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Commissioner’s Letter

Deer Herds a priority as my term begins

By Commissioner Chandler Woodcock

This issue of Maine Fish and Wildlife magazine is unlike any of our previous issues because we’re focusing only on one subject – deer.

Less than two weeks after becoming commissioner of the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife in March, I stood alongside Gov. Paul LePage, Sen. David Trahan, legislators and MDIF&W Advisory Council members to announce Maine’s Game Plan for Deer, our efforts to rebuild deer population numbers in northern, eastern and western Maine. The Governor’s cabinet room was filled to capacity as the plan was publicized, and I made a commitment to steadfastly work on this important – and economically vital – issue.

Much of what you’ll read in this issue already is on our website. Some of it you have not seen before. By putting the focus on deer – and memorializing it in one issue – we’re demonstrating to you, our readers and constituents, that your concerns have been heard and will be addressed with greater emphasis.

Maine’s Game Plan for Deer is not all that we’re working on. The current legislative session has been a busy one, with more than 200 bills before the Joint Standing Committee on Inland Fisheries and Wildlife. We’re taking a hard look at our budget, and evaluating our priorities while developing operational efficiencies in our divisions – fisheries, wildlife, warden service, licensing and public information and education.

We’re thinking about our future, and coming up with ways to get more children involved in outdoor pursuits such as hunting and fishing. We love to go outside; they will, too.

Deer is not the only species that will be our priority. In these initial months of my service as commissioner, it’s the first one and it’s the right time for it to be done. More information on other projects will be presented to the Legislature, our Advisory Council and to you – our readers and constituents – when prepared.

While looking at this issue remember this: the industry, per se, of deer has more than a $200 million economic impact, generated by hunters, guides and wildlife watchers. Money aside, deer are important to us as Mainers. We like to know that they live among us.

That level of comfort alone is one of the main reasons this issue is focused on deer.
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Why Maine Loves Deer

By Travis Barrett, MDIF&W Public Relations Representative
Make no mistake about it, Maine folks are passionate when it comes to the state’s whitetail deer herd.

Deer represent arguably the most sought after staple of Maine’s hunters. We slow vehicles and gawk when we see deer assembled in a nearby field on our way to work. They take our breath when they venture unexpectedly into the backyard.

Where deer live, how they behave and their impact on our quality of life in the northern-most reaches of New England fascinate all of us.

But more than simply providing Maine and its visitors with recreation, deer in Maine are big business. Conservative estimates put the overall economic impact of Maine’s whitetail deer over the $200 million mark. That figure covers everything from the sale of hunting licenses to more than 200,000 resident and non-resident hunters, the hiring of guides and cost of fuel, lodging and other incidentals for hunting trips and wildlife watching.

With numbers like that, it goes without saying that Maine’s whitetail deer are of supreme importance across the state. It’s also equally clear that the current low deer population numbers in the northern, western and eastern parts of Maine are cause for concern.

To all of us.

“There is not one single factor for the low numbers of deer in parts of our state,” MDIF&W Commissioner Chandler Woodcock said. “You can't solely blame coyotes or bears. They play a part but are not the only reason. Just as culpable are severe winters, the loss of quality habitats and deer yards, poaching, vehicle collisions and winter feeding. We can't control Maine winters. Wish we could. But we can work together on reducing all of the dangers to the herd.”

In the face of dwindling deer numbers, the challenge is managing the statewide population for a number of audiences in the face of difficult conditions

 Several factors, of course, have brought us to where are now. While popular across Maine, whitetail deer are obviously not unique to the state. In North America, Maine is positioned as virtually the northernmost point of the species’ range.

In fact, just 100 miles north of the Maine border with Canada – at the south shore of the St. Lawrence seaway in Quebec – lies the top of whitetail deer’s reach.

The reasons are many. The most significant factors are the duration and severity of winters across the region, as well as the difficulty in maintaining suitable habitat for the coldest months on the calendar.

Deer may be important to Maine, but Maine is equally important to deer.

Consider that a valuable part of the Maine hunting experience is being in the woods during late autumn, when early-season snowfall sometimes blankets hunting grounds in a thin coating of white. Instead of still- or stand-hunting, many hunters prefer the art of tracking – taking to the foot and locating deer tracks tracing their way through the snow.

Instead of sitting over bumper crops of acorns or on a rock wall at the edge of an apple orchard, there’s something to be said for the thrilling exercise of carefully following deer tracks and searching out deer while on the hunt.

In warmer climates, obviously, where deer might be more abundant (think: southern United States locales), the opportunity to track them over snow is non-existent.

Even after the end of hunting season, when winter grips the region a little tighter, the chance to shoot deer from behind a camera lens instead of a rifle scope continues. Simply coining “wildlife watching” as a trite exercise is misguided. In fact, internet searches show there are literally dozens upon dozens of registered Maine guides now turning to the eco-tourism boon.

These trips send folks, many armed with cameras and video equipment, out into the woods to see deer up close.

And proper deer management is a key component in making both the hunting and watching of whitetails the best it can be for everybody. But “proper deer management” doesn’t mean simply managing so that the deer population skyrockets unchecked. There are negative impacts where deer densities run too high – including increased collisions with vehicles, hungry deer feeding on gardens and expensive landscape plants, and the spread of illness such as Lyme disease. 

With nearly 90 percent of all hunting license holders in Maine targeting deer, and a $200 million economy centered around the hunting, viewing and photographing of deer, it’s easy to see the importance of maintaining and healthy, viable population.

