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Executive Summary

Introduction

Mule deer represent a true icon 
of the West, providing recreational, 
aesthetic, social, cultural, and scientific 
values for Idaho citizens. Mule deer 
hunting is a significant cultural and 
social bond for nearly 150,000 Idaho 
friends and families, and is a primary 
activity for maintaining the rich hunting 
heritage in Idaho.  

The Idaho Fish and Game 
Commission and the Department of Fish 
and Game has a legal responsibility for 
conserving, protecting, perpetuating, 
and managing all of Idaho’s wildlife. 
To fulfill that obligation Fish and Game 
is guided by a strategic plan (The 
Compass). The Compass, adopted in 
2005, broadly describes objectives for 
four major goals: 1) sustain Idaho’s 
fish and wildlife and the habitats 
upon which they depend, 2) meet the 
demand for fish and wildlife recreation, 
3) improve public understanding of 
and involvement in fish and wildlife 
management, and 4) enhance the 
capability of Fish and Game to manage 
fish and wildlife and serve the public. 
The Compass by design contains no 
details; it is broad in scope. This mule 
deer management plan functions as 
an “action plan” referenced in The 
Compass and provides the specific 
goals, strategies, and performance 
objectives for management of mule deer.  

This plan isn’t designed to prescribe 
specific hunting seasons, rather it 
is designed to establish goals Fish 
and Game, working with mule deer 
enthusiasts, will achieve over the next 
10 years. Overall, the plan directs 
Fish and Game to maintain or increase 

current mule deer populations, and 
provide for additional mature buck 
hunting opportunities. Overall, the 
plan is ambitious and will require 
public support and additional financial 
resources for full implementation. 
Fish and Game will work to engage 
additional partners in mule deer 
management, including the governor’s 
office, other elected officials, federal 
and state agencies, conservation 
organizations, private landowners, and 
sportsmen. Partnerships, combined 
with a common desire to improve mule 
deer management, will go along way to 
achieving the original vision of the mule 
deer planning team: 

“Abundant mule deer 
occupying healthy habitats 
ensuring a rich recreational, 
cultural, and public heritage 
for current and future 
generations”

Changing Landscapes, 
Changing Mule Deer

Mule deer populations and mule deer 
habitat have changed over time, and 
will continue to do so. More than 100 
years ago, mule deer were not abundant 
in most parts of Idaho.  About the time 
white men arrived, the landscape started 
changing. Vast fires in central and 
north central Idaho converted forested 
communities to productive shrubfields. 
In southern Idaho, fire suppression 
combined with intense livestock grazing 
promoted shrubs on predominately 
grass ranges. Both of these changes, 
combined with extensive predator 
control and limited hunting, resulted 
in an environment ideal for mule deer 
populations to flourish.

Mule deer numbers became so 
high in the 1950s and 1960s that deer 
began to overuse their habitat, still 
evidenced today by “high-lining” on 
many juniper and mountain mahogany 
winter ranges. Management direction 
was to reduce mule deer populations and 
restore healthy winter ranges. Fish and 
Game offered liberal hunting seasons, 
including hunting into December and 
multiple deer tags per hunter. Deer 
populations began to decline, and by 
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the 1970s there was concern throughout 
much of Idaho about too few deer. Fish 
and Game responded with restrictive 
hunting regulations. 

Populations began growing in 
the early 1980s and continued until 
the early 1990s when significant 
drought gripped much of Idaho. Long-
term drought and a harsh winter in 
1992/1993, resulted in a significant 
decline in mule deer across southern 

Meeting Hunter’s 
Expectations

Ultimately, mule deer are managed 
for the benefit of Idahoans, many 
of them hunters who eagerly look 
forward to the annual mule deer hunt. 
To develop a better understanding 
of the motivations and management 
preferences of Idaho mule deer 
hunters, Fish and Game contracted 
with the University of Idaho to 
conduct a scientific survey in 2006. 
More than 4,500 hunters participated 
in the survey. The survey showed 
a wide array of motivations and 
preferences. For most, the social 
experience of gathering with friends 
and family is the most important 
reason for mule deer hunting.  For 
others, putting meat on the table is 
important. And for some, harvesting a 
mature buck is important.

Overall, survey respondents were 
generally unsatisfied with the number 
of deer seen, the number of bucks 
seen, and the number of mature bucks 
seen during the 2006 hunting season. 
Conversely, a majority of hunters were 
satisfied with their overall experience, 
and the opportunity to hunt mule deer. 
Notable was the preponderance of 
hunters that indicated a willingness to 
forgo larger bucks for the opportunity 
to hunt more frequently.

A similar survey conducted in 1987 
shows two major differences between 
mule deer hunters in the late 1980s 
and those of today. The social aspect 
(hunting with friends and family) is 
far more important today. And about 
half of all mule deer hunters today 
use ATVs; five times higher than in 
the late 1980s. When asked about the 
primary reason for a dissatisfying 
hunt, the most common response was 
“improper use of ATVs.”

In addition to the survey, Fish and 
Game hosted a mule deer workshop in 
Pocatello in August, and several public 
meetings throughout the state in

Idaho. While some populations have 
rebounded since that winter, others have 
not.

Over the past 50 or more years, 
mule deer have shared an environment 
much different than they had the 
previous 100 years. Elk populations 
have increased dramatically.  Livestock 
grazing practices have changed, 
promoting grasses. Agricultural 
practices have changed, converting 
winter wheat and other agricultural 
crops used by deer to monocultures 
of grasses through the Conservation 
Reserve Program. Human development, 
especially on low elevation winter 
ranges, has increased substantially.  
And predators, including the recently 
reintroduced gray wolf, have increased. 
All of these factors have complicated, 
and will continue to complicate, the 
management of mule deer.

Idaho’s landscape will continue 
to change, and mule deer populations 
will continue to fluctuate. Though 
mule deer managers can’t eliminate 
the loss of wildlife habitat to human 
development, they can improve the 
remaining habitat, making it support 
more mule deer. Additionally, Fish and 
Game can influence elk and predator 
populations, striving for a balance. 
Finally, working with farmers and 
ranchers, the Department can encourage 
the development of healthy mule deer 
habitat on private land. 
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September and October to provide more opportunities for refining overall management 
direction.

This plan provides for a diversity of hunting experiences to meet the varying 
motivations and preferences of Idaho mule deer hunters. While it’s not possible to 
provide for all types of experiences in all places, a range of opportunities will be 
available throughout the state. Each region will offer at least two types of hunting 
opportunity including general, quality or high-quality.

These opportunities can be broadly characterized as:

Characteristic
Type of Hunting Opportunity

General Quality High-Quality
Hunter Success ~25% ~50% ~75%
Percent Mature Bucks 
(4 points)

>25% >40% >60%

Hunter Crowding 0.3 – 3.5 
hunters per 
square mile

<0.5
hunters per 
square mile

<0.1
hunter per 

square mile
Opportunity to 
Hunt Every Year

100% ~ 30% <10%

Buck:Doe Ratio ~15
per 100 does 

~25
per 100 

does

~35
per 100 does

Most hunting opportunities 
offered will be general, addressing the 
preferences and desires of a majority 
of mule deer hunters for annual 
recreational opportunity with family 
and friends. Additional mature buck 
hunting opportunities will be provided, 
especially in those regions not now 
offering that type of experience.

Use of ATVs has increased 
substantially over the past 20 years. The 
most common reasons for using ATVs 
are to enjoy hunting with friends and 
family that use them, and to retrieve 
game. And the use of ATVs becomes an 
attractive accommodation for hunters 
getting older and less physically capable 
of extended hikes. But not all hunters 
enjoy ATVs. Fish and Game will work 
with federal and state land managers, 
private land owners, and hunters to 
encourage a balance of motorized and 
nonmotorized hunting opportunities. 
Fish and Game also will use the 
Motorized Vehicle Rule judiciously to 
ensure a balance of experiences exists.

Fish and Game will develop a guide 
to mule deer hunting in Idaho to help 
hunters find hunting opportunities that 
meet their desired experience.   

Habitat

Ultimately, healthy wildlife 
populations depend on adequate amounts 
of quality habitat.  Hunting, disease, 
weather and predators affect mule deer. 
But healthy habitat has greater influence 
over the total abundance of mule deer. 
Fish and Game has limited authority for 
habitat management, which is mostly 
in the hands of federal land managers 
and private land owners. Only through 
collaborative working relationships 
will Fish and Game influence habitat 
practices that meet mule deer needs. Fish 
and Game will increase efforts to work 
with federal land managers and private 
landowners to improve habitat for mule 
deer. Programs, such as the Mule Deer 
Initiative, are opening doors, allowing 
Fish and Game to aggressively treat 
habitat, especially on private land.  

This plan directs Fish and Game to 
improve habitat on more than 10,000 
acres annually.  Achieving this goal 
will require support and additional 
resources from elected officials, 
private landowners, federal and state 
land managers, and hunters. Though 
10,000 acres may seem large, it is 
small compared to what ultimately is 
needed to meet the needs of a larger 
mule deer population. Further support, 
commitment, and partnerships will be 
actively pursued by Fish and Game to 
achieve habitat management goals.     

Mule deer habitat is not stagnant; 
it will require constant attention 
and management –  whether it 
means actively managing forested 
communities for younger seral stages 
and more shrubs, or protecting 
sagebrush-steppe habitats from fire 
and invasive species.  Sometimes 
deciding how best to manage habitat 
for mule deer is difficult. The Western 
Association of Fish & Wildlife 
Management Agencies, through 
the Mule Deer Working Group, is 
developing comprehensive mule deer 
habitat management guidelines. These 
guidelines are expected to be complete 
by 2009. Fish and Game will actively 
encourage federal, state and private 
habitat managers to incorporate these 
guidelines into land use decisions.
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Mule Deer  
Management Goals 

Fish and Game plans to achieve the 
following mule deer management goals 
over the next 10 years:

•	 Provide mule deer hunting 
opportunities that reflect the 
preferences and desires of hunters.

•	 Maintain healthy and productive 
mule deer populations.

•	 Establish short-term and long-term 
population objectives that represent  
maintenance of, or increase in, 
current mule deer population levels.

•	 Maintain annual hunting 
opportunity.

•	 Increase the opportunity for mature 
buck hunting, equitably distributed 
throughout the state.

•	 Implement predator management 
actions when and where appropriate 
to  aid in achieving management 
objectives.

•	 Encourage recruitment of new 
hunters and retention of existing 
hunters.

•	 Use antlerless harvest judiciously 
and conservatively to achieve   
management objectives.

•	 Develop simple and easily 
understood regulations that 
encourage participation in deer 
hunting.

•	 Fully implement the Mule Deer 
Initiative Action Plan.

•	 Improve and protect over 10,000 
acres of habitat annually.

•	 Encourage land management 
agencies to incorporate mule deer 
habitat needs in agency decisions.

•	 Manage mule deer populations 
proportionate to habitat capabilities.

•	 Evaluate a cost-effective and 
reliable habitat monitoring 
program.

•	 Reduce illegal harvest, especially 
of mature mule deer bucks; and 
reduce commercialization of mule 
deer parts.

•	 Improve population monitoring 
programs.

•	 Work with landowners and 
sportsmen to minimize and mitigate 
for depredations.

•	 Improve management coordination 
with other agencies and 
organizations.

•	 Implement special investigations 
to improve population and habitat 
management capabilities.

•	 Provide information and improve 
public understanding of mule deer 
management in Idaho.

•	 Ensure continued citizen 
involvement in mule deer 
management.

Population Goals

Based on mule deer movements, 
similar habitats, and similar 
management objectives, the state is 
divided into 15 Population Management 
Units (PMUs), representing “distinct” 
mule deer populations. Population 
goals (maintain or increase) have been 
established for each of the PMUs 
based on population status relative 
to long-term abundance, habitat 
conditions, and stakeholder desires. 
And, short- and long-term population 
goals are established for each PMU. 
Short-term goals are for one to three 
years, achieved primarily through 
hunting season frameworks. Long-term 
goals represent mule deer populations 
three to 10 years from now. Long-term 
goals will require completion of many 
of the strategies outlined in the plan, 
particularly habitat improvements.
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Overall, Fish and Game will manage 
for more mule deer. Short-term goals 
in eight of 15 PMUs are for increased 
populations. Long-term goals in 11 of 
15 PMUs are for increased populations. 
PMUs managed to maintain the current 
populations are in areas where few mule 
deer exist, where white-tailed deer or 
elk receive priority, or where the mule 
deer populations are at or near recent 
historical highs.

Fish and Game will establish short- 
and long-term numerical population 
objectives for 13 of 15 of the PMUs 
after conducting a census of each PMU 
over the next four years.

Antlerless Harvest

The use of antlerless harvest is 
an important tool for a number of 
objectives including: 

•	 To achieve desired population 
levels.

•	 Address depredation concerns.

•	 To increase productivity (e.g. 
number of bucks added to the 
population each year).

•	 Provide additional hunting 
opportunity.

•	 Increase opportunities for hunter 
recruitment and retention.

But antlerless harvest must be used 
cautiously to prevent over-harvest of 
deer populations. Fish and Game will 
implement a number of management 
changes to ensure antlerless harvest 
is used appropriately. Fish and Game 
will use a conservative approach by 
using science-based adult doe harvest 
reference values to determine if overall 
antlerless harvest is consistent with 
population goals. Allowable antlerless 
harvest will be determined annually 
based on population goal, fawn 
production, over-winter fawn survival, 
and adult doe survival. Additionally, 
Fish and Game will monitor body 
condition, age structure, habitat 

conditions, and antler growth rates 
to determine whether populations are 
nutritionally limited and additional 
antlerless harvest is needed to balance 
deer populations with available habitat.

Predator Management

Managing predators to increase 
mule deer populations is a complex 
issue, in part because different segments 
of society value predators differently, 
and because previous efforts have 
met with mixed results. Nonetheless, 
predator management is desired by 
many hunters and is an important tool 
for Idaho Fish and Game.  

Determining whether predator 
management will benefit mule deer 
populations requires a complex analysis 
of predator and prey population status, 
nutritional status of prey, cause-specific 
mortality, logistical considerations and 
scale of the predator management effort, 
and social and economic considerations. 
As a general rule, predator management 
can result in more mule deer when the 
following conditions are met:

•	 Prey population is not limited 
by nutrition (e.g. below carrying 
capacity).

•	 Predators are a primary source of 
mortality. 

•	 Significant numbers of predators 
can be removed economically.

•	 Predator removal efforts are timed 
just prior to predator or prey 
reproductive periods (e.g. spring). 

•	 Predator management efforts are 
focused on small areas.

Mountain lions and coyotes are 
the primary predators of mule deer in 
Idaho. Following significant reductions 
in mule deer populations (e.g. after 
a hard winter), Fish and Game will 
liberalize, for the short-term, mountain 
lion hunting seasons to reduce predation 
pressure when populations are low. 
Additionally, the Idaho Fish and Game 
Commission will continue to direct the 
use of Fish and Game funds provided 
to the Animal Damage Control Board 
for control of predators, focusing efforts 
where the most benefits can be gained.
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Mule Deer Monitoring

In 1998, Fish and Game initiated a 
new monitoring program that provided 
more information on mule deer 
populations than ever before gathered. 
New information collected included 
over-winter fawn survival, migratory 
movements and annual changes in 
populations. Annual population changes 
were determined by conducting aerial 
surveys over specific large winter 
ranges, or trend areas, every year. The 
use of trend areas provides a reliable 
index to large changes in populations. 
But relying solely on trend areas may 
not provide information on more subtle 
population changes, especially those 
occurring on small winter ranges. The 
use of trend areas also doesn’t allow 
mule deer managers to generate a total 
population estimate for a geographic 
area. 

This plan initiates further 
refinements in mule deer population 
monitoring. Fish and Game will no 
longer solely rely on specific winter 
ranges. Rather, less frequent but more 
comprehensive aerial surveys will be 
conducted to generate total population 
estimates for 13 of the 15 PMUs. 
Periodic complete population estimates, 
combined with annual data on fawn 
production, over-winter fawn survival, 
and adult doe survival will allow Fish 
and Game to track total population 
status annually. As the price of 
helicopter rentals continue to escalate, 
and availability of suitable helicopters 
and experienced pilots decline, the 
new monitoring program will enable 
Fish and Game to continue to monitor 
populations accurately in the future with 
less reliance on aerial surveys. 

Fish and Game will continue to 
operate check stations and require 
mandatory reports to provide 
information on harvest. Check stations 
are primarily used to solicit early input 
on how hunting seasons are progressing, 
to collect biological data, and provide 

an opportunity to interact with hunters. 
Fish and Game will continue to use 
the mandatory harvest report, but will 
implement changes to improve data 
quality, increase timeliness of the 
information, and simplify compliance 
by hunters.

The Future

Mule deer and mule deer managers 
today are facing new and ever changing 
challenges, including habitat loss and 
modification, an aging hunter base with 
differing desires, greater reliance on 
motorized vehicles, and an increased 
importance of the social aspects of mule 
deer hunting. This plan is a continued 
effort by Fish and Game to address 
these challenges, provide direction and 
specific management objectives over 
the next 10 years.

Many of the strategies outlined 
in this plan will result in functional 
changes in how Fish and Game 
manages mule deer. Some changes 
will require mule deer hunters to make 
concessions, but Fish and Game will 
work cooperatively with those hunters 
to minimize or mitigate effects while 
maintaining focus on achieving the 
objectives desired by most mule deer 
enthusiasts.

Fish and Game is committed to 
establishing collaborative working 
relationships with all stakeholders, 
because without their support and 
commitment, mule deer populations 
will continue to decline. Ultimately, 
Fish and Game has a legal obligation to 
ensure mule deer thrive and the needs 
of mule deer enthusiasts are met. We 
willingly accept this obligation and 
look forward to actively implementing 
on-the-ground actions to maintain mule 
deer as an icon on Idaho’s landscape.
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INTRODUCTION

Mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus) are a true icon of the 
West, providing recreational, aesthetic, social, cultural, 
and scientific values for >70 million people. In Idaho, 
mule deer are a keystone management species relative 
to their impact on hunting recreational opportunity, 
cultural heritage, wildlife management, and rural 
economies. In 2006, >91,000 hunters pursued mule 
deer, spending approximately 420,000 days afield; more 
hunters and more hunter-days than for any other wildlife 
species in Idaho. Thousands of hunters gather every fall 
to enjoy the mule deer hunting experience, rekindling 
special relationships among family and friends. 
Additionally, annual mule deer hunting introduces youth 
to hunting, facilitating passage of the hunting heritage 
from generation to generation.

Economically, mule deer are important to the Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game (Deparment or IDFG) 
and to many small rural economies in Idaho. Cooper 
and Unsworth (2000) estimated mule deer hunting in 
2006 resulted in direct expenditure of $42 million in trip 
related expenses, not including equipment purchases. 
Many of these expenditures were for fuel, meals, 
and lodging in rural towns. Using a typical economic 
multiplier of 2.5 (Gordon and Mulkey 1978), the total 
estimated economic impact of mule deer hunting in 
Idaho exceeded $100 million. Additionally, >1,000 jobs 
in Idaho are directly supported by mule deer hunting 
related expenditures (Cooper and Unsworth 2000). In 
2006, direct revenues to IDFG from mule deer license 
and tag sales were nearly $6.3 million, representing 
nearly 20% of total license/tag revenues used by 
IDFG to implement important wildlife conservation 
programs including enforcement, population monitoring 
and research, and habitat conservation. Because of 
the importance of mule deer to Idaho, mule deer 
management will be a priority program for IDFG

Purpose

Idaho Code 36-103 establishes statewide policy for 
wildlife, and can be paraphrased as all wildlife will 
be preserved, protected, perpetuated, and managed 
to provide continuous supplies for hunting, fishing, 
and trapping. The Idaho Fish and Game Commission 
(Commission or IFGC) is charged with administering 
state wildlife policy through supervision and 
management of IDFG. 

Idaho Code 67-1903 requires state agencies to develop 
strategic plans expressing how they will meet core 
mission requirements. Plans must identify outcome-
based goals and performance measures. The current 

IDFG strategic plan, entitled “The Compass,” was 
implemented in 2005 (http://fishandgame.idaho.
gov/cms/about/compass/). The Compass calls for the 
development of “action plans” that describe programs, 
projects, and activities necessary to meet strategic plan 
goals. 

