watching the fawns interact 

with each other or seeing a big buck chasing a doe. Although deer are plentiful now, there was 

a time when finding them on the Refuge was a rare occurrence.  

 

White-tailed deer numbers in Texas have had their ups and downs throughout the years but 

have settled at an estimated statewide population of approximately 3.6 million animals, an 

estimate provided by Texas A&M AgriLife Extension. Historically, deer have been an important 
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Using their maternal instincts, momma does stimulate their fawns to use the restroom then 
clean them afterwards. FWNC&R Game Camera Photo. 



resource for humans, even before the 

first settlers arrived in America. These 

animals provided not only food but 

hide, hooves, bones, and antlers for 

tools, weapons, and clothing. Deer 

continued to be a source of food in the 

late 1800s; however, very few parts of 

the animal were used for tools, 

weapons, or clothing. Due to the 

demand of these animals, their 

numbers plummeted in the early 

1900s, with market hunting resulting in overharvesting. At that time, no state regulations existed 

to regulate the number of deer one person could harvest. It was said that in many of the 

southern states, Texas included, white-tailed deer were on the verge of extirpation. According to 

a Texas Parks and Wildlife article, in 1939, the estimated deer population in Texas was 

232,000. With the help of hunting regulations and a better understanding of how to manage 

deer herds, white-tailed deer are now found in nearly every county of the state.  

 

This trend holds true for the Refuge’s deer herd as well. Residents of our Lakeland Community 

have commented that very few deer passed through the neighborhood 40 to 50 years ago, but 

now they feel they are overrun with deer. This 

scenario is becoming more common and will 

continue to be an issue as deer reach maximum 

capacity within their natural spaces and move 

into more urban settings. 

 

When working within city limits and in an urban 

setting, deer management becomes more 

difficult; however, residents can take measures 

to deter deer, the first and most important being 

not to feed them. Just like most animals, deer 

are searching for an easy and reliable food 

source and will set up camp once they find it. Feeding wildlife can be fun and cute, but over 

time, there can be severe consequences, which is why we do not allow feeding of wildlife at the 

When it is not breeding season, bucks will form “bachelor” groups. 
FWNC&R Game Camera Photo. 

Jennifer Matthews, Tiffany Kliss, and Schyler Brown, 
our three summer interns, helped us with our spotlight 

survey and are trying to identify a set of eyes they 
spotted. FWNC&R Photo. 



Nature Center. Another measure to help keep deer away from your home is to use landscaping 

plants that are not a preferred food source. Many of the flowers and shrubs that are typically 

used for landscaping are like steak and ice cream for deer. Even though you are not feeding 

them intentionally, you still are providing an ample food source. 

 

Unfortunately for us at the Refuge, land and wildlife management can become a double-edged 

sword. As we clear brush to restore native prairies and conduct prescribed burns to help control 

the understory, we are also providing excellent wildlife habitat. Wildlife tend to reap the benefits 

and repay us by multiplying. One way we monitor deer herd numbers here on the Refuge is 

through annual nighttime spotlight surveys. By using the same survey lines, protocol, and 

techniques for every survey, we can compare data from previous years and determine 

population trends and estimates within the herd. Each year, we conduct three separate surveys 

then average the data to compile one set of numbers. We have data dating to 1997, but the 

data has only been consistent since 2004. 

 

This graph shows that our 

estimated population can vary 

from year to year. As wildlife 

biologists, we must study the data 

to determine if patterns or trends 

are apparent. We can look at any 

dips and peaks to see if 

something was different during 

the survey period for that year. 

Factors could be increased land 

management activities, significant weather change or conditions, change in protocol, or anything 

that was explainable and apparent. Our estimated deer population, averaged over the past 15 

years, is approximately 580 animals. With some quick math, you could determine that we have 

approximately one deer per 6.21 acres. Why is this important? Texas Parks and Wildlife 

Department estimates the optimal carrying capacity or stocking rate for areas with good habitat 

within the Cross-Timbers region to be one deer per 10 to 12 acres, so the Refuge’s numbers 

show our trend is stable, with little to no habitat degradation. It is important to understand that 

many of the numbers we use when measuring wildlife capacity are simply recommendations 

and estimates or, how I like to refer to them, educated guesses. Since every piece of land is 
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different, several variables must be considered and each piece of land managed differently. At 

this point, it is hard to determine what our deer herd is doing, but we will continue to monitor 

numbers and address concerns as we encounter them.  

 

As land managers, we must use every tool in our tool box to ensure we are managing the land 

and wildlife to the best of our abilities. As more data is collected throughout the upcoming years, 

we will be able to determine if the deer population is increasing, decreasing, or remaining 

relatively the same. However, I feel certain that when you come out for a visit and stick around 

long enough, you are almost sure to see some deer around the Refuge.  