Both for the deer and for Maine people.
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Rebuilding Maine’s Deer Herd

By Commissioner Chandler Woodcock

It’s a fact that cannot be disputed: Maine’s deer are widely loved and appreciated by ALL of the people of Maine. We like to watch them as they graze in a chopping, be surprised by a fawn venturing across our backyards, and hunt them to put food on our tables.

While we find peace in knowing that deer are in Maine’s woods, we also need to be realistic about a few facts regarding deer, their populations in our state, and how they are managed:

First, Maine is at the northern limit of range for deer, particularly in northern, western and eastern Maine. If you go 100 miles into Quebec, you will reach the end of their range. Go south, into Pennsylvania and other states, and you’ll find healthy populations. Even in our own state deer populations vary – more in the south, fewer in the north, west and east.

Second, there is not one single factor for the low numbers of deer in parts of our state. You can’t solely blame coyotes or bears. They play a part, but are not the only reason. Just as culpable are severe winters, the loss of quality habitats and deer yards, poaching, vehicle collisions and winter feeding. We can’t control Maine winters. Wish we could. But we can work together on reducing all of the dangers to the herd.

Third, no one is to blame for the herd reduction in some regions of Maine. I’ve heard hunters claim that mismanagement on the part of the Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife caused the numbers to go down. That’s not true. Our biologists and wardens are just as interested in maintaining strong deer numbers as hunters, and devote their careers to the study of deer, the way they live in Maine, the causes that affect their numbers, and the prevention of illegal taking by poachers.

Fourth, throughout Maine’s history, we have experienced ebbs and flows in deer population. I remember talking to sportsmen about a decline in the 1970s. We’re at that point again.

So what are we – all of us – going to do about it?

On March 17, we presented Maine’s Game Plan for Deer. It’s on our website right now for the public to see. Please, take a look. It’s not IF&W’s plan – it’s Maine’s plan. It’s broken into sections according to issues, like any good plan, but not one issue stands alone. Two of them carry more weight than others – the need for quality deer wintering areas and the effort to reduce predation -- but all of them need to be worked on, by everyone, for this plan to work.

In a lot of ways, this plan is not new. How we implement it is. In 2008, after a year of time spent on research and discussions, the Northern and Eastern Maine Deer Task Force presented its deer management recommendations to the Joint Legislative Committee on Inland Fisheries and Wildlife. These recommendations now guide the Department’s current deer management program. Also in 2008, the Deer Predation Working Group presented its recommendations on how to address coyotes and bears’ impact on herds. These recommendations guide IF&W’s current predator management program.

And, in January, Sen. David Trahan and George Smith convened a one-day deer workshop, which was well attended by sportsmen, guides and outfitters. The strategy that came from that event melds well with the findings of the Northern and Eastern Maine Deer Task Force.

All of the recommendations are incorporated into the plan aptly called “Maine’s Game Plan for Deer.” This plan will guide IF&W. We want you to ask yourself, “Will it guide you as well?”

Let’s start with deer wintering areas. To survive Maine winters, deer move to dense conifer forests, most of which are on private lands. In the late 1970s, northern, eastern and western Maine experienced a severe outbreak of spruce budworm, which defoliated, weakened and killed entire stands of balsam fir and spruce. The spruce budworm changed mature conifer forests to younger stands. We issued a warning back then, saying it would take 30 years or more for the forests to mature. And it has.

Also, during the last couple of decades, Maine has witnessed a change in how private lands are owned and managed. Gone are the days of a few private landowners. Recent trends indicate an increased frequency of land sales, as well as annual increases in harvested areas. That affects deer wintering areas.

This is what we need to do to address this. As Gov. LePage has mentioned publicly, our department already is doing a good job working with landowners on cooperative agreements to establish and protect deer wintering areas. We will continue to do so, because having landowners on our side – landowners who understand that deer yards are good for Maine’s bottom line and not just theirs – is important for Maine’s future. 

That’s a great start. Next up, with the support of Gov. LePage, we are going to look at this situation as opportunity to secure funding from Lands for Maine’s Future to establish and protect deer wintering areas in locations where they are most needed.

On the issue of predation, we will be immediately implementing a predation plan that will be targeted and sustained in documented deer wintering areas. It needs to be done. And we ask sportsmen to ask themselves, “What can I do to help decrease predation?” You may find ideas in this plan.

Legislatively, a number of bills are being introduced that reflect well of this game plan. We encourage the public to look at those bills and contact their legislators to urge their support. A few bills are controversial, and some that don’t take into account the role of our management plans. We need you to think about our state’s future, and the hunting and wildlife watching opportunities we want to enjoy for years to come. 

The Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife already is building on its deer management efforts to jump start this plan. Along with the Forest Products Council of Maine and the Small Woodland Owners Association of Maine, we’ve established deer wintering area guidelines. 

We’re taking to the air, conducting more aerial surveys to document deer wintering areas and to study populations. The departments of Conservation and Marine Resources are helping us in this effort, augmenting Maine Warden Service aircraft and pilots. 

We’re in the field conducting deer productivity surveys, and we’re working with the Department of Transportation to develop highly visible signs to alert drivers to deer in areas where there’s a high rate of collisions.

Also, we will be going throughout the state, including attending sportsman shows and rod and gun club meetings, to promote this plan. I encourage all of you to come on board and help us, just like a number of leading outdoor groups have promised to do.

We are on Facebook. Become our friend. Visit our website often. It will contain information on what we’re doing, tips on what you can do. In closing, I would like to again thank Governor LePage for his leadership and support on this important issue.

This effort is going to take time. It won’t happen overnight or in a year. We’re going to make great strides. I’m confident of that.
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Maine’s Game Plan for Deer

Five Elements

While we've all been impressed by healthy deer populations, including trophy bucks, in parts of Maine, we've been concerned about low deer numbers in northern, eastern and western Maine. 