This Mule Deer Management Plan tiers off of the 
IDFG strategic plan, functioning as the action plan 
for mule deer management in the state. Major issues 
affecting mule deer management are identified, setting 
overall direction for mule deer management during 
the next 10 years and providing performance targets 
and management strategies for management actions. 
Although the plan is not regulatory (e.g., statute or 
rule), it does incorporate IFGC policy and provide 
management direction to IDFG. This plan will guide 
IDFG in annual work plan development and program 
priority, and provide guidance on development of 
regulatory recommendations. Finally, it will be used in 
development of IDFG’s annual budget request to the 
legislature.

Public Involvement in Plan Development

In 2006, IDFG contracted with the University of 
Idaho to conduct a statewide random survey of mule 
deer hunters. The survey was designed to 1) measure 
satisfaction, 2) understand motivations for mule 
deer hunting, 3) identify management preferences, 
and 4) evaluate acceptance for various management 
options. A total of 1,494 hunters responded to the 
survey (60% response rate). Additionally, the same 
survey was posted on the IDFG website to provide 
additional opportunity for public involvement. A total 
of 3,566 people responded on the web-based survey. 
An executive summary of the survey is provided in 
Appendix A. Complete survey results can be found 
at http://fishandgame.idaho.gov/cms/hunt/MDI/
MuleDeerResults.pdf (Sanyal et al., unpublished data). 

The Department, along with Sportsman’s Warehouse 
and the Southeast Idaho Mule Deer Foundation hosted a 
Mule Deer Workshop in Pocatello in August 2007. The 
workshop featured invited mule deer experts discussing 
numerous aspects of mule deer management. Over 100 
mule deer enthusiasts participated in the work shop.

Additionally, IDFG hosted “sounding board” meetings 
throughout the state. Hunters representing a diversity of 
motivations for hunting mule deer were invited to these 
meetings to provide qualitative feedback on proposed 
management plan direction. Results from the Mule 
Deer Hunter Survey, workshop, and “sounding board” 
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meetings were used to develop the draft plan. 

Between mid-November 2007 and January 2008, IDFG 
solicited public comment on the draft plan using open 
houses and the website. Approximately 250 people 
attended open houses, and 129 people commented via 
the website. After considering all public comments, the 
draft plan was modified and prepared for consideration 
by the IFGC.

The IFGC held public hearings on 16 January 2008 and 
5 March 2008 to solicit testimony on the final proposed 
plan. Minutes of the public hearings can be found at 
http://fishandgame.idaho.gov/cms/about/commission/
meeting_notes.cfm. The plan was adopted by the 
Commission on 6 March 2008. 

Public involvement was a critical component in 
developing this plan, and will continue to be a 
necessary aspect of mule deer management throughout 
implementation. A goal of this plan is to implement 
biennial rules for big game.  However, annual review will 
occur, much as it has in the past, in order to respond 
to emergency situations. The Department will work 
extensively with mule deer hunters during the rule 
making process.

RELEVANT  
PLANNING DOCUMENTS

•	 Black bear management plan 1999-2010 (IDFG 
1998).

•	 White-tailed deer, mule deer, and elk management 
plan (IDFG 1999).

•	 Policy for avian and mammalian predation 
management (IDFG 2000).

•	 Mountain lion management plan 2002-2010 (IDFG 
2002).

•	 White-tailed deer management plan 2004-2015 
(IDFG 2004).

•	 Idaho comprehensive wildlife conservation strategy 
(IDFG 2005a).

•	 The Compass, IDFG strategic plan (IDFG 2005b).

•	 The Mule Deer Initiative action plan (IDFG 2005c).

•	 Memorandum of Understanding between IDFG 
and Idaho State Animal Damage Control Board 
(IDFG and Idaho State Animal Damage Control 
Board 2005).

•	 Idaho wolf population management plan 2008-2012 
(IDFG 2008).

•	 Idaho wolf conservation and management plan 
(Idaho Wolf Legislative Oversight Committee 
2002).

•	 North American mule deer conservation plan (Mule 
Deer Working Group 2004).

RESULTS FROM PREVIOUS 
PLANNING PERIOD

The previous mule deer management plan (IDFG 
1999) emphasized the “what” (population objectives) 
rather than the “how” (management strategies). Overall 
management direction was to provide maximum levels of 
recreational opportunity, including a variety of hunting 
experiences, while maintaining management objectives. 
The state was divided into 22 analysis areas. Objectives 
for percent 4-point deer in the harvest were established 
for all analysis areas. In 17 analysis areas post-
hunting season objectives for bucks per 100 does were 
established. Finally, antlerless harvest threshold objectives 
were established for 28 discrete trend area winter ranges 
in 15 analysis areas. The antlerless harvest threshold 
objectives were not set as population objectives; rather 
they were established to help guide decisions on when 
antlerless harvest was appropriate. A significant objective 
in the previous plan was to improve monitoring of mule 
deer populations by implementing annual monitoring of 
population status on select winter ranges and collecting 
over-winter fawn survival information. Table 1 identifies 
management objectives and achievements during the 
previous planning period.
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Table 1. Summary of accomplishments from the 1999-2007 planning period. 
Management 

Direction Statewide objective Results
Conclusions and 

recommendations
Provide 
maximum 
recreational 
hunting 
opportunity

Not specified Maintained general hunting 
opportunity in all analysis 
areas

Continue to offer 
adequate amounts 
of general hunting to 
accommodate demand 
for annual hunting 
opportunity

Provide a 
diversity 
of hunting 
experiences

Not specified Provided archery, 
muzzleloader, and/or any-
weapon opportunity in all 
analysis areas.
Provided diversity in hunt 
experiences by managing 
for a variety of buck:doe 
ratios (15-25 bucks per 100 
does) and a variety of % 
4-points in the harvest (15-
50% 4-points)

Continue to provide 
a diversity of hunting 
experiences, including 
special weapon hunts
Provide for a more even 
distribution of diverse 
hunting experiences 
throughout the state 
(not all regions provide 
a diversity of hunting 
experiences)

Achieve buck 
management 
objectives

15 bucks:100 does in 14 analysis areas
20 bucks:100 does in 1 analysis area
25 bucks:100 does in 2 analysis areas
>15% 4-points in 1 analysis area
>25% 4-points in 1 analysis area
>30% 4-points in 16 analysis areas
>35% 4-points in 2 analysis areas
>45% 4-points in 1 analysis area
>50% 4-points in 1 analysis area

Met buck:doe objectives in 
13 of 17 analysis areas.
Met % 4-point objectives in 
17 of 22 analysis areas

Monitor buck:doe ratios 
on a 3-year moving 
average to better account 
for annual variation
Continue to provide a 
diversity of buck hunting 
experiences

Allow antlerless 
harvest when 
populations are 
at, or above, 
desired levels

Establish antlerless harvest thresholds 
(minimum desired population counts) for 29 
trend area winter ranges
Allow antlerless harvest to manage mule 
deer populations in accordance with an 
antlerless harvest decision model that 
considers population size in relation to the 
antlerless harvest threshold, deer condition, 
and over-winter fawn survival

Established antlerless 
harvest thresholds for 28 
trend area winter ranges
Carefully applied antlerless 
harvest strategies to 
manage populations, 
resolve depredations, 
and provide hunting 
opportunities

Revise the antlerless 
harvest decision 
matrix to account for 
population status, age 
structure, recruitment, 
condition, and population 
management goals
Increase awareness and 
use of antlerless harvest 
decision matrix

Improve 
population 
monitoring

Annually monitor population status in 29 
trend area winter ranges
Annually monitor over-winter survival of >200 
fawns

Implemented annual 
monitoring of population 
abundance in trend area 
winter ranges
Monitored >200 fawns 
annually to determine over-
winter survival and cause-
specific mortality

Annual monitoring 
provided valuable status 
and trend information for 
management decisions
The use of trend areas 
failed to recognize 
importance of, and 
changes in, peripheral 
winter ranges
Develop a monitoring 
strategy that generates 
total population estimates 
for discrete geographic 
areas
Continue to monitor over-
winter fawn survival
Implement annual 
survival monitoring of 
adult female mule deer 
for modeling purposes
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MULE DEER MANAGEMENT ISSUES

Hunting Opportunities and Experiences

Idaho mule deer hunters have various motivations for 
hunting including spending time with family and friends, 
seeing mule deer and other wildlife, being close to nature, 
getting away from the usual demands of life, harvesting 
a deer, putting meat in the freezer, harvesting a mature 
buck, and others. In comparison to mule deer hunters 
in 1987, today’s hunters are older, the social aspects of 
the hunt are more important, and they are more likely 
to use an off-highway-vehicle (OHV) (Sanyal et al., 
unpublished data).

Mule deer hunting has strong ties to Idaho’s history and 
culture and today’s hunters highly value the opportunity 
to hunt every year. However, many hunters also desire 
more opportunities to hunt mature bucks or to hunt 
with special weapons such as muzzleloaders. To meet the 
demands of the broad spectrum of mule deer hunters, 
this plan will provide the framework for implementing 
a diversity of hunting experiences ranging from general 
seasons with over-the-counter tags to “high-quality” 
hunts with very limited numbers of controlled hunt 
permits. 

Annual opportunity.— Idaho currently offers liberal 
general season hunting opportunities. In 2006, 96 of the 
state’s 99 game management units (GMUs) provided 
general season hunting opportunity for more than 
91,000 mule deer hunters. General season any-weapon 
hunts are typically characterized by relatively high hunter 
densities, averaging 1.5 hunters/mi2. Roughly one-half 
of the bucks taken during general seasons are yearlings 
and approximately one-third are 4-point or larger bucks. 
These hunts have become a staple for maintaining Idaho’s 
hunting tradition and continue to provide an opportunity 
for family and friends to get together for the “annual 
hunt.”

Idaho mule deer hunters are clear about their desire to 
maintain annual hunting opportunity. In the 2006 survey 
of mule deer hunters, the opportunity to hunt every year 
was the most important factor contributing to hunter 
satisfaction (Sanyal et al. unpublished data).

Buck management.— The majority of Idaho deer 
hunters prefer to harvest a mature buck to other types of 
mule deer. Mature buck hunting opportunity, however, 
has become increasingly difficult to provide in recent 
years. In addition to lower deer numbers in some parts 
of Idaho, human encroachment, increased road and trail 

densities, and the dramatic increase in OHV use by 
hunters have resulted in less security habitat for mule 
deer bucks during hunting season. In many GMUs, the 
increase in buck vulnerability has resulted in fewer bucks 
reaching older age classes. 

In 1991, IDFG moved general mule deer hunting 
seasons away from the rutting period to the existing 
October time frame to reduce buck harvest. This action 
allowed IDFG to offer some very limited controlled hunt 
opportunity for mature bucks during the rut, providing  
highly sought after hunting opportunities with drawing 
chances averaging approximately 15%.

Seasons in several GMUs have been managed exclusively 
as controlled hunts (except for general archery seasons) 
where hunter numbers and harvest are regulated to 
provide a hunting experience with fewer hunters and an 
increased opportunity to harvest a mature animal. The 
trade-off for hunters is that the chance to participate in 
a controlled hunt generally ranges from 3% to 25%, and 
hunters cannot apply for these hunts again the year after 
drawing a permit. Other management tools such as a 
2-point or smaller restriction during the general season, 
4-point or larger regulations, and motorized vehicle use 
management have also been used to improve “quality” of 
hunting experiences and mature buck potential.

Idaho hunters want additional mature buck hunting 
opportunities and providing these opportunities present 
challenges in balancing the trade-offs and sacrifices that 
will be required of hunters. Growing large-antlered, 
mature mule deer requires that deer have adequate age, 
habitat, and genetic potential. Consequently, increasing 
mature buck numbers usually requires reductions in 
hunter numbers and overall buck harvest. Harvest can 
be limited in several ways: season timing, weapons 
restrictions, access restrictions, harvest quotas, and 
restrictions on hunter numbers. Limiting hunter 
numbers with controlled hunts to reduce harvest can 
result in a redistribution or displacement of hunters and 
increased hunting pressure and hunter congestion in 
general hunt areas.

Buck:doe ratios are typically measured in late December 
to provide biologists and hunters with a relative 
assessment of buck abundance and age structure 
following the hunting season.  Buck:doe ratio objectives 
are frequently used to guide harvest management 
decisions for the type of hunting opportunity provided.  
During the previous planning period, objectives were 
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established to maintain a minimum of 15 bucks:100 does 
in most general seasons, and 20 or 25 bucks:100 does in 
back country and controlled hunt GMUs to provide a 
higher proportion of mature bucks.  The 15 bucks:100 
does objective was based on social criteria.  Anecdotal 
information suggests hunter satisfaction declines 
significantly with <15 bucks:100 does.  

Buck:doe ratios are an important measure for ensuring 
a biological minimum number of bucks for breeding 
purposes.  White et al. (2001) did not find a threshlold 
buck:doe ratio where productivity declined significantly, 
even with ratios <5 bucks:100 does. Similarly, data from 
Idaho and Montana does not demonstrate a reliable 
relationship between buck:doe ratio and fawn:doe ratios,  
or over-winter fawn survival (IDFG unpubublished 
data). Existing information suggests the biological 
minimum for mule deer is <5 bucks:100 does.  

A primary goal of this plan is to provide annual hunting 
opportunity. Additionally, the IFGC has established a 
goal of >15 bucks:100 does in general hunts. Because 
of variation in mule deer productivity, over-winter fawn 
survival, and buck vulnerability; hunters can expect  
buck:doe ratios may periodically fall below management 
goals. However, if buck:doe ratios fall below management 
goals for 3 consecutive years, the IDFG will conduct an 
evaluation of productivity, fawn survival, hunter harvest, 
vulnerability, habitat condition, and hunter satisfaction/
preference and recommend appropriate corrective action.  

This plan provides for a diversity of hunting experiences 
to meet the various motivations and preferences of Idaho 
mule deer hunters. While it is not possible to provide 
for all types of experiences in all places, a range of 
opportunities will be available throughout the state. Each 
region will offer at least 2 types of hunting opportunity 
including general, “quality”, or “high-quality”, as dictated 
by regional hunter preferences. These opportunities are 
broadly characterized in Table 2. The Department will 
improve efforts to inform hunters about buck ratios and 
numbers throughout the state. 

Because of varying social attitudes and preferences, 
mule deer population characteristics, and habitat 
characteristics across Idaho; no single management tool 
is prescribed for achieving buck management goals.  
Rather, a variety of tools including season length and 
timing,  weapon restrictions, antler point restrictions, 
area specific tags, motorized vehicle rule, split seasons, 
controlled hunts, and others, will be evaluated.   

 Youth, Seniors and Hunters with Disabilities.— Hunter 
physical ability and experience are key issues in providing 

opportunities that reflect the preferences and desires of 
Idaho hunters. Young and inexperienced hunters require 
ample opportunity to participate in hunting to develop 
their skills and interest in the sport. Recruiting new 
hunters and retaining existing hunters are important 
to the future conservation of mule deer through hunter 
support for the species (see Hunter Recruitment and 
Retention section below). Senior and disabled hunters 
may desire a hunt that is less physically demanding 
for them to participate. Additionally, OHV use is an 
attractive option for some hunters physically unable to 
participate in long, extended hikes. Allocating hunting 
opportunity among various hunters is an important issue.

Hunter Access.— Providing access to sportsmen is an 
important function of IDFG. According to the 2006 
survey of mule deer hunters, having access to public and 
private land positively affected the choice of where to 
hunt for 91% and 62% of mule deer hunters, respectively 
(Sanyal et al. unpublished data). Providing access for 
hunters requires balancing the need for access with the 
need for providing security habitat for bucks.

The Department has implemented several programs over 
the past few decades aimed at improving relationships 
between landowners and sportsmen and increasing 
access to private property. In 1987, the IFGC adopted 
a landowner preference permit system that provided 
landowners, with suitable wildlife habitat, a controlled 
hunt permit in units with no general hunt. This program 
was replaced with the Landowner Appreciation Permit 
program in 1999. Most recently, IDFG implemented the 
Access Yes! program, which compensates landowners 
for providing access to hunters, anglers, and trappers. 
The Access Yes! program began in 2003 and has steadily 
expanded. In 2007, IDFG enrolled 108 landowners 
providing access to 634,956 acres of private land and 
through private land to 726,320 acres of public land. 

Although most hunters (55%) are satisfied with the 
current amount of access (Sanyal et al.  unpublished 
data), there is room for improvement. Emphasis 
on increasing access will continue as access to and 
through private land becomes more difficult for Idaho’s 
sportsmen.

Motorized Vehicle Use.— Use of OHVs is an important 
component of mule deer hunting in Idaho. Since the 
late 1980s, there has been a substantial increase in use 
of OHVs. Currently, >100,000 all-terrain vehicles 
(ATVs) and motorbikes are registered in Idaho; 5 times 
the registrations in the 1980s. Sanyal et al. (unpublished 
data) found that approximately one-half of all mule deer 
hunters use ATVs or motorbikes. The most commonly 
cited reasons for using an OHV included to hunt with 
friends and family using OHVs, and to retrieve game. 
Additionally, it is anticipated that as the average age of 
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hunters increases there will be an increasing demand for 
use of motorized vehicles to accommodate for declining 
physical ability. 

However, increasing use of OHVs along with concurrent 
increases in motorized roads and trails also have 
biological and sociological consequences. Motorized 
vehicle use of roads and trails can displace mule 
deer from otherwise suitable habitat, increase buck 
vulnerability, and facilitate conflicts between motorized 
and nonmotorized hunters. Avoidance of habitats and 
increased vulnerability generally result in reduced mule 
deer populations and fewer mature bucks. Sociologically, 
conflicts between motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
have increased concurrent with increasing use of 
OHVs. The 2006 survey of Idaho mule deer hunters 
indicated that off-road use of OHVs was the top 
factor contributing to a dissatisfying hunt (Sanyal et al. 
unpublished data).

During 2002, IDFG began implementing a Motorized 
Vehicle Rule (MVR) that limits the use of motorized 
vehicles to roads capable of being traveled by a full-
sized automobile. This rule was implemented to help 
reduce off-road travel and subsequent conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters, and to increase 
mature buck numbers. During the 2007 hunting seasons, 
the MVR was employed in 29 of 99 GMUs. Generally, 
a majority of hunters support the rule (Sanyal et al. 
unpublished data). However, the rule is confusing to 
some, especially when it differs from land management 
agency travel rules. 

In 2005, the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) implemented 
a rule (36 CFR Parts 212, 251, 261, and 295) entitled 
“Travel Management: Designated Routes and Areas for 
Motor Vehicle Use” (http://www.fs.fed.us/recreation/
programs/ohv/final.pdf ). When fully implemented, 
the rule will restrict OHV use to designated routes 
and trails, eliminating cross-country travel. Full 
implementation is expected by 2010.

Hunter Density.— Hunter density is an important issue 
contributing to hunt quality and hunter satisfaction. In 

Idaho, hunter densities range as high as 3.5 hunters/
mi2 in some general hunts. In controlled hunts, hunter 
densities are typically <0.5 hunters/mi2. Overall, hunter 
crowding was not identified as a major issue for Idaho 
hunters. For >50% of hunters in the 2006 survey, the 
quality of their hunting experience was not reduced by 
other hunters. More than one-half of hunters in the 2006 
survey indicated that encounters with other hunters 
did not reduce the quality of their hunting experience 
(Sanyal et al. unpublished data). Implementation of 
additional mature buck hunting opportunities in Idaho 
could result in displacement of some hunters and 
increased congestion in some game management units.

Hunter Retention, Recruitment, and Support.— 
Hunting is embedded in human evolution and culture 
as a skill necessary for survival. Today, hunting is better 
described as a direct link to wildlife and the natural 
world, and a cultural identity. Hunters have provided the 
backbone of conservation efforts in the United States 
during the past century. Hunting also has a substantial 
influence on the economy. Each year approximately 13 
million people ≥16 years old go hunting, spending over 
$20 billion in the process (USFWS 2002). 

