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March 20, 2007

To the Editor:

I would like to thank Editor Tom Henry for his recent editorial (“Dangers for humans and deer,” March 15) that tackles a delicate issue: the suburban deer overpopulation problem.  
Contrary to popular belief, White-tailed Deer have not moved into the suburbs because we have developed their woodlands, depriving them of their natural habitat. These deer -- and other animals such as coyotes, turkeys, Canada geese, crows and black bears -- are exceptionally adaptable species that have changed their behavior to take advantage of a major shift in the behavior of people.  
By building our suburbs we have created a brand new kind of wildlife habitat, one that is overflowing with flower and vegetable gardens, bird feeders and edible shrubs and trees, as well as open spaces, wetlands and stream corridors. It’s a virtual salad bar that contains many benefits for White-tailed Deer and other wildlife species and few negatives. For instance, people are strangely missing from these areas, as our children have retreated indoors to play video games and IM friends, and we adults now recreate via computers and giant plasmas. You just don’t see groups of kids playing in the woods and meadows anymore. Nature has become something we look at from the recesses of screened-in sun porches or through the tinted windows of our SUVs. Connecticut’s forested strips and wetland buffers are full of wildlife tracks and traces in the snow – but few or no human footprints. Unless there is a trail system or boardwalk, people have largely moved indoors, leaving the outdoors to the deer and turkeys.

More importantly, people as potential predators are not on the scene in the suburbs, and deer quickly adapt.  It takes more energy and skill to constantly flee from the presence of predators.  Deer (and other adaptable species) quickly respond to a lack of threat and generally begin to simply ignore us.  It is simple energy conservation. Rather than being a haven for misplaced wildlife, our suburbs are a new, human-created habitat occupied by an increasingly savvy and adaptable group of species adjusting to a new milieu.

Deer swiftly exploit the resources we have made available to them until those resources are depleted. Then, as in any natural system, the population must eventually balance with the food supply.  Until that happens, however, our shrubs are stripped by an increasingly hungry deer herd. And there are other consequences. Ground and shrub-nesting songbirds disappear. Forest regeneration halts. Deer-vehicle collisions increase. And arthroviruses such as Lyme disease spread. (See Connecticut Audubon Society’s “Connecticut State of the Birds 2007” report at www.ctaudubon.org.)  Finally, winter-killed (i.e. starved) deer are everywhere in the early spring – because this is how the deer population, over time, balances with food availability.

Most people (but not all) find this natural balance unacceptable and seek ways to keep things more stable through human intervention. As Mr. Henry pointed out, it is far more 
humane to control the deer population than to let the deer destroy us, our woodlands, our songbirds, and eventually, themselves through starvation. Continuing to do nothing is not 
an answer. We should support the most effective and humane methods for controlling deer and other wildlife overpopulations and maintain a balance that benefits all species.
Sincerely,

Milan Bull

Senior Director of Science and Conservation

Connecticut Audubon Society

Fairfield, Connecticut
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