The population is below our publicly derived goals, and below the desires and expectations of hunters, guides and outfitters, rural Maine business owners, and those who enjoy watching deer.

WE'RE DOING SOMETHING ABOUT IT!

The Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife has identified five elements that are necessary to rebuild the northern, eastern and western deer herd.

The elements are based upon MDIF&W’s White-Tailed Deer Management System and Database, recommendations from the Northern and Eastern Maine Deer Task Force [2007] and the Deer Predation Working Group [2008]. 

Keep in mind, there are several inter-related factors that are suppressing deer numbers: winter severity, diminished number and quality of deer wintering areas, predation,  and other mortality factors, such as illegal hunting, improper winter feeding, vehicle collisions, etc.

Each one is critical, and there is no single strategy that will increase deer numbers. 

Achieving an increase will require successful implementation of the strategies that span each of the five elements below.

Element 1

Deer Wintering Areas and Winter Severity 

Maine’s severe winters influence deer survival and deer numbers. To survive our harsh winter conditions, deer move to dense conifer forests, most of which occur on private land. 

Strategies:

· continue efforts to identify active deer wintering areas 

· continue to work with landowners to manage deer wintering areas

· promote “current-use” tax programs as an incentive to manage deer habitat

· identify additional incentives to encourage greater landowner participation in DWA management

· involve landowners, stakeholders, and the legislature in the effort to identify incentives 

Element 2

Deer Population Management 

The Department’s White-Tailed Deer Management System and Database and the recommendations of the Northern and Eastern Maine Deer Task Force guide its deer management program.

Strategies:

· conduct research to refine our current deer population model 

· better understand interactions between deer,  habitat, and predation 

· understand how moose management may affect our ability to increase the deer population

· work with landowners to eliminate deer mortality where winter feeding makes deer susceptible to vehicle collisions

· increase law enforcement efforts to target illegal killing of deer 

· work with the legislature to increase penalties for illegal killing of deer

Element 3

Predation 

White-tailed deer comprise a significant portion of coyote diets in Maine, particularly during winter and the spring pupping period. Coyote and bear predation are considered an important component of newborn fawn deaths in summer.

Strategies:

· increase efforts to achieve focused coyote control

· increase success in deploying coyote hunters to predation sites

· seek general funds to achieve sustained coyote control

· consider ways that annual hunting and trapping harvests could be used to stabilize the bear population

· continue to lobby the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for an Incidental Take Permit for Maine’s regulated trapping program

Element 4

Deer Planning and Public Involvement 

MDIF&W has employed public participation to develop management goals and objectives for many species of Maine’s wildlife, including deer. The Department has conducted species planning since the early 1970s and has refined and expanded the process with each planning update. Most recently, the 1999 Big Game Working Group set the Department’s deer population management objectives for 2000-2015.  

Deer are a public resource, but live on private lands. For any wildlife management effort to be successful, especially those occurring on private property [including deer wintering area management] society must determine: 1] the wildlife management result it desires, 2] the effort that it will undertake or require to achieve the result, and 3] to achieve the result, how much of the effort / cost will be borne by the private landowner and what, if any, society will bear.

Strategies:

· convene a public working group in 2015 to update Maine’s deer population goals 

· ensure that all stakeholder groups interested in deer participate in the process

· ensure that the goals and objectives developed by the working group are fully vetted to the broader society

· determine applicability and feasibility of integrating the marten and lynx models with forest yield models to inform landscape management in NEWME [Super Species Planning effort]

Element 5

Information and Outreach 

Public understanding of the Department’s deer management plan and public support for the plan is essential for it to be successful.

Strategies:

· the Department will enhance its public outreach on two fronts: 

· better informing the public about the many aspects of deer management and updating the public on progress in deer rebuilding efforts, and 

· better providing information on ways concerned individuals and groups can improve deer habitat

· MDIF&W will increase public understanding and support for it efforts to increase the deer population

If we are to succeed in increasing the deer population in northern, eastern and western Maine, the Department, legislature, landowners, sportsmen’s groups, and interested citizens must all work together to implement A Plan to Increase Maine’s Northern, Western and Eastern Deer Herd.
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Our latest efforts to improve Maine’s deer herd in northern, eastern and western Maine

Rebuilding Maine’s deer herd will be challenging; the deer decline has been developing gradually over many years and it will take many years to improve. 

Increasing the deer population will require the collaborative efforts and resources of the Department, legislature, sportsmen’s groups, landowners, other outdoor partners, and interested individuals. 

With this challenge comes a great opportunity to expand and forge new partnerships and collectively work to restore deer for future generations of outdoor enthusiasts. 
NEW!!
Deer Wintering Area [DWA] Management Guidelines

MDIF&W, Maine Forest Products Council and the Small Woodland Owners Association of Maine jointly developed a set of deer wintering area management guidelines to be shared with all forest landowners. Guidelines for Wildlife: Managing Deer Wintering Areas in Northern, Western and Eastern Maine is the result of an extraordinary collaboration between private landowners and the Department to develop biologically sound management guidelines for DWAs. These guidelines promote 1] improved landowner knowledge of the ecological value of DWAs and enhanced DWA management and 2] improved communications among landowners, loggers, foresters, and Department biologists. 

ENHANCED!!
State Acquisition of Important Winter Habitat for Deer
Funding opportunities are limited, but when available the state is pursuing free acquisition of important DWAs. In other cases, conservation easements purchased by the state are including provisions for managing winter habitat. 