Hunter numbers are declining in the United States, with 
poor hunter recruitment (new hunters starting to hunt) 
and poor hunter retention (previous hunters continuing 
to hunt) as important factors (Enck et al. 2000). Since 
1970, Idaho’s population has increased 106%, while the 
number of resident deer tags sold has decreased 24%. 
The proportion of Idaho residents purchasing a deer 
tag has dropped from 23% in 1970 to fewer than 9% in 
2006. This decline is attributable primarily to a changing 
culture, but is more pronounced in recent years because 
of lower mule deer numbers.

The decline in hunter numbers is important not only to 
hunters, but to all persons interested in conservation of 
wildlife and wildlife habitat. State agencies tasked with 
the conservation and management of wildlife strive to 
conserve and enhance wildlife habitat directly, and also 
to influence land-use policy to accommodate wildlife 
needs. Because state wildlife agencies are funded largely 

Table 2. Characteristics of hunting opportunity types in Idaho.
Type of hunting opportunity

Characteristic General Quality    High Quality
Hunter success (%) ≈25 ≈50 ≈75
Mature bucks (% 4 points) >25 >40 >60

Hunter density (hunters/mi2) 0.3-3.5 <0.5 <0.1

Opportunity to hunt every year (%) 100 ≈30 <10
Buck:doe ratio (per 100 does) ≈15 ≈25 ≈35
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by license sales and federal excise taxes on hunting 
equipment, a decline in hunter numbers reduces the 
agency’s ability to manage and conserve wildlife, and to 
provide services requested by hunters.

Harvest success is only one of many considerations that 
affect a hunter’s decision to continue participating in 
hunting (Case 2004). Hammitt et al. (1990) identified 
environmental (e.g. weather and topography) and social 
(e.g. crowding and hunting behavior) factors as the best 
predictor of satisfaction with the hunting experience. A 
general lack of outreach and education efforts to support 
hunters and hunting was listed as the most commonly 
named constraint to effective hunter retention and 
recruitment (Responsive Management 2005, D. J. Case 
& Associates 2007). 

Predator Management

Management of predators to increase mule deer 
populations is a complex issue, in part because different 
segments of society value predators differently, and 
because previous research on effects of predator 
management is equivocal. Nonetheless, predator 
management is desired by many sportsmen and is an 
important tool for IDFG when used appropriately. The 
IFGC implemented a policy entitled “Policy for Avian 
and Mammalian Predation Management” to guide IDFG’s 
implementation of predator management activities 
(http://fishandgame.idaho.gov/cms/wildlife/plans/
mam_predation.cfm).

Primary potential predators of mule deer in Idaho 
include mountain lion (Felis concolor), black bear (Ursus 
americanus), gray wolf (Canis lupus), coyote (Canis 
latrans), and bobcat (Lynx rufus). Mountain lions and 
coyotes are considered the primary predators of mule 
deer in the state. Although wolves can be a significant 
predator on mule deer (Klein 1995), research in Idaho 
has demonstrated wolves are currently focusing on elk 
(Cervus elaphus) as primary prey (Husseman 2002). If 
wolf populations expand and occupy areas of the state 
with limited elk numbers, it is likely white-tailed deer (O. 
virginianus) or mule deer would become the primary prey 
base. 

Predation has a combination of compensatory and 
additive effects. Compensatory mortality occurs when 1 
source of mortality offsets another source. An example 
of compensatory mortality would be a mule deer fawn in 
poor physical condition killed by a coyote during winter. 
The fawn likely would have died from malnourishment 
even if it had not been killed by a coyote. When 
compensatory mortality is occurring in a population, 
reducing 1 source of mortality will result in an increase 
in another source; with no net decrease in total mortality. 

Compensatory mortality occurs most often when 
populations are near carrying capacity (Macnab 1985). 
Applying predator management actions when predation 
is largely compensatory will result in few benefits to prey 
populations.

Conversely, additive mortality results in an increase in 
total mortality. An example of additive mortality would 
be a healthy adult mule deer doe killed in a vehicle 
collision during summer. This doe would have likely 
survived if not for the accident. The further a population 
is below carrying capacity, the greater proportion of total 
mortality is additive (Macnab 1985). Applying predator 
management actions when predation is largely additive 
will generally increase prey survival and population 
numbers.

While application of predator management appears 
simple relative to compensatory or additive mortality, 
results are complicated by a host of additional dynamic 
factors including forage and cover conditions, weather, 
alternate prey abundance, deer physical condition and 
vulnerability to predation (Smith and LeCount 1979, 
Hamlin et al. 1984, Teer et al. 1991, Bartmann et al. 
1992, Unsworth et al. 1999, Ballard et al. 2001). A single 
source of mortality can be compensatory under one set 
of conditions and additive under another. The challenge 
for wildlife managers is to understand enough about the 
intricacies and interactions of all the factors to determine 
if and when predator management could be effective, and 
therefore potentially appropriate. Generally, intensive 
studies are required to understand the relative role of all 
potential limiting factors for a mule deer population.

Between 1997 and 2002, Hurley et al. (unpublished 
data) studied the effects of increased harvest rates on 
coyotes and mountain lions in southeastern Idaho. 
Coyote predation on neonatal fawns during summer 
was offset by increased malnourishment during winter, 
indicating total annual coyote mortality was largely 
compensatory. The degree to which coyote predation 
was either additive or compensatory was influenced by 
alternate prey and weather conditions. During periods of 
low lagomorph or microtine populations and mild winter 
conditions, coyote predation was partially additive. 
Coyotes are considered a facultative predator of mule 
deer (Ballard et al. 2003) and prefer small mammals. 
Results from the southeastern Idaho study were 
consistent with other coyote removal studies reviewed by 
Ballard et al. (2003).

Conversely, mountain lion predation of mule deer in 
southeastern Idaho was considered largely additive 
(Hurley et al. unpublished data). Mule deer survival 
and recruitment increased with lion removal resulting 
in slight population increases during the most intense 
mountain lion removal periods. However, Logan et 
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al. (1996) determined mountain lion predation to be 
substantially compensatory during a period of severe 
drought in southern New Mexico. Mountain lions are 
considered an obligate predator of mule deer (Ballard 
et al. 2003) and their functional effect on mule deer 
populations is much less dependent on alternate prey 
abundance. 

The relative degree to which predation on mule deer 
affects population levels varies considerably through 
time and space, and there is no simple method for 
determining if and when predator management can be 
used to increase deer populations. A cursory look at a 
deer herd or predator populations will not provide the 
information needed to determine if predation is limiting. 
Only after an in-depth evaluation of all the factors 
potentially affecting a deer herd can a scientifically-sound 
recommendation be made.

Although previous research on predation effects on 
ungulate populations has yielded ambiguous results 
(Connolly 1978), there are some general guidelines to 
consider when deciding whether to initiate predator 
management to benefit mule deer populations (Table 3).

Mule Deer, White-tailed Deer,  
and Elk Interaction

Some hunters and wildlife managers have speculated on 
the impact of increasing white-tailed deer populations. 
Although white-tailed deer and mule deer have similar 
diets, whitetails generally are associated with more 
mesic habitat types and agricultural lands at lower 
elevations (i.e. river and stream riparian areas) than mule 
deer (Mackie 1981). Wood et al. (1989) found little 
evidence for direct competition between sympatric mule 
deer and white-tailed deer in eastern Montana, where 
mule deer and white-tailed deer maintained spatial 
separation. Conversely, Geist (1990) hypothesized that 
hybridization between white-tailed deer and mule deer 
will ultimately lead to the demise of mule deer. Empirical 
evidence for competition between white-tailed deer 

and mule deer is far from conclusive. Nevertheless, the 
2005-2014 Idaho White-tailed Deer Plan states “IDFG 
will not actively encourage expansion of white-tailed deer 
in southern Idaho. However, whitetails will be managed in 
suitable habitats in southern Idaho where substantial overlap 
with mule deer does not occur.”

Of greater interest to many hunters and some wildlife 
managers is what impact increasing elk populations are 
having on mule deer. Lindzey et al. (1997) reviewed 
several deer and elk competition studies and concluded 
past research results were equivocal. Much of the past 
research was narrowly focused, of limited spatial and 
temporal scales, or too observational in nature to draw 
general conclusions (Lindzey et al. 1997). Complicating 
the issue is changing landscapes, where habitat change 
favors 1 species over another (Keegan and Wakeling 
2003). Future research should incorporate controlled 
experimentation where elk and mule deer populations 
are independently manipulated and intensively 
monitored to determine whether competition affects 
populations (Keegan and Wakeling 2003). 

Competition can occur in 2 forms; exploitative and 
interference. Exploitative competition occurs when 
1 species uses limited resources, such as forage, thus 
making it unavailable for another species. Interference 
competition occurs when 1 species avoids another 
species, thus making habitat unavailable. Elk are 
considered diet generalists; capable of digesting a 
wide variety of forage including low quality grasses. 
Conversely, deer are considered selective concentrate 
feeders; requiring more digestible and higher quality 
forage (Wickstrom et al. 1984). In general, elk are 
capable of utilizing most mule deer forages, but mule 
deer are incapable of using many common elk forages. 
Exploitative competition of important mule deer 
shrubs on some winter ranges in Idaho is a concern. 
Interference competition, avoidance of elk by mule deer, 
has been documented (Lindzey et al. 1984, Johnson et 
al. 2000) and can be a concern if mule deer are relegated 
to lower quality habitats. Occupancy by elk of aspen 

Table 3. Guidelines for determining whether predator management activities can be 
expected to increase mule deer numbers (adapted from Ballard et al. 2003).

Increased deer numbers likely Increased deer numbers unlikely
Deer population below carrying capacity Deer population near carrying capacity
Predation identified as a major cause of mortality Predation not identified as a major cause of mortality
Predator management efforts can result in a significant 
decline in predator numbers (e.g., ≥70% of existing coyote 
population)

Predator management efforts unlikely to achieve a 
significant reduction in predator numbers

Predator management efforts timed just prior to predator or 
prey reproductive periods

Predator management efforts haphazardly scheduled 
throughout the year

Predator management efforts focused on a small area 
(generally <400 mi2)

Predator management efforts scattered over large areas



9

(Populus tremuloides) and mountain shrub communities 
(important mule deer fawn rearing habitats) in southern 
Idaho prompts the question whether mule deer are 
being displaced to lower quality habitats and therefore 
displaying reduced productivity and over-winter fawn 
survival.

Habitats have changed dramatically in Idaho over the 
past 150 years. In southern Idaho, excessive grazing, 
combined with fire suppression efforts, resulted in 
increased shrubs during the mid 1900s. In north Idaho, 
fires at the turn of the twentieth century converted 
thousands of acres of timbered forests to shrubfields. 
Mule deer select for, and are best adapted to, shrub 
dominated habitats. More recently, fire suppression 
efforts have resulted in tree-dominated forest 
communities and decadent shrubfields throughout 
the west (Lutz et al. 2003), including Idaho. Improved 
livestock grazing management has resulted in increased 
grasses on many western rangelands. Additionally, 
invasion of annual grasses and high fire frequencies have 
altered many shrub-steppe habitats. Many of these recent 
habitat changes favor elk.

Making a broad statement that elk have a competitive 
effect on mule deer populations is likely erroneous. 
Various mule deer populations throughout Idaho 
have fluctuated with and without elk. However, with a 
shrinking habitat base because of human development, 
it is probable that habitat changes, combined with higher 
elk populations, are impacting some mule deer herds in 
Idaho, particularly where the opportunity for exclusive 
use by mule deer of important habitats (e.g. winter range, 
fawn rearing) is limited. Even if competition with elk 
was known to be a factor affecting mule deer, long-term 
habitat changes and social acceptance for reduced elk 
numbers would be difficult challenges to overcome.

Antlerless Harvest 

Antlerless harvest is an important management tool 
used by wildlife managers to accomplish a number of 
management objectives: 1) increase productivity (e.g. 
recruitment of bucks) by decreasing population density, 
2) address depredation concerns on private land, 3) 
provide additional hunting opportunity, and 4) increase 
opportunities for hunter recruitment and retention 
(e.g. youth hunts). The 2006 survey of Idaho mule 
deer hunters found a majority of deer hunters believed 
antlerless harvest was appropriate. However, the survey 
also indicated hunters needed adequate justification 
before accepting antlerless harvest (Sanyal et al. 
unpublished data).

Maintaining productive and healthy mule deer 
populations is a primary management objective for 

IDFG. Populations managed below carrying capacity are 
typically characterized by high recruitment, including 
recruitment of bucks into the population, and low 
natural mortality of adults. Although the term carrying 
capacity is commonly used, it is nearly impossible to 
quantify. 

The carrying capacity of the habitat changes from year 
to year dependent on a variety of factors. Fluctuations 
in climate and weather patterns, succession of plant 
communities, and human-induced changes to the 
landscape are constantly influencing carrying capacity. 
Estimating mule deer carrying capacity from landscape 
characteristics is challenging, but systematic monitoring 
of mule deer population characteristics can provide 
a reliable assessment of whether populations are 
nutritionally limited, and, therefore, likely to be near or 
at carrying capacity (Table 4, Ballard et al. 2003).

Table 5 is provided to help explain impacts of various 
antlerless harvest levels. The table was developed using 
a deterministic population model and assumes the 
population is below carrying capacity. Values in the 
table reflect the amount of antlerless harvest allowable 
for stable populations.  Lower values (<1%) in the 
table result in immeasurable population impacts and 
allow for management flexibility such as dealing with 
depredations, or for providing very limited antlerless 
opportunity (e.g. youth hunts).  Use of the table should 
be considered an adaptive process. As IDFG continues 
to monitor mule deer populations, this table will be 
reviewed and revised as necessary.

Winter Feeding

Winter is a period of cold temperatures, reduced 
forage (availability and quality), and higher energy 
demands. Mule deer have evolved to survive most 
winters by migrating to lower elevations, reducing 
energy expenditures, and utilizing fat accumulated 
during summer and fall. However, there are occasional 
circumstances when emergency supplemental feed 
is a useful management tool (Dean et al. 2003). The 
Department is guided by a Commission policy on 
emergency feeding. The policy states IDFG does not 
sanction widespread supplemental feeding of big game, 
and that supplemental feeding is authorized only for 
reasons of public safety, property damage prevention, or 
to prevent excessive mortality that would affect recovery 
of the herd. While the policy does not specifically define 
excessive mortality, IDFG generally considers mortality 
rates of ≥30% of the adult female population, as defined 
by the Colorado Division of Wildlife, to be excessive 
(http://wildlife.state.co.us/NR/rdonlyres/691A5DB5-
565C-471E-9249-F08BB62C27E7/0/
EmergencyWinterFeedingBaitingPolicy.pdf ).
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Since 1984, IDFG funds used for winter feeding have 
been generated by a $0.75 charge added to all deer, elk, 
and pronghorn tags. These funds are maintained in a 
set-aside account only to be used for emergency winter 
feeding and winter range habitat improvement pursuant 
to Idaho Code 36-111. 

Idaho Code 36-123 establishes citizen advisory 
committees in regions where emergency winter feeding 
occurs. These committees have developed criteria 
for determining when emergency conditions exist. 
Although criteria vary somewhat among regions, they 
are primarily based on measurable, science-based, 
environmental conditions such as snow depth, minimum 
temperatures, body condition entering winter, and 
winter range conditions. Additionally, the committees 
play an important liaison role between IDFG and  
local communities relative to winter feeding and the 
importance of maintaining quality winter ranges. 

The Idaho State Department of Agriculture has 
developed rules, under authority granted by Idaho Code 
25-207A, that prohibit the feeding of big game animals 
by private individuals in eastern Idaho. The rules were 
implemented to address concerns of potential brucellosis 
transmission between elk and livestock. 

Artificially concentrating animals during stressful periods 
increases the likelihood of interspecific and intraspecific 
competition as well as disease transmission. Even with 
well planned operations and approved feed formulas, 
problems invariably occur when artificially feeding deer.  
Over the past 65 years, numerous studies have been 
conducted to evaluate nutritional considerations, health 
and stress-related problems as well as the economics of 
winter feeding. These include several studies conducted 
in Idaho and Utah (Doman and Rasmussen 1944, 
Pengelly 1953, Urness 1979). Intense competition at 
feed grounds seems to be particularly detrimental to 

Table 4. Biological parameters and typical characteristics of a mule deer population 
approaching, or at, carrying capacity.
Parameter Characteristics Notes
December fawn weight Below long-term average, and 

declining over time
Long-term averages in Idaho: 
     Southwest & south-central Idaho = 70-80 lbs
     Central Idaho = 60-70 lbs
     Eastern Idaho = 75-85 lbs
     Heise = 80-90 lbs

Fall yearling weight Below long-term average, and 
declining over time

IDFG will begin developing long-term data

Adult doe annual natural 
mortality

>15% Excluding harvest mortality, predator mortality a minor 
component of total mortality

Yearling antler length Below long-term average, and 
declining over time 

IDFG will begin analyzing existing long-term data

Over-winter fawn survival Below long-term average, and 
declining over time

Independent of summer precipitation, and winter snow 
and temperature conditions

December fawn:doe ratio Below long-term average, and 
declining over time

Predation not identified as a major source of juvenile 
mortality, independent of summer precipitation

Body condition Below long-term average, and 
declining over time

Independent of summer precipitation

Doe age structure Majority of does in older age 
classes

IDFG will analyze existing data, and increase 
monitoring efforts

Table 5. Adult female (>1 year) harvest rates (%) that will maintain population 
stability for mule deer populations below carrying capacity.

40 Fawns:100 Does 60 Fawns:100 Does 80 Fawns:100 Does

Over-Winter Fawn Surival 0.2   0.5 0.8 0.2 0.5 0.8 0.2 0.5 0.8
Annual adult Female Survivala 
(3-yr average)
0.85 <1% <1% 1% <1% 1% 4% 1% 1% 9%
0.90 <1% <1% 1% <1% 1% 8.5% 1% 4.5% 13.5%
0.95 1% 1% 5.5% 1% 4.5% 13% 1% 9% 18%

 aExcludes harvest mortality.
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fawns, the segment of the population most susceptible to 
malnutrition.

Providing emergency supplemental feed can reduce, 
but not eliminate deer mortality. At the same time, one 
of the fundamental considerations for winter feeding, 
especially as a routine practice, is the artificiality of the 
situation created. When wildlife is treated more as a 
domesticated herd, even for relatively short periods of 
the annual cycle, it becomes easier for planners and land 
managers to overlook the importance of critical habitat 
components. A 50-acre feed site might seem a viable 
alternative to preserving 5,000 acres of secure native 
plant community if principles of wildlife management 
are not understood. But in the long term, important 
habitat needed for maintaining a truly wild and healthy 
population is lost to development. Supplemental feeding 
is generally considered by professionals as a poor 
substitute for quality summer and winter range. Reliance 
on supplemental feeding will eventually result in reduced 
mule deer populations. 

Mule Deer Habitat 

No single factor impacts wildlife, including mule deer, 
more than habitat. As with all wildlife species, mule 
deer need adequate amounts of food, water, cover, and 
space throughout their life to survive. These fundamental 
requirements change throughout the year as mule deer 
use winter, summer, and transitional ranges. Positive or 
negative impacts to these seasonal habitats impact the 
distribution and abundance of mule deer, ultimately 
more than habitat. As with all wildlife species, mule 
deer need adequate amounts of food, water, cover, and 
space throughout their life to survive. These fundamental 
requirements change throughout the year as mule deer 
use winter, summer, and transitional ranges. Positive or 
negative impacts to these seasonal habitats impact the 
distribution and abundance of mule deer, ultimately 
affecting the associated recreational opportunities they 
provide.

Natural resource issues that diminish mule deer habitat 
such as wildfire and drought are common throughout the 
western states and impact a suite of wildlife across the 
landscape. Human-caused impacts to mule deer habitats 
can also influence their ability to sustain mule deer 
populations throughout the year. In Idaho, 4 primary 
habitat issues affecting mule deer are invasive plants, 
human development, wildfire, and ecological succession. 

