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Vermont’s veneration of deer and deer hunting date from before the state’s 
founding. The white-tailed deer, as depicted on our state flag, has become an iconic 
symbol of the Vermont landscape and each year more than 60,000 hunters take part 
in the storied tradition of deer hunting in Vermont that brings more than $290 million 
to the state’s economy.  
 Back in 1791, Vermont became the first state to have a closed season, and to protect 

the dwindling herd, closed the season for the entire year in 1865. The first regulated 

season in Vermont was in 1897 and was for bucks only, with a total harvest of 131 

animals.   

But deer have not always been such a symbol of conservation success. Although a strong conservation mindset led to 

translocation of a few deer into Rutland County from New York, it wouldn’t be until the 1960s before deer returned to 

Grand Isle County, a place where the deer harvest per mile now triples the state average.   

Our current scientifically driven deer management strategy enables hunters to harvest more than 12,000 deer annually 

(a far cry from 131). Deer today are in excellent physical condition and are more apt to survive through Vermont’s long 

winters.  However, challenges continue. Probably the greatest concern is in areas where growing deer populations 

conflict with the goals of people living in the same environment, particularly farmers and others who see crops and 

timber potentially affected by deer.   

To help address deer human conflicts the Fish and Wildlife Department has established a “hunter/landowner connection 

program,” which puts landowners experiencing problems with deer in touch with local hunters, who can then target 

excess deer and help keep the population in check.  Already popular among hunters, the challenge remains to recruit 

receptive landowners and develop better long-term hunter-landowner relationships.  Many staff at the Agency of 

Natural Resources are in the perfect position to provide outreach on how this program benefits deer, hunters and the 

public. To find out more about it, see our website www.vtfishandwildlife.com/wildlife_hunteraccess.cfm 

Deer populations are also challenged by a host of invasive species that are altering Vermont’s landscape and threatening 

the habitat deer need to survive.  Critical deer wintering areas in the Northeast Kingdom have required salvage cutting 

due to spruce budworm invasions. Other invasive species, such as honeysuckle, buckthorn, and Japanese barberry, 

deteriorate the quality of available habitat and provide no nutritional benefit to wildlife. They diminish the presence of 

beneficial forest species, and their presence complicates our ability to maintain a working landscape.   

To meet these challenges more effectively and to maximize hunter satisfaction—as well as to encourage dialogue, the 

Fish and Wildlife Department has undertaken a comprehensive review of its deer management strategies.  In addition to 

potential regulatory changes, this review aims to promote safe and ethical hunting practices. Two methods have been 

put into statute in the Sportsmen Bill of 2013 that should go a long way to meet this goal:  changing regulations to 

discourage road hunting and making it possible for landowners to post their land as hunt by permission only. Other 

changes may be forthcoming in 2014 as the review continues. 

Deer and their management have undergone quite an evolution in Vermont since the first closure of the deer season in 

1791. Monumental habitat and land use changes have since occurred, and deer management likewise will continue to 

be an adaptive process. Fortunately, the passion and the participation of Vermonters will help guide us as we develop 

and implement deer management strategies. Together, we will conserve the herd well into the future.   
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