ENHANCED!!
Cooperative DWA Management
MDIF&W has intensified its efforts to work with landowners on some level of cooperative deer habitat management. Currently, 300,000 acres of deer wintering habitat are being cooperatively managed. We hope to see further growth in this number as landowners embrace implementation of the cooperative DWA management guidelines.

ENHANCED!!

DWA Aerial Surveys
MDIF&W has long recognized the importance of deer wintering habitat to deer survival in Maine and, depending on aircraft availability and favorable conditions, regards winter DWA aerial and ground surveys as a high priority of Wildlife Division biologists. Biologists and game wardens have been documenting the location of deer wintering areas since the 1950s. In 2011, the Department partnered with the Departments of Conservation and Marine Resources to augment Warden Service aircraft and pilots and expand opportunities for aerial surveys. 
ENHANCED!!

DWA Management Programs and Workshops
MDIF&W is coordinating with the Small Woodland Owners Association of Maine, Maine Sustainable Forestry Initiative Implementation Committee, Maine Forest Products Council, Certified Logging Professional Program, and landowner initiatives to offer DWA management programs. To date, programs have reached more than 200 landowners, loggers and foresters in Maine.

NEW!!
Helicopter Surveys

The Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife along with its partner, the Maine Forest Service, is conducting helicopter deer surveys to estimate deer abundance in several southern and central wildlife management districts. The aerial surveys are low-level flights that incorporate a mark-resight estimate to gauge deer densities. Survey work is contingent on wintering conditions after the firearms hunt and must take place prior to deer moving to wintering areas.

NEW!!
Productivity and Recruitment Surveys

Production and recruitment of fawns into the population is important to the growth of the deer herd. In 2011, we began collecting road-killed does and documenting the number of fetuses per female to derive an index to female productivity and to provide information on breeding chronology.
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WRONG! Debunking some popular misconceptions of Maine’s management of white-tailed deer population

Myth #1: Close deer hunting statewide to help herd
Some people say that closing deer hunting on a statewide scale would help deer herds. That would be a regrettable decision. Though more than half the state right now – the eastern, western and northern parts of Maine – are facing very low deer populations, that doesn’t mean we should close hunting completely. Deer population management is about doe population management, and MDIF&W manages the doe population by regulated hunting with any-deer permits. Since 1983, deer hunters in northern, eastern and western Maine have been restricted to bucks-only regulations. Most significantly, there are very good deer numbers in the southern portion of Maine. Closing hunting there would cause a significant increase in deer densities in southern Maine, increasing the risk of Lyme disease and negative interactions with humans, including a rise in vehicle collisions and property damage.

Myth #2: Stop issuing any-deer permits
Already, districts where deer numbers are well below the publicly derived population goals, there are no any-deer permits issued. Stopping them statewide would create many of the same problems as closing all deer hunting in Maine. Any-deer permits are a management tool, not a reward system for hunters, and they are IF&W’s best management tool in many cases. Tight control of doe populations mean having a firm grasp on the overall whitetail deer population numbers.

Myth #3: Maine should be reinstituting coyote snaring
Unfortunately, this isn’t even up to the Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife. Federal law intervenes here – forbidding the take of coyotes via snare because they share habitat with the Canada lynx, a federally protected species listed officially as “threatened.” Without acquiring an incidental take permit from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, coyote snaring cannot take place. MDIF&W currently is working with USFWS to obtain an incidental take permit for its regulated trapping program.

Myth #4: Start making laws to protect deer yards
Maine is unique in that virtually the entire state is the property of private landowners, both big and small. Telling people what they can or cannot do on their own property is dangerous business. There have been various attempts in the past to create a regulatory approach to managing deer yards. For the most part, these were not supported by landowners, our elected officials and others. Having said that, it’s true that the Department is working hard at establishing working relationships with landowners large and small to increase the pool of landowners managing this critical deer habitat intact.
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Aerial Surveys

Double Count: Method pioneered in Quebec being used in Maine to grasp deer population levels

By Lee Kantar, MDIF&W Deer Biologist

Flying low over the tree tops my eyes are scanning every nook and cranny in the forest below searching for movement, a flick of an ear or a burst of motion and energy out of the green tree tops and snowy ground. 

We are a crew of four aboard a Jet Ranger Helicopter traveling 200 feet above ground level at 45 miles per hour. Our pilot is keeping us steady on a 25-mile long transect across a wildlife management district.  Along with the pilot are three wildlife biologists.  One serves as recorder, navigator and referee, while the other two (one forward and one aft) try to spot deer or moose.  One of the recorder’s most important jobs is to listen to the front observer and secondary observer (who cannot hear each other) and determine whether they are seeing the same animals. 

This is just a glimpse of what is going on in the helicopter as Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife conducts a double count survey for either deer or moose.

The double count survey was pioneered in Quebec by Francois Potvin and tested on deer on Anticosti Island.  Anticosti Island has habitat similar to Maine in that it is primarily composed of spruce and fir.  Spruce and fir often form a tight forest canopy, making it difficult to see animals on the ground from the air.  To improve the visibility of deer among the spruce-fir, bubble windows are installed on the observer sides of the helicopter to see directly down through the forest canopy.

Observers attempt to spot deer or moose below and alongside the helicopter skid up to a 45-degree angle demarcated (and calibrated) on the window.  When the helicopter is flown at an elevation of 200 feet, the ground area seen through this 45-degree angle delineates a 200-foot wide transect from which deer or moose are observed.  Deer that are sighted parallel to the helicopter and below the line marked on the window are counted as being in the transect, and those animals that are outside that line are out of the transect. 