Invasive Species.— Dense infestations of invasive 
and noxious weeds have major impacts on ecological 
conditions that support the existence of wildlife. For 
example, invasive and noxious weeds displace native or 
desirable non-native plants and ultimately reduce wildlife 

forage, alter thermal and escape cover, change water flow 
and availability to wildlife, and may reduce territorial 
space necessary for wildlife survival. This disruptive 
process ultimately affects the quantity and quality of 
available habitat and will reduce mule deer populations.

Invasive and noxious weeds are plants that are not native 
to Idaho and cause harm to people and our environment. 
Most have come from Europe or Asia either accidentally 
or as ornamentals that have escaped. These plants 
have an advantage because the insects, diseases, and 
animals that would normally control them are not found 
locally. Because these plants have developed specialized 
mechanisms to survive, they are able to spread at an 
alarming rate.

Invasive and noxious weeds are moving into valued 
ecosystems and displacing native plants. The U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (2006) reported that 
“invasive and noxious weeds are expected to infest 140 
million acres by 2010.” The Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM, 2007) estimates 4,600 acres of federal land in the 
West are lost each day to weed infestation. 

To combat invasive plant species, strategies have 
been developed from information gathered by agency 
personnel, private landowners, surveys, interviews 
and from analyses of existing information. General 
management priorities on critical mule deer ranges 
include: 1) prevent establishment of potential invaders; 
2) characterize new invaders; 3) reduce spread of 
weeds by treating transportation corridors and 
areas of concentrated activities, such as roads, trails, 
campgrounds, trailheads, parking lots ,and gravel pits 
and satellite infestations of established invaders; 4) 
contain locally established invaders; 5) reduce density or 
slow spread of widespread established invaders; 6) map 
current noxious weed infestations; and 7) monitor sites 
for effectiveness of control actions.

The State of Idaho has adopted the Integrated Weed 
Management System (IWMS, http://www.agri.
idaho.gov/Categories/PlantsInsects/NoxiousWeeds/
Documents/costshare/CostShareHandbook6/Exhibit
%206%20Strat%20Plan.pdf). The program is, “a system 
for the planning and implementation of selected methods 
of management for preventing, containing or controlling 
undesirable plant species or group of species using all 
available strategies and techniques.” 

Ecological Succession.— Mule deer tend to be most 
productive in habitats that are in early to mid-seral 
stages. Evidence suggests that this is due to associated 
vegetation diversity and availability of high quality forage. 
The challenge is that nature is dynamic and communities 
do not remain in a single successional state. Thus, ability 
of a landscape to support deer varies with these changes 
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of Idaho: greater Boise area, Teton Valley, greater Coeur 
d’Alene area, Magic Valley/Blaine County, and Bear Lake 
area (Figure 1). Similarly, housing density projections 
through the year 2030 indicate that most future human 
settlement will be clustered in several general areas of the 
state: greater Coeur d’Alene area, Palouse area, greater 
Boise area, Magic Valley/Blaine County, and eastern 
Snake River Plain/Teton Valley areas (Figure 2). 

Several of the growth “hot spots” identified above are 
also portions of the state where important mule deer 
summer and winter habitats occur. As a result, mule deer 
populations that have already been adversely affected 
by past and current development are further threatened 
by predicted rapid human population expansion and 
associated development. Alternatively, there are portions 
of the state where the human population is stable 
or declining and where these trends are predicted to 
continue. Although mule deer habitats and populations 
are not completely secure in these areas, it appears that 
other factors will be more important in terms of mule 
deer management than development-related impacts.

Concomitant with human population growth, Idaho 
has experienced increased road construction and deer-
vehicle collisions. Approximately 575 and 750 deer-
vehicle collisions occurred in 2005 and 2006 (G. Burak, 
IDFG, unpublished data). Roads also fragment habitats 
and migration corridors and can alter deer seasonal 
migrations; reducing the potential of habitats to support 
healthy deer populations. 

Wildfire.— Wildfire was a major ecological force that 
helped maintain historical plant communities, and 
today, few factors play as critical a role in mule deer 
habitat condition and health as wildfire. Historically, 
wildfires helped maintain a mosaic of plant communities 
(and successional stages within communities) across 
the landscape. However, current wildfire frequencies 
have departed significantly from historical regimes 
throughout many of the plant communities occupied 
by mule deer (USDI 2004). In general, current wildfire 
return intervals are too frequent in low elevation shrub-
steppe communities and too infrequent in mid- to upper 
elevation shrub and aspen/conifer communities.

Shrub-steppe communities are a crucial component 
of mule deer habitat in Idaho. Historically, wildfires 
in low elevation sagebrush (Artemisia spp.)-steppe 
were small and patchy resulting in a mosaic of burned, 
recovering, and unburned lands (Howard 2002). The 
fire return interval in these communities was 60-110 
years (85 years midrange; Whisenant 1990, Peters and 
Bunting 1994). In contrast, historical wildfires in mid-
elevation shrub-steppe were of variable intensity and 
size and more frequent (10-25 years, 18 year midrange; 
Houston 1973, Harniss and Murray 1973). By the mid 

in habitat. 

Deer diets vary seasonally and annually due to 
nutritional demands, plant phenology, and weather 
patterns. Herbaceous plants are very important because 
of their digestibility and nutrient content. Forbs however, 
are not always available and so shrubs become an 
important component of mule deer diets. Woody browse 
is used year-round by mule deer, but becomes critical 
when other forages are not available, particularly during 
winter. Shrubs are most common in early successional 
habitats. Overall plant diversity is also higher in recently 
disturbed areas. 

Typically most of the edible biomass in late successional 
or climax forest systems is out of reach of terrestrial 
grazers, with trees using most of the available resources. 
In mature coniferous forests of the Rocky Mountains, 
>99% of total above ground vegetation biomass may be 
tied up in trees, with <10% of this biomass in foliage that 
is largely inaccessible and unpalatable to deer (Wallmo 
1981). Shrubs and herbaceous plants make up <1% of 
the total vegetation biomass in these late-seral systems 
(Wallmo et al. 1972, Gary 1974, Landis and Mogren 
1975). 

Forage supply for ruminant grazers is inversely related 
to the amount of tree overstory in forested habitats 
(Ffolliott and Clary 1972). In general, managing habitats 
for early to mid-seral states will prove most beneficial to 
mule deer. Exceptions to this might be on certain winter 
ranges where shrubs can take much longer to regenerate. 
Disturbance is crucial to maintaining high quality deer 
habitat. Traditionally, different fire cycles and human 
disturbance, such as logging, resulted in higher deer 
densities than occur in many areas today. In the short-
term, weather patterns, especially precipitation, drive 
deer populations, but landscape-scale habitat changes 
will impact long-term deer trends.

Human Development.— Another primary issue 
impacting mule deer habitat is human development. 
Development can include construction associated 
with residential, commercial, agricultural, energy, 
infrastructure, and other human activities.  

The U.S. Census Bureau reported that Idaho is the 
third fastest growing state in the union. The total 
population of Idaho increased 2.4 percent between 2004 
and 2005. A Geographic Information System-based 
analysis of human population growth in Idaho was 
recently completed using census data and a projected 
housing density model was developed by D.  Theobald 
of Colorado State University. This analysis indicated 
recent human population growth (2000 to 2004) has 
not been uniformly distributed across the state. Instead, 
recent growth has occurred primarily in distinct portions 
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Figure 1. Percent change in human population by census block, Idaho, 2000-=2004.
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Figure 2. Projected housing unit density, Idaho, 2030.
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1900s, the combination of wildfire suppression and 
land use resulted in a trend toward monotypic stands 
of woody plants (such as sagebrush and rabbitbrush 
[Chrysothamnus spp.]) and the loss of important 
herbaceous understory vegetation. These factors, 
combined with the introduction and invasion of exotic 
annual grasses, has resulted in a current trend toward 
larger and more frequent wildfires in low elevation 
sagebrush-steppe communities (USDI 2004). Over the 
last several decades, >1 million acres of low elevation 
sagebrush-steppe in southern Idaho has been affected 
by wildfire. Fire return intervals in mid-elevation shrub 
communities also have departed from historic levels. 
Fires are now less frequent, increasing the potential for 
large, contiguous, stand-replacing events (USDI 2004).

In southern Idaho, shrub-steppe communities provide 
important summer and winter habitat and transition 
range for mule deer. The vast majority of mule deer 
winter habitat as mapped by IDFG occurs in shrub-
steppe communities (IDFG, unpublished data). The 
aforementioned loss of low elevation sagebrush-steppe 
communities has had a considerable effect on mule deer 
habitats throughout southern Idaho. For example, 37 
named fires have burned in the approximately 91,000-
acre Stone Winter Range (GMU 56) since 1978. These 
fires have affected a combined total of approximately 
97,500 acres, and approximately 38,740 acres (42% of 
winter range area) have burned at least twice during that 
30-year period. The loss of low elevation sagebrush-
steppe, coupled with the increased potential for large-
scale wildfire in mid-elevation shrub communities, poses 
a significant threat to mule deer across southern Idaho.

Aspen/conifer communities provide important 
seasonal cover (security, fawning, and thermal) and 
forage resources for mule deer in Idaho. Under normal 
circumstances, aspen-dominated patches are often 
scattered throughout larger conifer-dominated stands, 
and conifer encroachment is a natural process within 
aspen stands. However, aspen is well adapted to fire 
and other disturbances and aspen-dominated stands 
were historically maintained through these processes 
(Jones and DeByle 1985). Historical fire frequencies in 
aspen/conifer communities ranged from 25 to 100 years 
(midrange 63 years) with a mixed pattern of severity 
(USDI 2004). Fires are currently much less frequent 
(≥100 years), increasing the potential for landscape-scale 
events (Tausch et al. 1981, Miller and Rose 1999, USDI 
2004). The use of targeted mechanical and prescribed 
fire treatments in aspen communities subject to conifer 
encroachment can help improve stand conditions and 
increase the extent of aspen dominated communities 
throughout the range of mule deer in Idaho.

Population Monitoring

Management decisions can be best made where 
information is available on population size, recruitment, 
over-winter fawn survival, and adult female survival 
(White and Bartmann 1998). The Department 
relies heavily on aerial surveys to monitor mule deer 
populations. Prior to the 1980s, winter surveys were 
primarily conducted in key drainages annually to 
determine population trend and collect composition 
data. Later, surveys were conducted attempting 
to estimate total numbers of deer in certain game 
management units every few years. Because not all 
animals are observed during aerial surveys (Caughley 
1974), IDFG developed a “sightability model” that 
corrects for those deer not observed (Unsworth et. 
al. 1994). Beginning in the mid-1990s, annual aerial 
surveys, using the “sightability model,” were conducted 
on 28 discrete winter ranges across southern Idaho. 
These winter range surveys provided reliable information 
on population composition, but were inadequate for 
determining overall abundance. Additionally, limiting 
monitoring to these winter ranges failed to detect 
potential changes occurring on the many smaller or 
peripheral winter ranges throughout Idaho.

A key factor affecting annual mule deer population 
change is over-winter fawn survival (Unsworth et. al. 
1999), which can vary considerably from year to year. 
Beginning in 1998, IDFG began monitoring over-winter 
fawn survival by radio-marking approximately 250 fawns 
annually. This fawn monitoring program allows IDFG 
to rapidly detect major winter die-offs, and respond with 
appropriate management actions.

In 2005, IDFG began monitoring adult doe survival 
in select units, primarily in conjunction with research 
efforts on effects of wolf recovery on ungulate survival. 
Periodic population estimates combined with data on 
recruitment, over-winter fawn survival, and adult female 
survival allows wildlife managers to model populations 
annually, without the need for annual aerial surveys.

In the future, it will be essential to continue development 
of a monitoring program for mule deer that is less 
dependent on aerial surveys. The cost of helicopter 
rentals continues to escalate and availability of suitable 
helicopters and experienced pilots is declining. This plan 
implements a new monitoring program that incorporates 
tools designed to help reduce reliance on aerial surveys.

Habitat Monitoring

Plant communities and the soil that supports them 
form the foundation upon which wildlife diversity and 
health of game populations are based. Plant communities 
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(Davis, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources, personal 
communication) The Department is considering the 
merits of those programs and whether or not to adopt 
some of those procedures in Idaho. This is a significant 
commitment and will be considered carefully.

Agriculture and Livestock

Agricultural practices and livestock management have 
evolved over time and managers have become more 
cognizant of maintaining healthy soil, water, and wildlife. 
Properly working farms and ranches can provide valuable 
wildlife habitat, and are generally preferred to some other 
forms of human land use for sustaining mule deer. Mule 
deer require open space and suitable habitat. Similarly, 
sustainable agriculture requires open space, fertile soils, 
and healthy rangeland. As traditional Idaho farms and 
ranches are sold, subdivided, and developed, mule deer 
habitat is lost forever.

Mule deer populations have benefited, and in some 
cases been negatively impacted, by agricultural activity. 
In many cases, crops themselves or associated irrigation 
systems have benefited mule deer. Standing crops as well 
as waste grain and hay stubble are used by mule deer, 
particularly during drought conditions. Early growth of 
winter wheat is at times heavily used by mule deer on 
transition and wintering areas. Conversely, some farming 
practices have converted native winter range into habitats 
of limited value to mule deer.

Since the late 1980s, the Conservation Reserve Program 
(CRP) has taken many acres out of agricultural 
production. Conversion to forbs, grasses, and some 
woody species has undoubtedly benefited mule deer. 
Over the past 20 years, some of these parcels have 
reverted to homogeneous stands of less productive 
grasses.

 Irrigation systems such as diversions and storage 
reservoirs can de-water natural riparian areas or create 
barriers to migration corridors. The elimination of small 
riparian areas or seasonally dewatering stream reaches 
can significantly reduce habitat, especially for fawning. 
Smaller stock water impoundments can provide free 
water for mule deer during drier months.

 Several research efforts have investigated potential 
competition for forage livestock and mule deer. There is 
generally less foraging overlap between mule deer and 
cattle than between elk and cattle (Torstenson et al. 
2006). However, heavy livestock grazing can significantly 
reduce forage and cover available to mule deer on 
summer and transition range, particularly during low 
precipitation years. Forage competition is more likely to 
occur with domestic browsers such as sheep and goats. 

provide food and cover necessary for survival and 
reproduction. Plant communities are not static; they 
change over time in response to climatic conditions, land 
uses, and management practices. Range and wildlife 
managers must be aware of, and responsive to, changes 
in the ecosystems being managed. Effective habitat 
management requires an understanding of ecosystem 
processes and knowledge of current conditions and 
trends.

The primary benefit of habitat monitoring is to 
understand ecological responses to land management 
practices, document current condition of critical 
habitats, and evaluate ecological changes over time. Such 
information can provide impetus to land managers to 
develop and implement appropriate land management 
strategies and actions to benefit mule deer.

Vegetation monitoring protocols are utilized by land 
management agencies such as the USFS and BLM. 
However, these protocols were developed primarily for 
domestic animals such as cattle and sheep, and thus, 
the data recorded do not accurately measure habitat 
characteristics valued by most wildlife species, including 
mule deer. In addition, these data are not collected in 
areas known to be important seasonal ranges. Rather, 
they are collected in small samples across management 
zones specifically created for livestock. When rare plant 
issues become elevated and receive special funding, 
these same federal agencies often contract with the 
Conservation Data Center to perform ecological site 
evaluations and plant community studies for various 
habitats across Idaho. These studies have produced 
excellent baseline information that will be valuable for 
future monitoring opportunities.

In the past, IDFG personnel conducted browse surveys 
and collected other vegetation information to determine 
habitat use on mule deer ranges. These efforts were 
subsequently discontinued due to changes in IDFG 
priorities, lack of consistency, and other problems. The 
current emphasis is to count mule deer on winter range 
and measure survival rates across different population 
management units. Through computer modeling, deer 
population trends are predicted for different portions 
of the state. For the habitat program, the current 
emphasis is towards implementing projects to restore or 
improve habitat. Monitoring is typically short-term and 
intended to determine the level of success of individual 
restoration efforts. Noxious weed inventory and mapping 
on WMAs has become more sophisticated and will 
provide useful long-term monitoring data for important 
big game ranges. Neighboring state fish and game 
agencies that implement habitat monitoring programs 
include Wyoming (D. Stroud, Wyoming Game and 
Fish Department, personal communication) and Utah 
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Skovlin et al. (1968) found that both elk and deer use of 
pastures decreased with increased use by cattle. However, 
cattle grazing is used by some wildlife management 
agencies (e.g. Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks) to 
improve plant vigor and increase habitat capacity on elk 
winter ranges.

Competition for space is another consideration that has 
been studied both spatially and temporally (Skovlin et. 
al. 1968, Dusek 1975, Austin and Urness 1986, Peek 
and Krausman 1996, Coe et. al. 2001, Stewart et. al. 
2002, Coe et. al. 2004). During certain critical periods, 
the presence of domestic livestock and associated human 
activity may have an impact on mule deer use of habitat.

Some fencing systems can result in hazards or even 
barriers to movements. Wire fences that are poorly 
designed for wildlife can actually trap mule deer, causing 
direct mortality or debilitating injury. Woven wire 
fences can create nearly impassable barriers (Schmidt 
and Gilbert 1978). Even some configurations of rail 
fences are barriers that can disrupt passage. Guidelines 
for wildlife friendly fencing are available (BLM 1985, 
Wyoming Game and Fish Department 2004).

In summary, agriculture practices and livestock grazing 
are neither inherently beneficial nor detrimental to 
mule deer. Impacts to deer are determined more by how 
farming and ranching is conducted, and how the specific 
mule deer population uses the landscape.

The Mule Deer Initiative

The Mule Deer Initiative (MDI) is an adaptive 
management program with a holistic focus on mule 
deer. The MDI has 3 basic goals: 1) increase mule deer 
numbers, 2) increase mule deer hunter satisfaction, and 
3) protect and improve mule deer habitat. To meet these 
goals, IDFG developed an action plan that addresses 6 
key elements currently affecting mule deer management: 
1) habitat management, 2) population management, 
3) predator management, 4) communication/public 
involvement, 5) enforcement, and 6) access. The MDI 
Action Plan can be viewed on the IDFG website at 
http://fishandgame.idaho.gov/cms/hunt/MDI/
muledeer_draft.pdf.

The MDI is designed to focus management efforts 
in a specific geographic area in southeastern Idaho to 
maximize potential for success. This area was known for 
great mule deer hunting in the past, but has been slow 
to recover since population declines in the early 1990s. 
The MDI core area currently includes GMUs 56, 57, 66, 
66A, 69, 70, 71, 72, 73, 73A, 74, 75, 76, 77, and 78. The 
overall strategy is to implement on-the-ground projects 
designed to improve the mule deer hunting experience. 

Monitoring will be conducted to assess relative effects 
of various projects, and those projects found to be 
successful will be implemented elsewhere in Idaho. 

Although the geographic scope of the MDI is limited, 
the benefits will be shared throughout Idaho. The 
overarching goal is to increase our knowledge and 
management capabilities of mule deer habitat and 
populations statewide. The MDI was the primary 
catalyst for revising the Idaho Mule Deer Management 
Plan. The Idaho Mule Deer Management Plan is now 
the umbrella under which MDI exists in southeastern 
Idaho. 

Biological Investigations

Biological investigations are conducted to provide 
wildlife managers with improved knowledge and tools for 
managing mule deer populations. Recent investigations 
have included estimating fawn and adult female survival 
rates and examining cause-specific mortality (Scott et 
al. 2006, Zager et al. 2007), and evaluating effects of 
predator management on mule deer populations (Hurley 
and Zager 2007, Hurley et al. unpublished data). 
Research efforts have also provided data on seasonal 
movement patterns of mule deer populations to help 
define populations and protect habitat. The current, 
ongoing Statewide Ungulate Ecology project is a long-
term effort designed to measure population performance, 
effects of predation, and effects of habitat and nutrition 
on mule deer and elk populations (Zager et al. 2007)

Implementation of the revised population monitoring 
protocol will require continued assessment of mule 
deer survival rates. While mule deer populations will be 
censused at least once every 5 years, annual estimates of 
fawn and adult female survival are necessary to estimate 
populations in non-survey years. Samples of fawns 
and adult does will be radio-monitored annually in 
each Population Management Unit (PMU) to provide 
seasonal survival estimates.