Most deer and moose exhibit a flight response when a helicopter flies only 200 feet above them. Thus, animals that are bedded down, or that might otherwise be difficult to see, move when the helicopter flies overhead.  The movement of these animals improves the sightability and detection rate of the observers.

Nevertheless, in any aerial survey animals are missed, either because they are hidden from view or overlooked.  The double count survey uses the difference in the number of animals seen by the two observers to calculate the total number of animals living in an area.

In the double count survey, the two observers are unable to hear or communicate with each other.  Thus, the number of animals each observer sees is considered an independent count.  The total number of animals they both see and the number of animals that only one observer sees are used in mathematical calculations to determine the number of animals residing in the 200-foot transect. Since the path of the transect is carefully chosen to represent the habitat of the district, biologists can apply deer or moose densities seen on the transect to the rest of the wildlife management district.

MDIF&W is testing this survey to provide a finer resolution of data to manage deer and moose.  The survey requires many things; among the most vital is the capability to fly an aerial survey with the most appropriate equipment and crew. The standard aircraft has been the Bell Jet Ranger helicopter and Maine is fortunate to have this available to us, as well as highly skilled and dedicated pilots working for the Maine Forest Service.  

The partnership that has been forged between MDIF&W and the MFS is not only an excellent example of two agencies working together but a collaboration that provides a great service to the people of Maine who cherish wildlife and our natural resources.

Survey work will continue into the winter of 2011-2012, and we are working with our sister agencies in New Brunswick and New Hampshire to assess the applicability and reliability of the survey technique for deer and moose in Maine.    

Taking to the air gives biologists down-to-earth deeryard data

By Arlen Lovewell, Assistant Regional Wildlife Biologist, Ashland Regional Office

Starting in early January, wildlife biologists in northern Maine began planning for aerial deer wintering area (DWA) surveys. Regional Biologists were ready to go by mid-January, but the lack of major snowstorms and deep snow resulted in unrestricted travel conditions for deer.  Subsequently, deer remained spread out over large areas until early February, when snow depths started restricting their travel.  This resulted in a late start for aerial surveys, but also meant deer were only dealing with mild-moderate winter conditions here for most of December and January.

The purpose for flying deeryard surveys is multi-fold: (1) To know the location of major deer wintering areas and the approximate number of deer wintering in each deeryard;  (2) To observe the physical condition of deer in a deeryard and see how well deer are faring during a particular winter; (3) To note any major issues or concerns with predation by coyotes; (4) To identify the boundaries of deer wintering areas, including the core shelter area as well as the peripheral secondary shelter and feeding areas; (5) To gather up-to-date deeryard information for cooperative DWA management programs.  Wildlife biologists and forestland managers utilize this information to proactively plan for long-term forest management programs that will both benefit deer and meet forest management objectives.

The procedure used for aerial DWA surveys varies by wildlife region. This is partly due to the variability in deer wintering behavior in different regions of the state.  For example, in northern Maine, deer generally winter in the lowland softwood forests that often occur along rivers and streams; however further south in central Maine, deer may also winter in large tracts of softwood forest, although not necessarily associated with a riparian corridor. Because of the more random nature of deeryards in the more southern regions of Maine, aerial survey procedures may require covering more forest terrain and using GPS technology to setup a grid of flight lines at ¼ or ½ mile intervals.  This type of aerial survey results in a survey covering a large variety of terrain and many different forest stand types.

In northern Maine (Wildlife Region G), aerial DWA surveys focus primarily on following riparian or stream corridors.  However, in the organized townships we also fly over large blocks of softwood stands located outside the riparian corridors.  In both the organized and unorganized townships, we will always check active timber harvest operations as they provide deer with large amounts of winter food and attract deer out of the surrounding deer wintering areas. GPS technology is often used to pinpoint our location when flying over unfamiliar terrain.  Most of Wildlife Region G flying will be in the unorganized townships with the objective of providing the large forest landowners with updated deeryard information.  We most often use Maine Warden Service aircraft, relying heavily on the knowledge provided by MWS pilots. A major benefit of using local warden service pilots is their extensive knowledge of the terrain within the unorganized territories. 

All of the large deeryards in northern Maine are well known by the regional wildlife biologists.  They have been identified, mapped and zoned, or in some cases, managed through cooperative landowner agreements.  Our deeryard records in Wildlife Region G go back as far as the early 1950s, and they have been periodically updated through both aerial and ground surveys. One must keep in mind that a single flight over a deeryard in any given winter is only snapshot of deer use for that particular winter, and additional aerial and ground surveys over many years are necessary to provide accurate information for both deeryard protection and management programs.

These aerial winter deeryard surveys are just one of several deer management projects that have been undertaken by Regional Wildlife Biologists this winter. Identifying and maintaining these critical wildlife habitats is crucial to maintaining deer populations in northern Maine.  
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If you care, leave them there

Young wildlife is often ‘kidnapped’ by well-meaning people in the mistaken belief that they have been abandoned. The mother-young bond is very strong in mammals and birds, and parents will return given the opportunity to do so with out human interference.

Because wild parents can’t hire babysitters, and must leave their youngsters alone while they search for food, people often stumble upon a fawn hidden in the leaves on the forest floor, young birds taking their first flights, or young raccoon and fox kits wandering a bit too far from the home den.