Future investigations may examine the influence of mule 
deer hunting season length and timing on buck survival. 
Predicting the outcome of management decisions is 
often difficult due to complex interactions of season 
structure, road and trail density, weather conditions, 
and landscape characteristics. Research efforts will be 
designed to improve understanding of what factors affect 
buck survival during hunting seasons so that appropriate 
management tools can be applied with predicted 
outcomes.

Habitat is the key factor influencing the reproductive 
performance and overall health of mule deer populations. 
Research to examine links between habitat characteristics 
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and population parameters would provide a basis for 
making landscape-scale decisions to benefit mule deer 
populations and their habitat. Habitat change through 
natural succession or catastrophic stand replacement 
continues to occur across Idaho’s mule deer ranges. 
Habitat loss, fire suppression, invasive plants, and conifer 
encroachment into aspen stands are examples of habitat 
change that can negatively affect mule deer populations. 
A better understanding how habitat changes affect 
mule deer populations would allow IDFG to prioritize 
management efforts to provide the greatest benefit to 
mule deer. Wildlife research provides the foundation 
upon which management decisions are made and will 
remain an integral part of Idaho’s mule deer management 
program.

Depredation

Mule deer can create depredation concerns when 
foraging on agricultural crops or rangeland vegetation. 
These situations can occur due to overabundant deer 
populations, drought conditions, or in areas where 
cropland is adjacent to deer habitat. Idaho Code 36-
1108 identifies statutory requirements that must be met 
and appropriate actions IDFG must take to address 
depredation situations. 

The Department has Landowner/Sportsmen 
Coordinators located in each of the 7 regions to assist 
with addressing depredations. They coordinate with 
conservation officers and private landowners to alleviate, 
and where possible, eliminate damages caused by deer. 
Hazing, permanent fencing, depredation hunts, kill 
permits, continued use agreements, and perpetual 
easements are just some of the tools incorporated into 
depredation management strategies. 

Illegal Harvest and Commercialization

Illegal harvest and commercialization of mule deer 
result in lost opportunities for wildlife enthusiasts and 
hunters. Research suggests that illegal harvest may be 
1-3 times that of legal harvest (Vilkitis 1968). This level 
of exploitation, along with commercialization of mature 
bucks, highlights the need for innovative enforcement 
and management efforts. Preventive measures, focused 
enforcement, and reduced commercial opportunities 
could increase legally harvestable deer numbers.

As an ever increasing monetary value is placed on fish 
and wildlife resources, the incentive to violate will 
increase as well. A quick search of the internet for 
“mule deer” results in a list of hundreds of antlers and 
deer parts for sale, with new lists turning over every 
few days. Antler buyers, taxidermist, wildlife artists, 

“trophy collectors”, and sports stores are but a few of 
those involved in the commercialization of wildlife. If 
this commercialization was confined to legally harvested 
animals or shed antlers, there would not be a problem. 

Currently, there are few regulations requiring those 
dealing in wildlife parts to demonstrate that they were 
legally obtained. The impacts of the world trade in ivory 
or rhinoceros (Diceros bicornis and Ceratotherium simum) 
horn on elephant (Loxodonta africana) and rhinoceros 
populations exemplifies the negative impact that illegal 
harvest can have on a population. Currently, Idaho has a 
restriction on the sale of “picked up” bighorn sheep horns 
to reduce trafficking in illegally taken animals. However, 
no such protection exists in Idaho for other species. 

In the U.S., the trade in wildlife and wildlife products 
has grown substantially. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (USFWS) estimated a 62% increase in the 
wildlife trade from 1992-2003 (USFWS 2005). 
Investigating illegal trafficking in wildlife most often 
involves covert operations and lengthy periods of 
investigations. Department conservation officers and 
USFWS special agents involved in covert operations 
have successfully investigated numerous cases of illegal 
trafficking in wildlife parts. Dick Smith, former Deputy 
of the USFWS, ranks wildlife and wildlife parts as the 
world’s third most lucrative illegal contraband (Roberts 
1996).

Very large-antlered mule deer may be the most difficult 
of the North American game animals to obtain today due 
to the relatively low numbers and high commercial value 
of those remaining. Management efforts to maintain and 
improve populations, along with enforcement efforts 
to protect those populations, are necessary to provide 
the public with legally harvestable numbers of mule 
deer. Resource allocations of money and manpower 
combined with regulations to reduce the ease of illegal 
commercialization will help reduce increasing pressure 
on Idaho’s wildlife resources. Protecting the public’s legal 
use of Idaho wildlife is a primary objective for IDFG.

Interagency Coordination

Nearly 70% of Idaho is comprised of lands administered 
by state and federal government agencies while 
the remaining 30% is private property. Interagency 
coordination and consultation with private entities 
and local governments have important long-term 
implications for mule deer populations and habitat 
throughout Idaho. The Department’s ability to provide 
land management agencies, county planners, and private 
landowners with accurate, science-based information, 
coupled with practical and timely technical review of 
land-use proposals, is a key element of interagency and 
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organization coordination.

The Department’s opportunities to improve interagency 
and organization coordination fall within 2 broad 
categories: long-term, landscape scale land-use 
planning, and short-term, site-specific, project-level 
implementation. Land-use planning efforts, such as 
Forest Plan and Resource Management Plan revisions, 
travel planning, and county comprehensive planning, 
afford IDFG opportunities to assist federal, state, and 
local governments in developing long-term management 
plans that balance natural resource use with resource 
conservation. Department involvement in site-specific, 
project-level implementation, including rangeland and 
timber management projects; special-use permitting; 
and industrial, commercial, and residential development, 
provide avenues to implement strategies which protect 
important resources, improve resource conditions, 
minimize resource impacts, and mitigate unavoidable 
effects.

Public Understanding  
of Mule Deer Management

A critical component of wildlife resource management 
is ensuring the public is provided information. There 
are numerous programs implemented by IDFG 
on a continual basis that are part of the mule deer 
management process. Programs include habitat 
improvement measures, predator control activities, 
population surveys, and use of working groups/
committees designed to address issues affecting mule 

deer in Idaho (Winter Feeding Advisory Committees, 
Road Mortality Working Groups, Aspen Working 
Group, etc.). Information about these programs must 
be readily available to hunters and any other parties 
interested in understanding the management of mule 
deer in Idaho through the use of both traditional 
and innovative communication/outreach methods. 
The Department uses newsletters, public meetings, 
workshops, radio, television, newspapers, internet, 
and other communication tools to share information 
with stakeholders. However, the way society receives 
information is changing, and will continue to change. The 
Department will keep up with evolving media formats 
and communications strategies.

Citizen Involvement and Outreach 

Mule deer and other wildlife are property of the state to 
be managed for the benefit of Idaho residents. The IDFG 
strategic plan states the following vision: “The Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game shall work with the citizens 
of Idaho in providing abundant, diverse fish and wildlife 
and ensuring a rich outdoor heritage for all generations.” In 
developing management programs, it is imperative IDFG 
understands the expectations and desires of mule deer 
enthusiasts. How IDFG engages public involvement is 
guided by a “Regulatory and Public Involvement Process” 
policy approved by the IFGC in 2006. The Department 
provides a variety of opportunities for public involvement 
including public meetings; mail, telephone, and web-
based surveys; news media; task groups; and workshops. 
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STATEWIDE MANAGEMENT DIRECTION

Statewide mule deer management direction (Table 
6) was tiered down from the IDFG strategic plan 
(The Compass) and provides higher resolution 
for management objectives taking into account 
stakeholder desires, agency resources, and resource 

opportunities and challenges that exist in Idaho. Table 
7 assigns performance targets and strategies to specific 
management directions. These targets and strategies 
will form the foundation for future annual work plans, 
performance evaluations, and budget requests.

Table 6. Department strategic plan objectives and corresponding mule deer 
management direction.

Compass objective Mule deer management direction
Maintain or improve game populations to meet the 
demand for hunting, fishing, and trapping

Implement a mule deer monitoring program that provides 
annual estimates of population abundance
Manage mule deer populations commensurate with habitat 
capabilities to maximize reproductive performance and 
overall herd health
Implement biological investigations to improve population 
and habitat management capabilities
Reduce illegal harvest and commercialization of unlawfully 
taken mule deer
Manage winter ranges to minimize the negative effects of 
disturbance to mule deer and reduce illegal harvest
Implement proactive measures to reduce and minimize mule 
deer depredations

Increase the capacity of habitat to support fish and wildlife Improve key winter, summer and transitional habitats 
on public and private lands that provide for mule deer 
populations that meet or exceed statewide objectives
Evaluate a cost-effective and reliable habitat monitoring 
protocol
Increase IDFG involvement in long-term, landscape-scale, 
land-use planning efforts
Increase IDFG involvement in short-term, site-specific, 
project review and implementation

Eliminate the impacts of fish and wildlife diseases on fish 
and wildlife populations, livestock, and humans

Minimize the influence of disease as a limiting factor in mule 
deer populations

Maintain a diversity of fishing, hunting, and trapping 
opportunities

Provide mule deer hunting opportunities that reflect the 
preferences and desires of hunters

Sustain fish and wildlife recreation on public land Improve management of motorized vehicle use to reduce 
conflicts between motorized and nonmotorized hunters and 
meet buck management objectives

Increase the variety and distribution of access to private 
land for fish and wildlife recreation

Maintain, improve, and/or manage access to hunting areas

Maintain broad public support for fish and wildlife 
recreation and management

Emphasize the recruitment and retention of mule deer 
hunters

Improve citizen involvement in the decision-making 
process

Increase citizen involvement in mule deer management

Increase public knowledge and understanding of Idaho’s 
fish and wildlife

Increase public understanding of mule deer ecology and 
management

Improve funding to meet the legal mandates and public 
expectations

Seek new sources of funding for mule deer management 
efforts

Increase opportunities for wildlife viewing and appreciation Increase opportunities for mule deer observation, 
photography, and other nonconsumptive uses of mule deer
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Table 7. Compass objective, statewide mule deer management direction, 
performance targets, and strategies.

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Compass objective:  Maintain or improve game populations to meet the demand for hunting, fishing, and trapping
Implement a mule deer monitoring 
program that provides annual 
estimates of population abundance

Develop an annual assessment 
for each PMU of population status, 
over-winter fawn survival, adult doe 
survival, pre-winter fawn/doe ratios, 
post-season buck/doe ratios, body 
condition, and adult doe age structure

Estimate mule deer abundance at the 
PMU level every 3-5 years using the 
aerial sightability model
Collect annual biological data on 
condition, recruitment, survival, and 
sex and age structure
Use population models to estimate 
population status and trend in years 
when sightability estimates are not 
available
Establish long- and short-term 
numerical population objectives that 
represent maintenance of, or increase 
in, current mule deer populations

POPa

Manage mule deer populations 
commensurate with habitat capabilities 
to maximize reproductive performance 
and overall herd health

POP

Maintain fawn/doe ratios at or above 
long-term averages
Maintain natural adult doe annual 
mortality at <15%
Maintain yearling buck antler growth 
rates at or above long-term average
Maintain over-winter fawn survival at or 
above long-term average
Increase deer populations within the 
MDI emphasis area so the average 
number of deer in 2005–2014 is 40% 
higher than the average during 1995-
2004
Achieve objectives of the MDI Action 
Plan (http://fishandgame.idaho.gov/
cms/hunt/MDI/ muledeer_draft.pdf)

Manage populations below the 
maximum carrying capacity of the 
habitat to ensure optimal herd 
condition and no long-term degradation 
of habitat
Use antlerless harvest as a 
management tool to achieve population 
goals and provide hunting opportunity
Utilize an antlerless harvest decision 
process that considers habitat 
condition, population reproductive 
performance, survival, physiological 
condition, and population objectives

Manage mule deer populations 
commensurate with habitat capabilities 
to maximize reproductive performance 
and overall herd health

Increase mountain lion harvest for 1-3 
years following significant decline in 
mule deer populations
Harvest >70% of coyotes annually in 
specific focal areas (e.g., winter and 
fawn rearing ranges)

Implement predator management 
activities where mule deer populations 
are not meeting objectives and 
predation is identified as a major 
source of mortality
Direct use of Animal Damage Control 
Funds to manage predators in priority 
areas
Encourage hunter-harvest of predators 
through news releases, articles, and 
the website

POP

Develop a statewide map of crucial 
mule deer winter ranges where elk 
could be a competitive concern by Jan 
2009
Maintain elk densities at <1 elk/mi2 in 
crucial mule deer winter range

Minimize potential competition between 
elk and mule deer populations
Work with hunters to identify areas 
where elk populations will be managed 
to benefit mule deer
Focus increased harvest on elk 
populations in areas crucial to mule 
deer

continued
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Manage mule deer populations 
commensurate with habitat capabilities 
to maximize reproductive performance 
and overall herd health (continued)

POP

Implement emergency winter feeding 
only when consistent with Commission 
policy
Complete revision of emergency 
feeding criteria and guidelines by Jan 
2009
Number of mule deer fed annually 
below 1997-2006 average

Utilize Regional Winter Feeding 
Advisory Committees to promote 
quality winter range
Review and revise existing emergency 
winter feeding criteria to ensure 
consistency with Commission policy
Implement emergency winter feeding 
only when necessary to 1) protect 
private property, 2) alleviate a public 
safety issue, or 3) prevent excessive 
mortality (>30% adult doe mortality)

Implement biological investigations 
to improve population and habitat 
management capabilities

Ability to reliably predict buck 
harvest rates based on landscape 
characteristics and hunting season 
framework
Ability to link landscape characteristics 
to mule deer population parameters

Determine the effect of season timing 
and length on buck survival
Evaluate the effects of antler point 
restrictions on buck survival

Understanding of how major habitat 
changes affect mule deer populations
Ability to determine when, where, and 
how elk competition potentially limit 
mule deer

Determine how statewide changes 
in habitat (i.e., invasive plants, fire 
frequency, etc.) influence mule deer 
population dynamics
Continue research on competition 
between elk and mule deer

POP/HAB

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

continued
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Reduce illegal harvest and 
commercialization of unlawfully taken 
mule deer

ENF

Increase the number of mule deer 
violations detected by 30%
Increase budget for enforcement by 
10%
Increase mule deer related 
enforcement efforts by 10%
Develop and provide training materials 
about wildlife commercialization to 
other law enforcement agencies by 
Sep 2008
Increase use of Citizens Against 
Poaching Hotline by >25% by 2017
Increase number of volunteers 
assisting enforcement by 10% by 2012

Increase targeted enforcement 
activities
Increase enforcement personnel
Expand the Special Investigations Unit
Monitor harvest of large-antlered mule 
deer on winter ranges
Increase use of electronic surveillance 
equipment
Increase efforts, including internet 
monitoring, to detect illegal wildlife 
trafficking
Increase awareness of other law 
enforcement agencies in wildlife 
commercialization issues
Meet with IOGLB annually to 
collaborate on enforcement issues
Broaden IDFG’s authority to 
administer, license, monitor and 
inspect taxidermists, meat cutters and 
others involved in the handling and 
processing of mule deer meat and 
parts
Evaluate implementing rules that only 
allow possession of naturally shed 
antlers (i.e., no intact skull plates)
Promote citizen involvement, including 
increased use of volunteers and watch 
groups, in enforcement issues
Publicize the value of illegal harvest 
and the losses to hunting and viewing 
opportunities
Use local media, IDFG’s website and 
publications, and Idaho Game Warden 
magazine to improve the public’s 
knowledge of wildlife enforcement 
issues 
Explore non-traditional citizen reporting 
of violations (i.e., websites) and 
increase rewards offered thepublic’s 
knowledge of wildlife enforcement 
issues

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

continued
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Manage winter ranges to minimize the 
negative effects of disturbance to mule 
deer and reduce illegal harvest

Develop plans to monitor human 
activities on important winter ranges by 
Dec 2008
Increase monitoring activities in priority 
areas by 10% by May 2009
Develop proposals for managing winter 
range access where necessary by May 
2010

Decrease negative effects of 
disturbance during winter on overall 
health and survival of mule deer 
populations
Utilize volunteers (e.g., Adopt-A-
Winter-Range) to monitor use and 
identify problems on selected winter 
ranges
Increase use of electronics and remote 
sensing technology to monitor human 
activities on winter ranges
Work with land management agencies 
to manage human activities on winter 
ranges
Improve signing and publicity of winter 
range issues

ENF/HAB/POP
Implement proactive measures to 
reduce and minimize mule deer 
depredations

POP/COM

Reduce damage claims below the 
2002-2007 average
Provide educational materials 
explaining the role of sportsmen in 
depredation issues and landowner 
relations by Sep 2009

Work with county commissions to 
minimize depredations and mitigate for 
new developments in mule deer habitat
Distribute brochures informing 
landowners how to avoid damage
Emphasize use of permanent solutions 
(e.g., stackyards and depredation 
release agreements)
Use targeted antlerless harvest to 
remove deer causing depredation 
problems
Whenever possible, allow youth 
hunters, hunters with disabilities, or 
veterans to harvest depredating deer
Inform sportsmen of their role in 
reducing depredation problems and 
the importance of maintaining positive 
relationships with landowners
Investigate use of easements 
associated with new development as 
mitigation for loss of habitat

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

continued
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Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Compass Objective: Increase the capacity of habitat to support fish and wildlife
Improve key winter, summer, and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

HAB/POP/NRP

Directly enhance 10,000 acres of mule 
deer habitat on public and private 
lands annually
Establish 30,000 acres of forb strips 
and 2,000,000 shrub seedlings in at 
least 500 different locations within the 
MDI emphasis area by 2014
Work with conservation organizations, 
elected officials, and private 
landowners to provide long-term 
conservation measures for 30,000 
acres of important mule deer habitat 
by 2014
Develop a prioritized list of properties 
and projects for protection, restoration, 
or enhancement of mule deer habitat in 
each region by Jan 2010 then updated 
annually
Contact 50 landowners annually 
regarding potential habitat 
improvement practices to benefit mule 
deer on their private land
Develop mitigation guidelines for 
adverse impacts to mule deer by Jan 
2010
Adopt WAFWA Mule Deer Working 
Group habitat guidelines
Achieve objectives of the MDI Action 
Plan (see MDI Action Plan at http://
fishandgame.idaho. gov/cms/hunt/MDI/ 
muledeer_draft.pdf.)