Unfortunately, every spring moose calves and deer fawns are brought to the Maine Wildlife Park in Gray, and the majority of them are not orphans. Here is what you should do if you see young wildlife or birds:

If you encounter a fawn, leave it alone! Adult mother does return only 2-3 times a day to young fawns to nurse them, otherwise leaving them stashed in a protected place and relying on their camouflage and lack of scent to protect them from predators. As soon as fawns are able to keep up with mom, they travel more with her as she forages for food.
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Drivers urged to heed new roadside warning signs, watch for deer

By Mark Latti, Maine Dept. of Transportation Spokesman, and Deborah Turcotte, MDIF&W Spokeswoman

The arrival of spring means deer are on the move along roadways. MaineDOT and the Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife are urging drivers to heed posted warning signs and slow down, particularly in areas where historically a high number of deer-vehicle collisions have occurred.

As snow slowly disappears this spring, areas along the sides of roads are generally one of the first areas to green up with vegetation. Deer, who have been feeding on poor quality food throughout much of the winter, flock to roadsides where they can feast on tender, green plants. As deer disperse from areas where they have wintered, motorists will often see deer feeding along the sides of roads. Often these areas are along the sides of major highways or high speed routes. 

Recognizing the need to protect both motorists and deer, MaineDOT and MDIF&W have identified several seasonal areas where there are a high number of deer crashes and have installed unique signs that alert motorists to deer during this peak season.  These signs are generally specific to a 1-mile or less stretch of road with very high collision rates.  It is extremely important that motorists watch for these signs and slow down.  

“It’s a scenario we don’t like to see happen – a car hitting a deer, injuring the driver and the animal,” said MDOT Commissioner David Bernhardt. “Unfortunately, it does happen too often. Please, heed the roadside warning signs and be alert for deer that may want to cross in your path. Save your life, and that of the deer.” 

These “Caution -- High Hit Area” signs feature a silhouette of a deer, and are a bright, reflective orange and yellow.  These signs are foldable signs, and they are only opened and displayed during this time of year, when deer collisions are frequent. As deer disperse away from the roads, these signs will be folded up by MDIF&W personnel so drivers do not become accustomed to them. Next year, they will be unfolded as deer start to move.

These signs were recently installed at a high deer crash area along I-95 in Sherman. That particular stretch of highway is located alongside a deer wintering area, and crosses a traditional travel corridor used heavily by deer.  

“As we work to reduce mortality factors on deer and rebuild Maine’s deer population, alerting motorists to these high-hit areas is critical,” said MDIF&W Commissioner Chandler Woodcock. “By slowing down and using extra caution in these limited-but-distinct sites, drivers have an opportunity to save a deer.”

Over the past two years, these orange-and-yellow signs have been installed at the following locations where there has been a history of deer/vehicle crashes during this time of year:  Route 9-Amherst, Route 9-Wesley, Route 193-Cherryfield, Route 191- Jacksonville, Route 1-Edmunds, Route 1 in East Machias, Route 2-Oakfield, Route 212-Smyrna Mills and Route 1-Monticello.

Motorists who see these new signs should be aware that deer are likely in the area, and should drive accordingly.  Remember, these signs are only erected during high risk periods for a specific section of road.  

Over the past 10 years, Maine has averaged over 3,000 deer-vehicle crashes each year. Drivers should take care this time of year, and be on the lookout for all wildlife on the sides of the road. Motorists should reduce their speed when it is dark, use high beams where appropriate, and always wear their seatbelt.
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To Catch A Poacher: Three recent cases show conservation law enforcement major part of Maine’s deer management plan

By Major Gregory Sanborn, Deputy Chief Game Warden

Game wardens, the police officers for the outdoors, often get caught up with minute details of their job. They have to, as the successful outcome to a search-and-rescue mission or court case may hinge on one of those tiny details. However, by sweating the small stuff, the big picture sometimes gets a little overlooked. 

Such was the case during a recent staff discussion on the shape of Maine’s deer herd.  During a high-spirited exchange on what can be done to reverse a downward trend, a veteran department biologist leaned over and stated to me, “law enforcement is an extension of resource management” -- a fact often over looked by game wardens themselves.

Big picture: the MDIF&W commissioner may promulgate any number of rules or the Maine Legislature may pass an even greater number of laws, but if the sportsmen do not voluntarily comply with them, management of deer is problematic. 

Although the majority of sportsmen do voluntarily follow the law, a small percentage of poachers can cause deer management issues. This is why there is a Maine Warden Service.

In this issue’s Field Notes, three such cases of poaching during the 2010 fall hunting season will be highlighted, one from each of the three Maine Warden Service divisions.

Southwestern Division

The evening of Thursday, Nov. 18 found Warden Peter Herring of Gorham patrolling the Limington Game Preserve. During the previous week, Warden Herring had received numerous complaints that hunters were going onto the preserve after legal shooting time and firing at deer coming out to feed under the cover of darkness. 

Well after the close of legal hunting time, that ended that day at 4:34 p.m., Warden Herring observed the headlights of a vehicle approaching his location. Warden Herring identified the vehicle as a small pick-up truck and made note that it was moving very slowly along the dirt road. The dirt road was completely within the well-posted game preserve and several residential dwellings were scattered about this rural country road.

As Warden Herring kept close eye on the approaching vehicle, a shadow appeared between him and the vehicle, outlined in the vehicle’s headlights. The vehicle abruptly stopped. At the same instant that Warden Herring identified the shadowy figure as a deer, a bright muzzle flash and thunderous report of a high-powered rifle broke the stillness of the night. Warden Herring instinctively took cover. After a brief moment to gather his senses and to check himself for bullet holes, Warden Herring started his patrol vehicle, activated his blue lights and apprehended the suspected night hunter.

Unfortunately for the deer and lawful hunters, the night hunter’s aim was true and another adult doe deer was poached. In addition to hunting at night, the poacher was hunting in a game preserve and discharging a firearm within 100 yards of two occupied residential dwellings.  