Assess and prioritize habitats for 
protection, restoration, or enhancement
As opportunities arise, acquire interest 
in property where IDFG management 
can provide exceptional benefits to 
mule deer and associated recreation
Work with land management agencies 
to identify key mule deer habitats for 
rehabilitation efforts following wildfires
Disseminate the WAFWA mule deer 
habitat management guidelines to all 
land management agencies
Encourage adoption and use of 
WAFWA mule deer habitat guidelines 
by state and federal land management 
agencies
With assistance from the Lands 
Committee, develop a clearinghouse 
for providing federal/state and NGO 
Grant, Easement, and Cost-Share 
program information and opportunities 
to landowners
Utilize and build upon contacts and 
partnerships made through existing 
programs such as HIP, MDI, Access 
Yes!, and Farm Bill Programs, etc.
Provide incentives and assistance 
to landowners to improve habitat on 
private land
Support use of non-native plant 
materials for restoration where native 
plant reestablishment is not feasible
Work in cooperation with other 
agencies and local governments to 
prevent introduction and spread of 
invasive species
Seek mitigation for adverse impacts to 
mule deer habitats
Promote post-fire restoration strategies 
for mule deer that emphasize native 
plants
Develop a specialized team for fast 
response to fire restoration efforts
Use emergency winter feeding funds to 
improve winter range habitat
Promote/encourage livestock 
management practices that are 
compatible with mule deer habitat
Promote rejuvenation of aspen stands 
on public and private lands

Evaluate a cost-effective and reliable 
habitat monitoring protocol
HAB/POP

Implement habitat monitoring pilot 
projects on 2 important mule deer 
ranges by Jul 2009

Convene a team of biologists to 
evaluate habitat monitoring needs and 
appropriate protocols

continued
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Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

IDFG participation in all land-use 
planning efforts
Commitment from USFS and BLM 
to support MDI, the Idaho Mule Deer 
Management Plan, and WAFWA 
habitat management guidelines by 
2010
Complete standardized technical 
assistance comment and mitigation 
guidelines by Nov 2008
Completion of highway corridor/linkage 
database by Jul 2008
Encourage county use of the highway 
corridor/linkage database in making 
land-use decisions by 2009
Identify 3 prime locations for reducing 
highway mortalities and begin 
discussions with appropriate entities to 
implement corrective measures by Jul 
2009

Increase IDFG involvement in city and 
county comprehensive planning
Assist other agencies in developing 
GIS-based decision support tools with 
mule deer as a focal species
Review, update, and implement MOU 
obligations with other agencies
Increase IDFG involvement at all 
levels of long-term, federal agency 
land-use planning efforts (e.g., 
resource management, travel, forest, 
grazing, etc.), and actively pursue 
opportunities for IDFG involvement on 
interdisciplinary teams
Develop statewide standardized 
guidelines for technical assistance 
comments to avoid, minimize, and/or 
mitigate impacts of land uses on mule 
deer
Increase cost-share partnerships 
above 2007 levels
Minimize/reduce population level 
impacts from highway mortality
Continue partnership with the Idaho 
Transportation Department (ITD) and 
Federal Highway Administration to 
reduce mule deer highway mortality 
and identify and implement strategies 
to protect important mule deer linkage 
corridors

NRP/HAB/POP
Increase IDFG involvement in short-
term, site-specific, project review and 
implementation

Fulfill all mule deer data requests 
annually
Provide comments on 100% of land-
use proposals that affect mule deer

Share mule deer data in a user-
appropriate format with agencies and 
partners
Provide site-specific technical review to 
avoid, minimize, and mitigate impacts 
to mule deer
Identify cost-share partners for habitat 
improvement projects on state, federal, 
and private property
Use the Idaho Mule Deer Management 
Plan as the basis for technical review 
and comment on project proposals that 
affect mule deer

NRP/HAB/POP
Compass objective: Eliminate the impacts of fish and wildlife diseases on fish and wildlife populations, livestock, 
and humans
Minimize the influence of disease as a 
limiting factor in mule deer populations

Collect samples from ≥500 mule 
deer annually to monitor for Chronic 
Wasting Disease (CWD)
Test ≥10 deer from each emergency 
feeding operation for diseases of 
concern

Maintain populations at levels 
where disease transmission is not a 
significant concern
Monitor occurrence and prevalence of 
diseases
Implement the Emergency CWD 
Response Plan upon detection
Implement winter feeding only in 
areas where significant communicable 
disease risks are low (e.g., CWD)

POP

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

continued
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Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Compass objective: Maintain a diversity of fishing, hunting, and trapping opportunities
Provide mule deer hunting 
opportunities that reflect the 
preferences and desires of hunters

Maintain ≥80,000 mule deer hunters 
and 350,000 mule deer hunter-days 
annually
Provide ≥1 “quality” or “high-quality” 
buck hunting opportunity in each region 
by 2008
Maintain >15 bucks per 100 does in 
general season hunts

Continue to offer general season mule 
deer hunting opportunities to provide 
annual hunting experiences for friends 
and family
Distribute additional “quality” and/or 
“high-quality” hunting opportunities 
equitably throughout the state
Implement habitat improvements, 
hunting season restrictions, motorized 
vehicle rules, and/or predator 
management actions to achieve buck 
management objectives

Achieve a hunter satisfaction level 
>60% for the total hunting experience 
by 2012
Conduct a statewide mule deer 
hunter opinion survey by 2012 
to gauge hunter opinions and 
measure satisfaction with mule deer 
management and hunting opportunities

Provide a diversity of hunting 
opportunities in each region
Provide information to hunters allowing 
them to align hunting experience 
desires with available opportunities
Maintain mule deer hunting and 
viewing opportunities on all IDFG-
managed lands

Improve drawing odds by ≥10 
percentage points in “quality” and 
“high-quality” hunts by 2010

Implement changes in the controlled 
hunt application process that would 
result in better drawing odds for 
hunters

Maintain <50% of hunters identify 
hunter crowding as a significant issue 
affecting satisfaction in 2012

Provide hunting seasons that are ≥15 
days
Maintain a uniform general season 
opening date
Provide information to hunters about 
the hunter density they can expect in 
each hunt or GMU
Maintain multiple weapon type hunting 
opportunities

POP
Compass objective: Sustain fish and wildlife recreation on public land
Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
and meet buck management objectives

NRP/HAB/ENF/POP

Eliminate “improper use” of OHVs as 
the most important factor contributing 
to dissatisfaction of mule deer hunters 
by 2012
≥50% of hunters support managed 
motorized vehicle access
≥50% of hunters support the MVR
Achieve buck management objectives 
in each game management unit by 
2012
Increase OHV enforcement efforts by 
30% by 2009

Encourage a balance of motorized and 
nonmotorized hunting experiences, 
addressing deer vulnerability as a 
priority
Work with federal and state land 
management agencies on travel 
planning and access issues
Continue to implement and evaluate 
the MVR where necessary to achieve 
biological and social objectives
Evaluate need for the Motorized 
Vehicle Rule after implementation of 
USFS travel policy

continued
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Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Compass objective: Increase the variety and distribution of access to private land for fish and wildlife recreation
Maintain, improve, and/or manage 
access to hunting areas

Review regional Access Yes! priorities 
by Mar 2009
Increase funding for Access Yes! by 
≥50% by 2017
Access to 1 million acres of private 
land by 2010
Access through private land to 1 million 
acres of public land by 2010
Meet with the Idaho Outfitters and 
Guides Licensing Board annually to 
discuss issues of mutual interest
Provide access to 75,000 acres 
of mule deer range within the MDI 
emphasis area annually

Work with Idaho Outfitters and Guides 
Licensing Board to reduce or eliminate 
conflicts between hunters and outfitters 
on public and private lands
Maintain Access Yes! as a priority 
IDFG program
Secure access across private to 
public lands for mule deer hunting and 
viewing

POP/HAB
Compass objective: Maintain broad public support for fish and wildlife recreation and management
Emphasize recruitment and retention of 
mule deer hunters

Hunters constitute greater than 10% of 
Idaho’s population by 2017
Increase participation of youth hunters 
by 20% by 2017
Implement improvements to the Hunter 
Education Program that make is easier 
for youth and first time hunters to go 
hunting by 2009
Integrate MDI information into all 
Hunter Education classes

Promote participation in youth hunts
Simplify regulations and remove 
impediments to hunter participation
Implement biennial rules for big game 
species
Continue to offer general, either-sex 
youth hunting opportunity
Continue to provide controlled 
antlerless youth hunting opportunity
Emphasize use of youth hunts to help 
achieve antlerless harvest objectives
Consider new opportunities for first-
time deer hunters
Publicize available hunting 
opportunities suitable for participation 
by senior hunters or hunters with 
disabilities
Increase communication directed at 
youth to reinforce the role of hunting in 
conservation
Include hunter education in school 
curriculums as an elective
Provide a section on the IDFG website 
that appeals to youth and provides 
links to web-based material including 
games, pod-casts, downloadable mp3 
clips, and instructional videos

POP/COM/ENF

continued
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Compass objective: Improve citizen involvement in the decision-making process
Increase citizen involvement in mule 
deer management

Increase attendance at public meetings 
and open houses regarding mule deer 
management by 50% over the next 10 
years
Reduce the time gap between a 
decision and feedback to those who 
provided input to 10 business days 
after the decision was made

Develop and maintain a public 
involvement invitation list
Invite the public to events through 
newspapers, direct mail, radio, 
roadside marquis, ‘gov docs’, pod-
casts, and website
Provide incentives to draw the public to 
meetings and open houses, including 
donated outdoor/recreation items for 
free drawings, among others
Direct mail a feedback letter to those 
who provided input into a decision 
regarding mule deer management
Submit requests for public comments 
and advertise meetings in NGO and 
other agency newsletters
Investigate new methods for providing 
information and obtaining public input

COM/POP

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

continued
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Compass objective: Increase public knowledge and understanding of Idaho’s fish and wildlife
Increase public understanding of the 
value of mule deer and their ecology 
and management

COM/HAB/POP

Distribute a guide to mule deer hunting 
in Idaho by December 2008
Place Hook and Bulletin boards at 12 
different vendor locations throughout 
each region
Release a monthly message or article 
statewide to all newspapers and 
other media outlets about mule deer 
management
Package the July 2007 Mule Deer 
Management Workshop in Pocatello 
(“Mule Deer 101”) for use in all regions 
by Mar 2008
Issue a special Mule Deer Edition of 
Fish and Game News each year or 
have a mule deer focus in each Fish 
and Game News
Conduct 1 survey to evaluate 
public understanding of mule deer 
management by 2017
During 2008 establish a monthly 
monitoring of web hits on IDFG mule 
deer-focused pages
Increase website usage on mule deer-
focused pages by 10% each year
Prepare a “white paper” on the value 
of the state’s wildlife and the scope of 
illegal commercialization by Sep 2008
Increase MDI e-mail list to 10,000 by 
2014
Increase attendance of non-hunters to 
management workshops by 25% over 
the next 10 years
Maintain >50% support by hunters for 
antlerless harvest
Deliver a “Wild about Mule Deer” 
program to 250 teachers
Achieve objectives of the MDI Action 
Plan (see MDI Action Plan at http://
fishandgame.idaho. gov/cms/hunt/MDI/ 
muledeer_draft.pdf.)

Develop and distribute information 
describing available mule deer hunting 
experiences and opportunities
Submit mule deer related information, 
requests for public comments, etc. to 
newsletters put out by NGOs and other 
agencies
Improve support of mule deer hunting 
by non-hunters
Encourage use of IDFG website to 
acquire information about mule deer
Develop educational materials to 
illustrate the role and history of hunting 
in society and conservation
Provide educational materials to 
middle schools and high schools
Increase educational materials on 
mule deer hunting displayed at each 
nature center, museum exhibit, fair 
display, IDFG office lobbies, and other 
appropriate venues
Develop a brochure explaining mule 
deer habitat requirements
Develop materials that help hunters 
explain why they hunt on a personal 
basis
Distribute information on benefits of 
antlerless harvest

Compass objective: Improve funding to meet the legal mandates and public expectations
Seek new sources of funding for mule 
deer management efforts.

Increase budget for mule deer 
management by ≥25% by 2013

Improve public and legislative 
recognition of the value of mule deer to 
Idaho’s economy
Work with Governor’s office and the 
legislature to increase funding for mule 
deer management
Work with USFS, BLM, Idaho 
Department of Parks and Recreation, 
and Idaho Power on additional funding 
for enforcement to achieve common 
goals

POP/HAB/ENF/COM/NRP

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

continued
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Compass objective: Increase opportunities for wildlife viewing and appreciation
Increase opportunities for mule deer 
observation, photography, and other 
nonconsumptive uses of mule deer

Implement management actions that 
result in >60% of citizens surveyed 
reporting satisfaction with opportunities 
to view, photograph, or otherwise use 
mule deer resources

Develop lists of mule deer viewing and 
photography opportunities by Jan 2009
Publicize nonconsumptive and intrinsic 
values of mule deer and their habitat
Provide interpretive signing, kiosks, 
printed materials for WMAs where 
mule deer are present
Survey opinions of hunters and non-
hunters about nonconsumptive uses 
and the intrinsic value of mule deer

COM/HAB
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
 

MULE DEER POPULATION MANAGEMENT UNITS

Statewide direction and guidance for mule deer management is shown in Tables 6 and 7. However, at the local level, 
mule deer management strategies and priorities may be different because of variation in population dynamics, habitat 
condition, hunter characteristics, and social attitudes. The tables in Appendix B provide specific priorities, performance 
targets, and strategies to be implemented at the mule deer population level.

Fifteen individual Population Management Units (PMUs) were delineated based on mule deer movement and other 
biological data, similar habitats, and similar management priorities (Figure 3). Short-term and long-term management 
objectives for populations (maintain or increase) and recreational opportunities (hunter-days) have been established 
for each PMU. Short-term management objectives can be attained through immediate hunting season structures, 
notwithstanding catastrophic environmental events (i.e., severe winters, fires, etc.). Long-term management objectives 
will require completion of a majority of the strategies outlined in this plan, particularly habitat management efforts. 

Within the next 5 years, following completion of aerial surveys in PMUs 1-13, population objectives for total number 
of deer will be developed by IDFG, reviewed by the public, and presented to the IFGC for adoption. Objectives for 
total number of deer will not be established for PMUs 14 and 15 where mule deer densities are low and management 
emphasis will be for other species.

FINANCIAL PLAN

Management of mule deer in Idaho is almost entirely funded by sportsmen. Although many non-hunting citizens 
of Idaho enjoy the presence of mule deer, IDFG receives no state general funds for management. The 2 primary 
sources of revenue are state generated license/tag sales and federal funding available through the Pittman-Robertson 
Wildlife Restoration Program administered by the USFWS. Historically, mule deer management has received a 
disproportionately high percentage of state and federal funds. Additionally, IDFG implements a limited number of 
mule deer projects funded by sportsmen organizations and cost-share agreements with the USFS and BLM. 

Management goals in this plan are ambitious and will require public support and additional funding to accomplish. 
Particularly, attainment of long-term population objectives will require extensive habitat management activities with 
associated costs. Short-term management objectives can likely be met with existing funding. The Department will 
continue to work with the Governor’s Office, other elected officials, federal land management agencies, conservation 
organizations, private landowners, and sportsman to secure the necessary funding for attainment of long-term 
management goals. While it’s anticipated a vast majority of mule deer management program costs will continue to be 
borne by hunters, IDFG will actively pursue nontraditional funding sources, especially for those program activities 
that benefit all Idaho citizens. As a priority program for IDFG, mule deer management will continue to receive a 
disproportionately high percentage of wildlife management funding.

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
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Figure 3. Mule deer population management units.
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APPENDIX A

2006 Idaho Mule Deer Hunter Opinion Survey

Executive Summary

Motives for Deer Hunting 

In all 7 IDFG regions, mule deer hunters scored social 
motivations as being more important than harvesting a 
large buck. Hunting for meat was considered moderately 
important. The social domains (family, friends, and 
values) are far more important than harvest-related 
motivations for most hunters. Compared to hunters in 
1987, 2006 hunters exhibit slightly weaker attachment 
to other motivations (experiencing nature, developing 
hunting skills, etc.). Only 2 motivations (doing 
something with family and developing close friendships) 
show greater importance in the 2006 survey.

Hunters in the Clearwater, Southeast, and Salmon 
regions rated harvesting a large buck the highest 
(moderately important) while hunters in the Southwest, 
Magic Valley, and Upper Snake regions scored it as 
somewhat important. Non-resident hunters scored 
harvesting a large buck as more important than Idaho 
residents.

Mule deer hunters in Idaho value hunting for the meat 
as moderately important. In 6 of the 7 regions, hunters 
scored “putting meat on the table” either higher or the 
same as harvesting a large buck.

Where to Hunt Motives

Hunters take many things into consideration 
when deciding where to hunt. The most important 
determinants in selecting where to hunt were “an area 
where I can hunt every year” and “an area I am familiar 
with” scored highest. Just slightly less important was an 
area where I “don’t have to compete with ATV’s,” and “an 
area close to home.”

Selecting a Hunt Area

Idaho mule deer hunters primarily choose their hunting 
area based upon available access to public lands, closely 
followed by the greatest chance of harvesting success, and 
where they can also hunt elk during mule deer season. 
Access to private land and hunting in areas where they 
can hunt with any weapon had almost no effect on their 
decisions. An area with many mule deer but few mature 
bucks was generally considered to be negative.

Weapons

Over 90% of mule deer hunters use rifles and 2/3 
use rifles only. After rifles, compound bows were 
most popular. The Panhandle Region has the highest 
percentage of muzzleloader hunters and multiple 
weapon hunters. The use of “traditional” and “modern” 
muzzleloaders was approximately equal. 

Hunting Unit Use

About half of the mule deer hunters hunt in 2 or 3 units 
every year and over one-third hunt in the same unit 
every year. Magic Valley Region hunters hunted in more 
different units than any other region, most likely because 
of the lower number of general hunts available.

Reasons for not hunting mule deer every year

In 5 regions, work schedule was the most frequently 
reported reason for not hunting every year. Low deer 
numbers was scored highest in the Southeast Region. 
Also in the Southeast Region, ATV activity and too 
many hunters scored high. When asked which item was 
the most important reason for not hunting every year, 
low deer numbers (20%), work schedule (15%), and 
hunted other game (13%) were the most commonly cited 
reasons.

Motorized Vehicle Rule
Only half of mule deer hunters were aware of the IDFG 
Motorized Vehicle Rule. Hunters generally support the 
rule; slightly above neutral.

Travel modes

Hunters reported they “usually” or “always” hunted on 
foot. Hunters used ATVs sometimes and more than 
pack animals. About one-half of deer hunters reported 
owning an ATV or motorbike.

Reasons for using an ATV/motorbike

The 2 most important reasons for using an ATV were 
to hunt with others who use ATVs and to retrieve big 
game. The ownership and use of ATVs has increased 
significantly since the last survey in 1987.
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ATV Restrictions

When asked if ATV and motorbike use was further 
restricted, the highest scores were “I would still hunt 
in Idaho” and “I would hunt without an ATV or 
motorbike.” The next highest score was “I would enjoy 
hunting more.”

Elk/Deer Interaction

There was not broad support for decreasing elk to 
increase mule deer.

Desirable Kinds of Mule Deer

Large bucks were most highly desired, followed by 
medium bucks and any mule deer.

Additional Restrictions  
to Manage for Larger and More Bucks

Among resident hunters, regional acceptance of 
additional restrictions to manage for more and larger 
bucks ranged from 59% to 71%. Controlled hunts were 
most acceptable and giving up the ability to hunt every 
year least acceptable. This apparent dichotomy between 
annual hunting opportunity and controlled hunts makes 
sense from the ‘Idaho’ perspective. Currently, hunters can 
apply for controlled hunts and if not drawn, choose a 
general hunt somewhere.

There was general acceptance of road and trail closures 
as a tool to manage for more and larger bucks. When 
forced to choose between being able to hunt frequently 
or hunting for large bucks, 69% of respondents chose 
hunt frequency.

Satisfaction

Hunters were most satisfied with having the opportunity 
to hunt. A majority were also positive about the overall 
quality of their hunting experience, the amount of 
access, and the length and timing of the season. Less 
than a majority were positive about the number and 
size of bucks seen and number of ATVs encountered. 
Satisfaction in 2006 did not vary by type or size of deer 
harvested.

Antlerless Hunts

More than 90% of respondents felt that antlerless 
hunting is appropriate and >55% have participated 
in antlerless hunts and would do so again. However, 
respondents generally needed more information to justify 
antlerless hunting. Willingness to participate in antlerless 
hunts was highest in the Magic Valley Region (63%) 
and lowest in the Panhandle Region (29%). Youth hunts 
and controlled hunts were most acceptable methods of 
harvesting antlerless deer.

Hunter Congestion

Overall, hunter crowding was not identified as a major 
issue. However, when asked how to reduce crowding 
issues, longer seasons was the most preferred with having 
to choose a single species (deer or elk) the least preferred. 
Hunters were split over using stratified hunts, controlled 
hunts, or zones (like elk management).

Hunt in Special Weapons Seasons

When asked why hunters chose to hunt in primitive 
weapon seasons, “to hunt when fewer hunters are afield” 
and “to expand my hunting season” were the most 
important reasons.

Conservation Officers

Statewide, 57% of hunters have been checked by a 
conservation officer. The majority of respondents 
believed officers were professional, friendly, and 
knowledgeable; 52% of respondents rated their 
encounters with officers as excellent or outstanding. 
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies  
for the Lower Salmon PMU.

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Provide mule deer hunting 
opportunities that reflect  preferences 
and desires of hunters

Conduct 1-2 public meetings annually 
to discern hunter desires and input
Manage to provide “quality” or “high-
quality” opportunity based on hunter 
input while maintaining existing number 
of hunter days

Evaluate hunter desires and 
expectations

POPa

Maintain, improve, and manage access 
to hunting areas

Maintain AccessYes! agreements on 
10,000 acres

Work to maintain public hunting access

POP  
Improve key winter, summer and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

Work with land management agencies 
to enhance seed mixes used for post-
fire restoration whenever possible
Coordinate annually with land 
managers to develop control strategies 
for yellow starthistle (Centaurea 
solstitialis) on winter ranges
Treat 1,000 acres for yellow starthistle 
annually on Craig Mountain WMS

Enhance/restore native plant 
communities on winter ranges
Use appropriate herbicides and 
methods to reduce noxious weeds, 
especially yellow starthistle on Craig 
Mountain WMA

HAB
Implement proactive measures to 
reduce and minimize mule deer 
depredations

Mule deer depredation complaints and 
claims are reduced below 2007 levels

Increase antlerless harvest in Unit 11A

POP
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural Resource 
Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies 
 for the Weiser-McCall PMU. 

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts 
between motorized and nonmotorized 
hunters and meet buck management 
objectives.

Eliminate “improper use” of OHVs as 
the most important factor contributing 
to dissatisfaction of mule deer hunters
Achieve >50% support for the 
Motorized Vehicle Rule
Achieve >50% support for managed 
motorized vehicle access

Work with federal and state land 
management agencies on travel 
planning and access issues
Evaluate the need to maintain the 
MVR in GMUs 32 and 32A to achieve 
biological and social objectives
Evaluate need for the Motorized 
Vehicle Rule in GMUs 22 and 31 after 
implementation of USFS travel policy

NRP/HAB/ENF/POPa

Improve key winter, summer, and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

Work with BLM to map distribution 
and develop control strategies for 
medusahead (Taeniatherum caput-
medusae)
Treat 1,000 acres of noxious weeds 
annually
Rejuvenate 2,500 acres of mule deer 
winter range annually

Work with BLM to reduce cheatgrass 
and medusahead infestations in GMU 
32
Use appropriate herbicides and 
methods to reduce noxious weeds, 
especially rush skeletonweed 
(Chondrilla juncea) on Andrus WMA
Work with Payette National Forest to 
use prescribed fire for winter range 
rejuvenation

HAB
Maintain, improve, and/or manage 
access to hunting areas

Maintain AccessYes! agreements on 
over 100,000 acres of private land 
annually

Work with Potlatch Corporation to 
maintain public hunting access to 
corporate lands

POP
Emphasize recruitment and retention 
of mule deer hunters

Maintain participation of youth hunters 
at 2007 levels

Prioritize youth antlerless hunting 
opportunity for population management

POP/COM/ENF
Provide mule deer hunting 
opportunities that reflect preferences 
and desires of hunters

POP

Implement ≥1 “quality” or “high-quality” 
buck hunting opportunity

Evaluate hunter desires and 
expectations for GMUs in the Weiser 
River drainage
Implement a mixture of general and 
special management frameworks 
consistent with hunter desires

Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Encourage use of decision support 
tools in land-use planning efforts
Seek IDFG participation in all land-use 
planning efforts

Increase IDFG involvement at all levels 
of city and county comprehensive 
planning
Assist Adams and Valley counties in 
developing GIS-based decision support 
tools (Blaine County Model) with mule 
deer as a focal species

NRP/HAB/POP
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies for the Middle Fork PMU. 
Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

Improve key winter, summer and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

Rejuvenate 2,500 acres of mule deer 
winter range annually

Work with Payette National Forest and 
RMEF to use prescribed fire for winter 
range rejuvenation in the South Fork 
Salmon River drainage

HABa

aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural Resource 
Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies  
for the Central Mountains PMU . 

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Implement a mule deer monitoring 
program that provides annual 
estimates of population abundance

Evaluate seasonal movement patterns 
of mule deer that summer in GMU 49 
but winter in other GMUs by 2010
Collect weights from ≥15 hunter-
harvested fawns and 15 hunter-
harvested yearlings annually in GMU 
49 to increase data on herd condition 
and health

Continue to monitor radio-collared 
mule deer during spring and fall 
migration periods to assess timing 
of seasonal movements to GMU 50 
winter ranges
Capture and radio-collar additional 
mule deer to determine migratory 
movements to GMUs 50, 52, and 52A

POPa

Provide mule deer hunting 
opportunities that reflect preferences 
and desires of hunters

Conduct 2-4 public meetings annually 
to discern hunter desires and input
Manage some GMUs to provide 
“quality” or “high quality” opportunity 
based on hunter input

Provide hunting opportunities that meet 
the needs and desires of hunters

POP
Improve key winter, summer, and 
transitional habitats on public and 
private lands that provide for mule 
deer populations that meet or exceed 
statewide objectives

Coordinate in treatment of 1,000 
acres of invasive and noxious weeds 
annually
Attend 1-3 aspen working group 
meetings annually
Cooperate in 1-3 aspen restoration 
projects totaling more than 50 acres 
annually
Modify or remove >2 miles of fence 
annually to facilitate mule deer 
movements and effectiveness of 
habitat
Coordinate with the land management 
agencies to maintain existing riparian 
exclosures and fence ≥1 new area in 
need of protection annually
Use telemetry data or fecal plots to 
examine habitat use changes related 
to management changes by 2012

Work with land management agencies 
to identify and prioritize watersheds for 
aspen enhancement projects
Identify riparian areas where protection 
with fencing would benefit mule deer
Identify fence segments that impede 
mule deer movement and effective use 
of habitat
Continue efforts in Blaine County to 
minimize impacts of development on 
mule deer habitat
Work with Idaho Department of Lands 
(IDL) to enhance seed mixes used for 
post-fire restoration efforts
nitiate projects to modify habitat 
through different grazing schemes to 
determine changes in use by mule 
deer

HAB
Manage winter ranges to minimize 
negative effects of disturbance to mule 
deer and reduce illegal harvest 

POP/NRP/ENF

Actively participate in the BLM-Blaine 
County travel management planning 
process

Minimize human disturbance to mule 
deer on important winter ranges in 
GMU 49
Incorporate appropriate access 
restrictions into the BLM/Blaine County 
travel management plan

Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
and meet buck management objectives

Develop an enforcement action plan 
in areas where conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
are greatest

Improve compliance with the MVR

ENF
Increase public understanding of mule 
deer ecology and management COM/

Conduct 1 workshop each year Increase public support of mule deer 
management programs

POP/HAB

continued
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Increase IDFG involvement in short-
term, site-specific, project review and 
implementation

Comment on all county, state, and 
federal land-use activities with potential 
to affect mule deer habitat annually
Submit 1-2 project proposals through 
state/federal agencies or NGOs to 
benefit mule deer annually
Reduce deer/vehicle collisions on 
Highway 75 in the Wood River Valley 
by 50% by 2017
Reduce deer/vehicle collisions in the 
PMU by 25% by 2012

Work with ITD and appropriate local 
entities to identify and prioritize 
highway segments for projects that will 
reduce deer/vehicle collisions
Manage deer populations, including 
use of antlerless harvest to reduce 
deer-vehicle collisions
Continue collaboration with Blaine 
County to minimize impacts of 
development on mule deer habitat
Actively pursue opportunity for IDFG 
involvement at the interdisciplinary 
team level in development of BLM 
Shoshone Field Office Resource 
Management Plan

HAB/POP/NRP
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies  
for the Boise River PMU. 

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Improve key winter, summer and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

Coordinate in treatment of 1,000 
acres of invasive and noxious weeds 
annually
Provide input on 3-5 development 
proposals on winter range habitats 
annually to minimize impacts to mule 
deer
All land management agencies have 
mule deer habitat management 
guidelines
Provide consultation on 3-5 projects 
annually to improve conditions for mule 
deer
Submit 1-2 project proposals through 
state/federal agencies or NGOs to 
benefit mule deer annually

Use appropriate herbicides and 
methods to reduce invasive and 
noxious weeds on mule deer winter 
ranges, especially rush skeleton weed
Work with other agencies and NGOs 
to protect winter range habitats along 
Boise Front and Danskin Front ranges
Disseminate mule deer habitat 
management guidelines to all land 
management agencies
Coordinate with land managers on 
projects that benefit mule deer
Initiate projects through cost-share 
programs that benefit mule deer

HABa

Manage winter ranges to minimize 
negative effects of disturbance to mule 
deer and reduce illegal harvest

1-2 news articles annually in print 
media about impacts of human and 
pet disturbance of mule deer on winter 
range

Distribute information on impact of 
winter range disturbance

HAB/COM
Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Reduce vehicle collisions along Warm 
Springs Rd and Hwy 21 by 10%

Reduce deer-vehicle collisions and 
improve public safety

NRP/POP
Maintain, improve, and manage access 
to hunting areas

Replacement or improvement of 20% 
of signs annually at critical access 
points and areas of disturbance on 
Boise River WMA

Improve public understanding of 
access regulations

POP
Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Attend 4 meetings of Ada and 
Boise County Planning and Zoning 
Committees annually
Participate in ≥2 meetings with 
land managers and NGOs on land 
acquisition or trade opportunities

Work with other agencies and NGOs 
to protect winter range habitats along 
Boise Front and Danskin Front ranges
Maintain or increase involvement 
with county planning committees 
and provide input on development 
proposals from early stages

HAB/NRP
Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
and meet buck management objectives

Patrol 100 hours annually
Assist land managers with sign 
installation on ≥5 motorized closure 
signs annually

Assist with patrol and enforcement of 
new Boise National Forest travel plan 
regulations
Implement coordinated enforcement 
patrols on key mule deer winter ranges
Target areas where MVR complaints 
are most common

ENF/NRP
Provide mule deer hunting 
opportunities that reflect preferences 
and desires of hunters

General any-weapon season structure 
with 20-30% hunter success
25-35% mature bucks in harvest
5-25 bucks/100 does post-season
Maintain existing number of days in 
special buck hunt opportunities (early 
controlled buck hunt and general and 
controlled archery season)

Implement antlerless harvest when 
appropriate and at appropriate levels, 
including depredation hunts
Implement a mixture of general and 
special management frameworks to 
provide quality or “high-quality” hunting 
opportunities
Identify and manage deer population at 
appropriate density level

POP
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies  
for the Smoky-Bennett PMU.

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Implement a statewide mule deer 
monitoring program that provides 
annual estimates of population 
abundance

Evaluate the efficacy of conducting 
ground-based pre-winter herd 
compositions surveys by January 2009 
to reduce reliance on helicopters for 
surveys

Conduct pre-winter herd composition 
surveys in GMUs 45 and 52 by ground 
and helicopter
Compare ground-based herd 
composition surveys

POPa

Create a database that reliably tracks 
physiological condition of mule deer 
wintering in GMU 45

Obtain pre-winter weights of ≥30 
yearlings and 30 fawns annually
Measure yearling antler lengths and 
points at opening weekend check 
stations

Improve key winter, summer, and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

Plant an average of 5,000 native shrub 
seedlings annually

Encourage use of native plant species 
for restoration projects and fire 
rehabilitation efforts on winter ranges
Work with BLM and IDL to enhance 
seed mixes used for post-fire 
restoration
Work with BLM to map distribution 
and develop control strategies for 
medusahead
Annually review and revise, as 
necessary, mule deer winter range 
polygons

Improve 100 acres of aspen habitat 
annually

Identify and map potential aspen 
projects on BLM, USFS, IDL, and 
private lands
Collaborate with land management 
agencies on grant proposals for 
funding of aspen projects

HAB
Maintain, improve, and/or manage 
access to hunting areas

Annually monitor use of Access Yes! 
properties to ensure efficient and 
effective use of funds

Install sign-in boxes at new and 
existing Access Yes! properties to 
monitor use

POP
Manage winter ranges to minimize the 
negative effects of disturbance to mule 
deer and reduce illegal harvest

Implement a winter range access 
management plan on important winter 
ranges in GMUs 45 and 52 by January 
2009
Minimize human disturbance to mule 
deer on important winter ranges in Unit 
48 by 2010

Develop a winter range access 
management proposal for 
consideration by BLM
Increase efforts to monitor human 
activities on winter ranges by IDFG 
personnel and volunteers
Increase enforcement patrols and 
surveillance activities
Identify areas where cross-country 
motorized travel by antler-shed 
collectors is a concern
Actively participate in the BLM/Blaine 
County travel management planning 
process

NRP/HAB/ENF/POP

continued
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Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
and meet buck management objectives

Reduce conflicts between motorized 
and nonmotorized hunters by 2012

Continue enforcement of the MVR in 
GMUs 45, 52, and 48
Assist USFS with enforcement of the 
Motorized Vehicle Use Map on the 
Ketchum and Fairfield ranger districts
Increase efforts to help hunters align 
their expectations regarding hunter 
densities and ATV/motorbike use, 
especially in GMU 43

NRP/HAB/ENF/POP
Increase IDFG involvement in short-
term, site-specific, project review and 
implementation

Provide comments on 100% of land-
use proposals that affect mule deer

Provide site-specific technical review 
of projects to avoid, minimize, and 
mitigate impacts to mule deer

NRP
Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Participate in all land-use planning 
efforts

Actively pursue opportunity for IDFG 
involvement at the interdisciplinary 
team level in development of BLMs 
Shoshone Field Office Resource 
Management Plan

NRP

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural Resource 
Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies 
 for the Owyhee PMU.

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Improve key winter, summer and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

Plant an average of 5,000 native shrub 
seedlings annually
Assist with rehabilitation efforts on IDL 
lands for the 2007 Murphy Complex 
Fire
Provide consultation on 2-3 projects 
annually to improve conditions for mule 
deer

Enhance native plant communities on 
winter range
Work with IDL and BLM to enhance 
seed mixes used for post-fire 
restoration whenever possible
Recommend or provide seed mixes 
that will benefit mule deer
Collect and sow sagebrush seed 
adapted to the area
Disseminate mule deer habitat 
management guidelines to all land 
management agencies
Coordinate with land managers on 
projects that benefit mule deer

HABa

Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
and meet buck management objectives

Patrol 100 hours annually – Southwest 
Region
Annually assist land managers with 
installation of ≥5 signs for motorized 
vehicle rules

Assist with patrol and enforcement of 
new Owyhee Canyonlands Initiative 
travel regulations upon adoption
Assist BLM with road/trail designation
Implement coordinated enforcement 
patrols on key mule deer winter ranges
Target areas where MVR complaints 
are most common

ENF/NRP
Implement a mule deer monitoring 
program that provides annual 
estimates of population abundance 

Sightability survey estimates for PMU 
by 2010
Fawn survival monitoring implemented 
by 2011 in PMU

Increase knowledge of population 
status, trend, and movements within 
PMU
Increase information sharing among 
Idaho, Oregon, and Nevada wildlife 
agencies on “transboundary” deer 
populations

POP
Implement proactive measures to 
reduce and minimize mule deer 
depredations

Reinstate ≥30-day antlerless youth 
hunt in agricultural areas in GMUs 40 
and 41

Target general season antlerless 
harvest to reduce need for kill permits 
and depredation in chronic problem 
areas

POP
Increase IDFG involvement in short-
term, site-specific, project review and 
implementation

Provide comments on 100% of land-
use proposals that affect mule deer

Provide site-specific technical review 
of projects to avoid, minimize, and 
mitigate impacts to mule deer

NRP
Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Participate in all land-use planning 
efforts

Continue IDFG involvement at 
the interdisciplinary team level in 
development of BLMs Jarbidge Field 
Office Resource Management Plan

NRP
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies for the South Hills PMU.
Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

Manage winter ranges to minimize 
negative effects of disturbance to mule 
deer and reduce illegal harvest  

ENF/POPa

Evaluate, recommend, and implement 
needed access restrictions to winter 
ranges by Sep 2010

Monitor compliance with existing Indian 
Springs and Dry Creek winter range 
closures.
Evaluate need for winter range access 
restrictions in GMU 55

Implement a statewide mule deer 
monitoring program that provides 
annual estimates of population 
abundance

Estimate buck mortality from hunter-
harvest in relation to road densities in 
GMU 54 by 2010
Evaluate efficacy of ground-based 
pre-winter herd compositions surveys 
by Jan 2010 to reduce reliance on 
helicopter for surveys
A database that reliably tracks the 
physiological condition of mule deer in 
the PMU

Compile and analyze existing radio 
telemetry and survival data for GMU 54
Radio-collar and monitor an additional 
25 bucks during hunting season
Conduct pre-winter herd composition 
surveys in GMU 54 by ground and 
helicopter
Obtain pre-winter weights of ≥30 
yearlings and 30 fawns annually
Measure yearling antler lengths and 
points at opening weekend check 
stationsPOP

Improve key winter, summer, and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

Plant an average of 5,000 native shrub 
seedlings annually
Treat an average of 100 acres of 
aspen stands annually

Work with College of Southern Idaho 
Horticulture Department to develop 
overwinter grow-out techniques that 
result in improved survivorship at field 
transplant sites
Monitor success of shrub planting 
efforts
Work with BLM and IDL to enhance 
seed mixes used for post-fire 
restoration
Work with land management agencies 
to ensure sites are available for 
enhancement and restoration projects
Work closely with BLM and USFS to 
ensure juniper management projects in 
winter ranges are carefully designed to 
benefit mule deer

HAB
Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
and meet buck management objectives

Assess whether additional motorized 
vehicle use restrictions are necessary 
following implementation of the 
Motorized Vehicle Use Map (MVUM) 
on the Sawtooth National Forest by 
March 2009

Monitor buck survival using radio 
telemetry
Assess hunter opinions and 
satisfaction at check stations

ENF/POP
Increase IDFG involvement in short-
term, site-specific, project review and 
implementation

Provide comments on 100% of land-
use proposals that affect mule deer

Provide site-specific technical review 
of projects to avoid, minimize, and 
mitigate impacts to mule deer

NRP
Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Participate in all land-use planning 
efforts

Actively pursue opportunity for IDFG 
involvement at the interdisciplinary 
team level in development of 
BLMs Burley Field Office Resource 
Management Plan

NRP
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies 
 for the Bannock PMU.

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
and meet buck management objectives

Assess motorized vehicle use by 
hunters following implementation of 
the Motorized Vehicle Use Map on the 
Sawtooth National Forest by March 
2009

Encourage a net reduction in motorized 
road and trail densities in GMU 56 from 
2007 level
Improve buck security habitat
Increase nonmotorized hunting 
opportunities

NRP/HAB/ENF/POPa

Maintain, improve, and manage access 
to hunting areas

POP

Increase Access Yes! bids in GMUs 56 
and 57 by 50% by 2012

Contact landowners that have suitable 
mule deer habitat
Contact landowners that have property 
well suited for MDI funded habitat 
projects

Provide mule deer hunting 
opportunities that reflect preferences 
and desires of hunters

Maintain season lengths approximately 
equal to adjoining GMUs/PMUs
Offer ≥1 “quality” or “high-quality” buck 
hunting opportunity

Seek alternatives to antler-point 
regulations in GMUs 56, 70, 73
Provide a mix of general and controlled 
hunting opportunities

POP
Improve key winter, summer and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

HAB

Interseed 1000 acres of existing fields 
with forbs, shrubs, or other browse 
species per year
Complete removal and replacement of 
the Stone Deer Fence by June 2008
Actively pursue restoration and 
improvement efforts of the Stone winter 
range to mitigate effects of multiple 
fires

Enhance and improve Conservation 
Reserve Program lands to benefit mule 
deer
Work with BLM to ensure the Stone 
Deer Fence is replaced with a wildlife-
friendly, barbed wire fence to facilitate 
deer movement to important winter 
ranges
Implement GMU 56 winter range plan 
and update as needed

Achieve objectives of the MDI Action 
Plan
POP/HAB/COM/ENF/NRP

Multiple (see MDI Action Plan at http://
fishandgame.idaho.gov/cms/hunt/MDI/ 
muledeer_draft.pdf)

Multiple (see MDI Action Plan at http://
fishandgame.idaho. gov/cms/hunt/MDI/ 
muledeer_draft.pdf)

Increase IDFG involvement in short-
term, site-specific, project review and 
implementation

Provide comments on 100% of land-
use proposals that affect mule deer

Provide site-specific technical review 
of projects to avoid, minimize, and 
mitigate impacts to mule deer

NRP
Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Participate in all land-use planning 
efforts

Actively pursue opportunity for IDFG 
involvement at the interdisciplinary 
team level in development of 
BLMs Burley Field Office Resource 
Management Plan

NRP
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy



62

 
M

ul
e 

D
ee

r
C

ar
ib

ou
 P

op
ul

at
io

n 
M

an
ag

em
en

t U
ni

t (
G

am
e 

M
an

ag
em

en
t U

ni
ts

 6
6,

 6
6A

, 6
9,

 7
2,

 7
6)

Sq
ua

re
 M

ile
s 

=
3,

87
5

3-
Ye

ar
 A

ve
ra

ge
s

%
 P

ub
lic

 L
an

d 
= 

56
%

H
un

te
rs

 p
er

 s
qu

ar
e 

m
ile

 =
2.