The court case is still pending in York County.

Central Division

Ask any of our active district game wardens and they will most likely tell you that they look forward to -- and prepare very hard for -- the annual open firearms season on deer. That being said, by Thanksgiving time, wardens can not wait for the season to end. Countless interrupted or missed meals with the family, radical work schedules that often cause sleep depravation and always the fact that every hunter checked is armed with a high-powered rifle keeps Maine Game Wardens thinking “officer safety” on every encounter. 

Such was the case for Warden Glen Annis of Dover. The 2010 deer season had come and gone and family life was becoming a little more predictable. A busy 2010 deer season had left a substantial pile of court case report writing for his immediate attention. Hours of pecking away at a laptop computer completing case reports are certainly not as romantic as chasing down a fleeing night hunters! However, a phone call he received on the morning of Sunday, Dec. 19 immediately got his attention. 

A concerned citizen reported that a trophy whitetail buck had been poached, out of season, in the town of Charleston. The citizen was irate and although had no specific facts relating to the crime, felt the information was accurate and “wouldn’t put it past” the suspect to do such a dastardly deed. 

Warden Annis, a veteran warden and son of the 1991 Warden of the Year, Don Annis, has good “game wardening” skills in his blood. Using these skills, Warden Annis determined that there was an active “deer bait” near the suspect’s home with many deer tracks in the fresh snow. 

Warden Annis summonsed the aid of Warden Jeremy Kemp of Sangerville and they went to the suspect’s home to confront him with the allegation. There is truth in the old saying “timing is everything.” Upon arrival, the wardens knocked on the door and the suspect invited them in. In the kitchen, the wardens noticed a frying pan on the stove with an onion starting caramelize nicely. Next to the fry pan was a bag of bright red meat, obvious to the veteran wardens as fresh venison. 

Although the suspect initially denied any knowledge of the incident, when asked about the “deer meat” next to the fry pan, he bowed his head and confessed to the crime. The poacher admitted that not only had he shot the deer out of season, he “jacked” it with a light while the deer was feeding on his bait pile. 

The wardens left the suspected poacher with several summonses to court, and in turn, the wardens left with the suspect’s hunting rifle, pounds of packaged meat and a trophy set of antlers to be held as evidence of the crime and forfeited upon conviction.

Lt. Kevin Adam, who heads up the warden service’s Central Division, was pleased that the suspect was held accountable for his actions but disappointed that it occurred in the first place. 

“This deer had been seen, and hunted, by several sportsmen in the Charleston area. It was obviously a very smart buck to outwit the throng hunters for another season. Unfortunately, illegal and unethical hunting tactics took a trophy away -- a trophy whose antlers have scored over 150 points ‘green.’

The case is pending in Piscataquis County court.

Northeastern Division

During the 2010 deer hunting season, Maine Game Wardens were directed to work seven pre-determined nights with the sole focus on apprehending people who are, or attempting to night hunt (jack) deer. On these pre-determined nights, every game warden in the state is out working.

The early morning hours of Monday, Nov. 22 one such detail was being conducted. Wardens Dave Milligan of Ashland and Andrew Smart of Clayton Lake had teamed up to conduct surveillance on an area that had been frequented by a few of the deer that remain in Northern Aroostook County.  Warden Service Pilot Daryl Gordon of Eagle Lake and Warden Gary Sibley of Fort Kent were airborne keeping a watchful eye for jack lights being used. 

In the very early hours of the morning, a pick-up approached the location of the well-concealed wardens and illuminated the cut. The poacher saw what he believed was a deer standing in the cut and immediately open fired on it. The muzzle blast of the 7mm Remington Magnum was deafening in the clear, cold November night.  Almost immediately the poacher accelerated and sped off on roads that had developed extensive black ice during the night. The wardens activated their blue lights and sirens and gave chase. The poacher’s truck had studded snow tires on it and he had a distinct advantage over the wardens, who were in pursuit with a vehicle that had “well used” tires. 

As the poacher continued to pull away from the pursuing game wardens, Pilot Gordon and Warden Sibley announced over the radio that they had the chase in sight and that they would follow the suspect and direct wardens in for the arrest and not to take chances on the slippery roads. 

This airborne “chase” continued for 42 miles on the dirt roads heading deep into the north Maine woods, as the poacher made his living as a woods contractor and was headed in for his day job. The poacher was completely unaware of the aircraft over head and thought that he had out run the law. Several game wardens heard the radio broadcast and headed in to assist on the apprehension. 

Before the poacher could start a day’s work, the wardens converged on his cutting operation and broke the bad news to him. The night hunter confessed to the crime and was summonsed accordingly.

On Jan. 5, Cameron Burby, 23, of Ashland was convicted in Aroostook County court of night hunting, failing to stop for a law enforcement officer and shooting from a motor vehicle. He was sentenced to eight days in jail, over $1,200 in fines, and had to forfeit his 7mm Remington Magnum to the state. 

To conclude this issue’s Field Notes, as the department’s biologists make recommendations to stabilize and increase Maine’s deer herd, the sometimes overlooked extension of management -- law enforcement -- will continue to prioritize the enforcement of laws and rules governing the taking of deer in order to reach the department’s goals on deer management.
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To Catch a Poacher

It’s Just Greed: Five men face hundreds of poaching-related charges in Maine, Pennsylvania
By Bill Nemitz, Columnist, Portland Press Herald

Reprinted with Permission, Maine Today Media, from February 27, 2011 Edition

It's clear from the group photo that they consider themselves master hunters -- four guys, all from Maine, crouched in the snow with one, two, three, four, five gutted deer hanging behind them and, for good measure, a dead doe lying at their feet.