2
# 

of
 D

ee
r

M
aj

or
 L

an
d 

Ty
pe

 =
R

an
ge

la
nd

/F
or

es
t

H
ar

ve
st

 p
er

 s
qu

ar
e 

m
ile

 =
0.

43
Po

p.
 G

oa
l

Su
cc

es
s 

R
at

e 
=

19
%

H
un

te
r D

ay
s

Ye
ar

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

# 
of

 D
ee

r
N

ot
e:

Es
tim

at
es

 in
 re

d 
ar

e 
ba

se
d 

on
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
ot

he
r t

ha
n 

si
gh

ta
bi

lit
y 

su
rv

ey
s.

Ye
ar

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

Fa
w

n:
D

oe
70

68
61

55
52

66
59

60
Bu

ck
:D

oe
15

17
8

15
13

17
13

9
Fa

w
n

Su
rv

iv
al

79
%

75
%

8%
76

%
56

%
56

%
36

%
84

%
Ad

ul
t D

oe
Su

rv
iv

al
N

D
N

D
N

D
N

D
N

D
N

D
N

D
86

%
N

ot
e:

Fa
w

n:
D

oe
 e

xp
re

ss
ed

 a
s 

fa
w

ns
 p

er
 1

00
 d

oe
s,

 B
uc

k:
D

oe
 e

xp
re

ss
ed

 a
s 

bu
ck

s 
pe

r 1
00

 d
oe

s
Fa

w
n 

Su
rv

iv
al

 =
 o

ve
rw

in
te

r f
aw

n 
su

rv
iv

al
 (D

ec
em

be
r -

 M
ay

)
Ad

ul
t D

oe
 N

at
ur

al
 S

ur
vi

va
l =

 a
nn

ua
l s

ur
vi

va
l (

Ju
ne

 - 
M

ay
) e

xc
lu

di
ng

 h
ar

ve
st

 m
or

ta
lit

y

H
ar

ve
st

 S
ta

tis
tic

s
D

ee
r H

ar
ve

st
%

 4
+ 

Po
in

ts
19

88
19

89
19

90
19

91
19

92
19

93
19

94
19

95
19

96
19

97
19

98
19

99
20

00
20

01
20

02
20

03
20

04
20

05
20

06
20

07 N
ot

e:
H

ar
ve

st
 d

at
a 

pr
io

r t
o 

19
98

 d
oe

s 
no

t i
nc

lu
de

 p
rim

iti
ve

 w
ea

po
n 

ha
rv

es
t.

H
un

te
r n

um
be

rs
 a

nd
 h

un
te

r d
ay

s 
pr

io
r t

o 
20

05
 in

cl
ud

e 
w

hi
te

-ta
ile

d 
de

er
 a

nd
 m

ul
e 

de
er

 h
un

te
rs

.

U
ni

t
19

98
19

99
20

00
20

01
20

02
20

03
20

04
20

05
20

06
20

07
69

N
D

3,
50

8
N

D
2,

33
1

2,
73

0
2,

47
5

N
D

1,
53

2
N

D
3,

11
0

72
N

D
1,

82
6

2,
37

8
4,

57
6

2,
87

7
1,

12
4

1,
80

1
2,

55
2

2,
01

6
N

D
76

N
D

3,
42

7
3,

46
7

5,
10

6
2,

37
8

2,
76

6
N

D
3,

53
1

3,
36

3
N

D
N

ot
e:

N
D

 =
 n

o 
su

rv
ey

 d
at

a 
av

ai
la

bl
e

TB
D

In
cr

ea
se

>4
0,

00
0

TB
D

27
,2

83
41

,2
92

45
,6

33
40

,6
98

8,
62

9
8,

70
3

6,
95

8
9,

07
8

7,
32

9

43
,8

59

46
,7

78

29
,8

32
42

,0
73

28
,5

05
41

,6
85

42
,5

93

67
,3

72
80

,3
06

67
,2

53
70

,7
47

67
,9

63
72

,0
09

31
,1

21

7,
21

2

8,
73

8

10
,5

96
6,

05
7

4,
71

1
7,

26
7

7,
82

4
6,

91
0

15
8

13
1

12
5

31

Pr
ev

io
us

 T
re

nd
 A

re
a 

Su
rv

ey
s

In
cr

ea
se

>5
0,

00
0

22
1

4,
77

6
2,

33
2

73

M
an

ag
em

en
t O

bj
ec

tiv
es

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
St

at
us

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
Pa

ra
m

et
er

s

An
tle

re
d

Sh
or

t-T
er

m

An
tle

rle
ss

O
bj

ec
tiv

e
Lo

ng
-T

er
m

O
bj

ec
tiv

e

52
6

2,
96

9
1,

64
7

14
,3

00
15

,6
06

13
,7

61
14

,3
99

11
,4

35

3,
37

6

42
0

90 35 79

3,
71

1
1,

44
2

H
un

te
r D

ay
s

H
un

te
rs

85
0

5,
13

2
6,

19
3

4,
51

2
4,

43
6

77 33
4

1,
13

4
1,

41
6

1,
20

0
74

4

1,
77

1

1,
64

0
1,

27
9

1,
63

3
1,

95
9

1,
36

1
1,

69
4

1,
10

2
1,

36
1

25
%

30
%

33
%

38
%

M
ul

e 
D

ee
r H

ar
ve

st

0

4,
00

0

8,
00

0

12
,0

00

16
,0

00

20
,0

00

19
88

19
91

19
94

19
97

20
00

20
03

20
06

H
un

te
rs

An
tle

rle
ss

An
tle

re
d

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
St

at
us

0

0.
2

0.
4

0.
6

0.
81

1.
2

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17



63

Management direction, performance targets, and strategies for the Caribou PMU.
Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies

Improve key winter, summer, and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

Complete population surveys 
to monitor response of habitat 
improvements
Complete winter range management 
plans as specified in the MDI Action 
Plan
Interseed 1,000 acres of existing fields 
with forbs, shrubs, or other browse 
species per year
Implement large-scale habitat 
improvement projects on summer 
range averaging >1,000 acres each 
year
Radio-monitor mule deer annually to 
collect data on seasonal movements 
and habitat use
Complete research of mule deer 
habitat use on Tex Creek WMA by 
2012

Protect and enhance Wolverine (GMU 
69) winter range
Protect and enhance Soda Hills winter 
range
Enhance and improve Conservation 
Reserve Program lands to benefit mule 
deer
Protect and enhance Tex Creek winter 
ranges
Improve knowledge of summer habitat 
use by adult does in the Tex Creek 
herd

HABa

Manage mule deer populations 
commensurate with habitat capabilities 
to maximize reproduction performance 
and overall herd health

Complete an investigation of impacts of 
elk to wintering mule deer populations
Address conflicts through management 
to maintain separation of mule deer 
and elk on winter range as warranted

Minimize potential competition between 
mule deer and elk

POP
Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
and meet buck management objectives

Manage access on IDFG-managed 
lands to minimize disturbance from 
snowmobiles and ATVs

Reduce disturbance to wintering mule 
deer on WMAs

HAB
Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Provide technical assistance to ITD 
and other transportation agencies to 
utilize road redesign, reconstruction, 
public information, and signing 
opportunities to enhance mule deer 
and other wildlife passage and public 
safety

Minimize population level impacts from 
highway mortality

POP
Provide mule deer hunting 
opportunities that reflect the 
preferences and desires of hunters

Maintain season lengths approximately 
equal to adjoining GMUs or PMUs
Maintain or exceed plan criteria for 
buck/doe ratios

Improve hunting opportunities and 
hunter satisfaction

POP
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy 



64

 
M

ul
e 

D
ee

r
Pa

lis
ad

es
 P

op
ul

at
io

n 
M

an
ag

em
en

t U
ni

t (
G

am
e 

M
an

ag
em

en
t U

ni
ts

 6
4,

 6
5,

 6
7)

Sq
ua

re
 M

ile
s 

=
99

4
3-

Ye
ar

 A
ve

ra
ge

s
%

 P
ub

lic
 L

an
d 

= 
52

%
H

un
te

rs
 p

er
 s

qu
ar

e 
m

ile
 =

1.
9

# 
of

 D
ee

r
M

aj
or

 L
an

d 
Ty

pe
 =

R
an

ge
la

nd
/F

or
es

t
H

ar
ve

st
 p

er
 s

qu
ar

e 
m

ile
 =

0.
35

Po
p.

 G
oa

l
Su

cc
es

s 
R

at
e 

=
18

%
H

un
te

r D
ay

s

Ye
ar

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

# 
of

 D
ee

r
N

ot
e:

E
st

im
at

es
 in

 re
d 

ar
e 

ba
se

d 
on

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

ot
he

r t
ha

n 
si

gh
ta

bi
lit

y 
su

rv
ey

s.

Ye
ar

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

Fa
w

n:
D

oe
N

D
62

76
73

96
N

D
83

N
D

B
uc

k:
D

oe
N

D
25

22
21

33
N

D
39

N
D

Fa
w

n
S

ur
vi

va
l

62
%

74
%

36
%

92
%

54
%

68
%

16
%

64
%

A
du

lt 
D

oe
S

ur
vi

va
l

N
D

N
D

N
D

N
D

N
D

N
D

93
%

95
%

N
ot

e:
Fa

w
n:

D
oe

 e
xp

re
ss

ed
 a

s 
fa

w
ns

 p
er

 1
00

 d
oe

s,
 B

uc
k:

D
oe

 e
xp

re
ss

ed
 a

s 
bu

ck
s 

pe
r 1

00
 d

oe
s

Fa
w

n 
S

ur
vi

va
l =

 o
ve

rw
in

te
r f

aw
n 

su
rv

iv
al

 (D
ec

em
be

r -
 M

ay
)

A
du

lt 
D

oe
 N

at
ur

al
 S

ur
vi

va
l =

 a
nn

ua
l s

ur
vi

va
l (

Ju
ne

 - 
M

ay
) e

xc
lu

di
ng

 h
ar

ve
st

 m
or

ta
lit

y

H
ar

ve
st

 S
ta

tis
tic

s
D

ee
r H

ar
ve

st
%

 4
+ 

Po
in

ts
19

88
19

89
19

90
19

91
19

92
19

93
19

94
19

95
19

96
19

97
19

98
19

99
20

00
20

01
20

02
20

03
20

04
20

05
20

06
20

07 N
ot

e:
H

ar
ve

st
 d

at
a 

pr
io

r t
o 

19
98

 d
oe

s 
no

t i
nc

lu
de

 p
rim

iti
ve

 w
ea

po
n 

ha
rv

es
t.

H
un

te
r n

um
be

rs
 a

nd
 h

un
te

r d
ay

s 
pr

io
r t

o 
20

05
 in

cl
ud

e 
w

hi
te

-ta
ile

d 
de

er
 a

nd
 m

ul
e 

de
er

 h
un

te
rs

.

U
ni

t
19

98
19

99
20

00
20

01
20

02
20

03
20

04
20

05
20

06
20

07
67

1,
77

7
N

D
N

D
1,

54
2

2,
25

2
N

D
2,

50
3

N
D

2,
91

1
N

D
N

ot
e:

N
D

 =
 n

o 
su

rv
ey

 d
at

a 
av

ai
la

bl
e

TB
D

M
ai

nt
ai

n
>7

,5
00

7,
61

1

5,
07

5
7,

11
6

1,
79

6

6,
88

7

Sh
or

t-T
er

m
O

bj
ec

tiv
e

Lo
ng

-T
er

m
O

bj
ec

tiv
e

9,
93

6
12

,3
82

10
,8

60
6,

80
1

TB
D

5,
42

9
10

,4
06

8,
32

3

10
,8

44

9,
16

1
8,

43
3

10
,8

33

10
7

78

2,
20

6
64 70 12

3
8,

40
8

1,
75

7

1,
26

4
1,

64
1

1,
49

6

1,
69

6
1,

66
3

1,
36

0

An
tle

rle
ss

43
8

18
2

13
3

Pr
ev

io
us

 T
re

nd
 A

re
a 

Su
rv

ey
s

In
cr

ea
se

>9
,0

00

5145
0

24
9

An
tle

re
d

6626

1,
36

8
1,

01
8

13
9

33 26 34

7,
08

4

9,
05

4
1,

37
0

M
an

ag
em

en
t O

bj
ec

tiv
es

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
St

at
us

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
Pa

ra
m

et
er

s

1,
53

7

H
un

te
r D

ay
s

H
un

te
rs

74

2,
21

6
2,

15
9

1,
26

1

12
9

2,
45

6
2,

20
6

89
4

55
5

48
4

40
5

35
6

22
5

31
3

20
9

15
9

15
4

19
6

12
5

12
8

21
2

20
6

22
6

20
6

15
2

22
6

47
%

45
%

46
%

45
%

M
ul

e 
D

ee
r H

ar
ve

st

0

50
0

1,
00

0

1,
50

0

2,
00

0

2,
50

0

19
88

19
91

19
94

19
97

20
00

20
03

20
06

H
un

te
rs

An
tle

rle
ss

An
tle

re
d

Po
pu

la
tio

n 
St

at
us

0

0.
2

0.
4

0.
6

0.
81

1.
2

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17



65

Management direction, performance targets, and strategies  
for the Palisades PMU. 

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Improve key winter, summer, and 
transitional habitats on public and 
private land that provide for mule 
deer populations that meet of exceed 
statewide objectives

Protect 640 acres of habitat on Heise 
winter range by 2011

Work with USFS, BOR, and private 
landowners to identify ways to improve 
and protect Swan Valley winter range
Work with private landowners to 
protect key winter ranges

HABa

Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Pursue citation of the Idaho Mule 
Deer Management Plan in BLM’s 
revised Medicine Lodge Resource 
Management Plan
A plan with USFS to enhance the Swan 
Valley winter range and affect ≥1,000 
acres with that plan by 2011

Incorporate Region 6 environmental 
staff biologist on BLM interdisciplinary 
team

HAB/NRP
Reduce illegal harvest and 
commercialization of unlawfully taken 
mule deer

Conduct 6 joint OHV patrols/year with 
USFS, BLM, and County
Evaluation of buck mortality

Increase OHV patrols
Radio-mark and monitor bucks to 
determine cause of mortality
Determine impacts of poaching in this 
PMU

ENF
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies  
for the Island Park PMU.

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Pursue citation of the Idaho Mule 
Deer Management Plan in BLM’s 
revised Medicine Lodge Resource 
Management Plan
Protection of an additional 3,000 acres 
at Sand Creek WMA

Incorporate the Region 6 
environmental staff biologist on the 
BLM interdisciplinary team
Work with private landowners to 
protect key winter ranges

HAB/NRPa

Reduce illegal harvest and 
commercialization of unlawfully taken 
mule deer

6 joint OHV patrols/year with USFS, 
BLM, and County
Winter range patrol schedule

Increase OHV patrols
Schedule weekly patrols beginning Nov 
15 through antler drop each year

ENF
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies  
for the Mountain-Valley PMU.

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Provide mule deer hunting 
opportunities that reflect preferences 
and desires of hunters

Conduct 2-4 public meetings annually 
to discern hunter desires and input
Provide an appropriate number of units 
managed to provide “quality” or “high-
quality” opportunity based on hunter 
input

Evaluate hunter desires and 
expectations
Implement a mixture of general and 
special management frameworks

POPa

Improve key winter, summer, and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

HAB

Coordinate in treatment of 1,000 
acres of invasive and noxious weeds 
annually
Attend 1-3 aspen working group 
meetings annually
Cooperate in 1-3 aspen restoration 
projects totaling 50 acres annually
Coordinate with land management 
agencies to maintain existing riparian 
exclosures and fence ≥1 new area in 
need of protection annually
Use telemetry data or fecal plots to 
examine habitat use changes
Modify or remove >2 miles of fence 
annually
Use telemetry data or fecal plots to 
examine habitat use changes

Use appropriate herbicides to reduce 
invasive and noxious weeds on mule 
deer winter ranges
Identify and prioritize watersheds for 
aspen restoration or enhancement 
projects
Maintain existing exclosure fences and 
identify new areas in need of fencing in 
critical deer riparian areas
Monitor potential changes in mule deer 
use of modified habitat
Identify and retrofit fence segments 
that are not necessary or need 
modification
Coordinate with land managers on 
projects that benefit mule deer
Initiate projects through cost-share 
programs that benefit mule deer
Initiate projects to modify habitat 
through different grazing schemes to 
determine changes in use by mule 
deer

Reduce illegal harvest and 
commercialization of mule deer

Patrol 100 hours on winter ranges 
annually

Implement coordinated enforcement 
patrols on key mule deer winter ranges

ENF  
Improve management of motorized 
vehicle use to reduce conflicts 
between motorized and nonmotorized 
hunters and meet buck management 
objectives. 

Develop an enforcement action plan 
in areas where conflicts between 
motorized and nonmotorized hunters 
are greatest

Increase compliance with the MVR

ENF
Increase public understanding of mule 
deer ecology and management
COM/POP/HAB

Conduct 1 workshop each year Increase public support of 
management programs

Increase IDFG involvement of short-
term, site-specific, project review and 
implementation

Reduce deer-vehicle collisions by 10% 
by 2010
Submit 1-2 project proposals through 
state/federal agencies or NGOs to 
benefit mule deer annually
Provide consultation on 10-15 projects 
annually to improve conditions for mule 
deer

Manage deer populations to reduce 
deer-vehicle collisions

HAB/POP/NRP
aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies  
for the Snake River PMU. 

Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Improve key winter, summer, and 
transitional habitats that provide for 
mule deer populations that meet or 
exceed statewide objectives

Restore 100,000 acres of habitat 
in GMUs 53 and 52A to healthy 
sagebrush-steppe communities by 
2017

Encourage and support BLM 
restoration projects to increase 
sagebrush habitat and native plant 
communities
Assist IDL to improve habitat and 
enhance seed mixes used for post-fire 
restoration of IDL lands, whenever 
possible

HABa

Implement a mule deer monitoring 
program that provides annual 
estimates of population abundance

Increase knowledge of mule deer 
migration patterns and winter use 
areas in GMUs 52A and 53 by Jun 
2012
Revise winter range polygons as 
additional data becomes available

Radio-collar mule deer to determine 
migratory movements from GMUs 49, 
50, and 52
Use fixed-wing aerial surveys to 
periodically monitor and document 
winter mule deer distribution

POP
Increase IDFG involvement in long-
term, landscape-scale, land-use 
planning efforts

Actively participate in development of 
Shoshone and Burley BLM Field Office 
Resource Management Plans

Work with BLM to improve mule deer 
habitat in GMUs 52A and 53

NRP
Increase IDFG involvement in short-
term, site-specific, project review and 
implementation
NRP

Provide comments on all proposed 
projects and developments in mule 
deer habitat

Assist counties and land management 
agencies to minimize negative affects 
of projects and developments in mule 
deer habitats

aProgram Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy
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Management direction, performance targets, and strategies for the North Idaho PMU.
Management Direction Performance Targets Strategies
Implement proactive measures to 
reduce and minimize mule deer 
depredations

Reduce damage claims in GMUs 8, 
8A, and 11 below 2003-2007 levels

Consider implementing Landowner 
Permission hunts in GMUs 8, 8A, and 
11
Increase controlled and general 
antlerless hunting opportunities
Increase “green field” opportunities to 
harvest mule deer
Increase number of permanent 
solutions to resolve depredations 
problems (fence projects, depredation 
release agreements, etc.)

POPa

a Program Lead: POP – Populations; HAB – Habitat; ENF – Enforcement; COM – Communications; NRP – Natural 
Resource Policy