But down in Pennsylvania, where the photo was taken, nobody's impressed.

"The reaction has been one of disgust and support," said Jerry Feaser, spokesman for the Pennsylvania Game Commission, in an interview last week. "Disgust at the actions of these individuals and support for our agency cracking down on it and for the partnership between Maine and Pennsylvania officials."

Hunters? These guys? Not even close.

Rather, as Feaser put it last week, they're the alleged perpetrators of "one of the largest wildlife crime sprees ever detected in Commonwealth (of Pennsylvania) history."

We're talking up to 32 deer, many gunned down in the dead of night from vehicles equipped with hypnotizing spotlights.

We're talking 250 felony and misdemeanor charges leveled Wednesday against the four Mainers in the photo, along with multiple charges against a 17-year-old from Greene.

We're talking the strong possibility of prison time in a state that recently decided to get tough on those who long have considered Pennsylvania, according to Feaser, a "poacher's paradise."

"It used to be if you came to Pennsylvania, you could have killed every deer, bear, elk and turkey and not faced one day in jail," Feaser said.

That changed in 2009, when the state's General Assembly decided to crack down on wildlife poaching not only with beefed-up fines, but also with newly defined felony violations punishable by up to three years behind bars.

In other words, as Feaser observed, the Mainers charged last week "picked the wrong time to start poaching in Pennsylvania."

It all started last summer when the Maine Warden Service began getting tips through Maine Operation Game Thief (http://www.maineogt.org) about a deer-poaching ring operating out of the central Maine town of Turner.

"It was a compilation of information local wardens received about this group," said Capt. Dan Scott of the Maine Warden Service. "It drew attention to them and we started looking at them a little closer."

Turns out there was plenty to see.

In addition to poaching eight deer here in Maine, investigators say, the group slaughtered four times that number during "party hunting" trips last October and December to a remote campground in northeast Pennsylvania's Bradford County.

Last month, five search warrants executed in Maine by teams of investigators from both states netted deer meat in the hundreds of pounds, antlers, a mounted hawk, mounted owls, spotlights, firearms, bows and arrows, a computer and "other hunting-related equipment."

Also found was that group photo, taken during one of the Pennsylvania trips.

Over there on the far left is Carlton Enos, 19, of Turner. He's charged with 11 hunting violations here in Maine and 59 violations in Pennsylvania -- including 11 felony counts of unlawful killing or taking of big game.

Next to him is Everett H. "Lenny" Leonard, 59, of Turner. He faces six charges in Maine and 52 in Pennsylvania, including 14 big-game felony counts.

Then there's Lenny's son, Everett T. Leonard, 31, of Turner. He racked up four charges in Maine and 117 in Pennsylvania, 22 of which are felonies.

Finally, we have Lucien Clavet, 44, of Monmouth, who faces 22 charges in Pennsylvania, including five felonies.

(Also charged with 11 violations in Maine is Jason Clifford, 27, of Turner.)

For those who can stomach it, the gory details behind this photo-op-turned-state's-evidence will play out in the coming months in courtrooms here and in Pennsylvania.

Harder to discern will be what was going on inside these "sportsmen's" heads as they allegedly mowed down their helpless prey at night and then showed off their kill, in broad daylight, for all the world to see.

"I think it's mostly just greed," said Scott of the Maine Warden Service. "And I think it obviously does something for their self-esteem."

For Matt Dunlap, executive director of the Sportsman's Alliance of Maine, the word "sociopath" comes to mind whenever he hears about those who, laws and licenses be damned, "just like to kill stuff and watch it drop."

"I don't get that," Dunlap said. "I just don't get it."

Dunlap, you see, is an avid hunter -- and a good one at that.

In fact, in the past three years alone, he's bagged three deer, two bear and a moose. And lest there be any raised eyebrows, he added, "the only thing I've ever poached is an egg."

Talk to Dunlap about what makes a good hunter and you'll hear words like "sacred" and "our ancestors" and "respect" for the animal before, during and after the hunt.

What you won't hear is "greed."

Down in the basement of Dunlap's Old Town home sits a freezer still packed with butchered meat from his successful forays. Truth be told, it's more than he and his family could ever consume. ("Who wants to eat venison stew every night?" he asked with a chuckle.)

Now some folks, particularly those among us who don't hunt, might open that freezer and jump to the knee-jerk conclusion that Dunlap doesn't know when to quit.

But they'd be wrong. And here's why:

For years, a local game warden has had access to a key to Dunlap's basement. Whenever someone approaches the warden to see if he's come across any roadkill still fresh enough to eat -- and yes, it does happen -- the warden tells them to sit tight.

"Then he comes to my basement and gets some meat," Dunlap said. "It's all done legally -- the (meat packages) all have registration numbers and there's a sheet that he signs it out on."

Dunlap figures he's shared his bounty, until now anonymously, with more than 50 families throughout northern Maine. And the more you hear him talk about it, the more you realize that preserving the meat and giving it away is as much a part of his hunt as scouting the woods and pulling the trigger.

It's too soon to know what motivated Maine's most infamous hunting party to head out from their Pennsylvania camp and kill ... and kill ... and then kill some more. Court dates are still being scheduled and none of those charged could be reached (when this colunm was written) for comment.

But if you're looking for remorse, don't hold your breath. (In February), in a brief interview with the Lewiston Sun Journal, Everett "Lenny" Leonard said the case is "baloney" and has been "blown out of proportion."

Baloney it clearly is not.

And if anything's been "blown out of proportion," it's the deer in that photo.

