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MULE DEER

Habitat management for

In Utah

The mule deer is somewhat gregarious and inhabits open wooded areas, rangelands, broken and rolling sagebrush lands, and rugged canyons and mountains in Utah. This sub-species is known as the Rocky-Mountain mule deer.

The mule deer has large mule-like ears that give it its common

name. The tip of its tail is black and the surrounding area is white, making it easy to spot. Adult bucks measure 5 to 6 feet in length, 3 1/2 feet high at the shoulder, and weigh 90 to 300

pounds dressed weight (averaging about 135 to 150 pounds). Does measure about 4 feet in length and weight 70 to 175 pounds dressed weight (averaging 100 pounds) .

The bucks grow a new set of antlers each year, shedding them in mid-winter. New antler growth begins in April, and they are covered with a smooth skin called velvet which carries blood to the growing antlers. In early fall, the antler growth is complete and the velvet dries and begins to peel off. The bucks polish their newly developed antlers by rubbing bushes and shrubs. The large "trophy" antlers may reach or exceed 30 inches in both length and spread, with four or more points on each antler. A yearling buck's antlers normally have two points on a side, but spikes are also common, especially on poor range.

Mule deer are sometimes called "jumping deer" because of their peculiar style of running in four-footed bounds. Biologists think this high, bouncing gait is used to escape danger. Mulies also can run up to 35 mph for short distances, leap about 8 feet high and make horizontal jumps of more than 20 feet.
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Smell is the keenest of all mule deer senses, but their large eyes, acting as efficient light-gatherers, also give them superb vision, especially in early morning and late evening.

The life span of a mule deer is about 7 years. Mating takes place in late fall (mostly November). Does give birth to one or two (rarely three) fawns in late spring (May and June, after a gestation period of about 210 days). A doe usually bears its first fawn at age 2.

The mule deer is an important big-game species that provides sport-hunting, recreational observation, tasty food, and economic benefits from thousands of hunters who visit the hunting areas. As with any species of wildlife, the best huntable populations of mule deer occur where the habitat is best. The lack of winter habitat is the limiting factor in mule deer management.

HABITAT REQUIREMENTS

The mule deer regularly migrate in the parts of the range where deep snows and winter storms prevail. The individual deer usually inhabits a single watershed and rarely crosses a divide to another; the area used by the individual animal may be small. It is possible that many deer spend their entire lives within a radius of 5 to 10 miles of the place of birth.

Small plantations of conifers on the winter range provide warm cover; and in summer, coves of aspen in the mountains are especially sought by mule deer during the heat of the day.

The deer of the higher slopes of the mountains migrate to the foothills and lowlands in early fall to pass the winter in sheltered valleys and on the lower slopes. Like the elk ranges, these areas are small in proportion to the summer range, but they are of critical importance.

In those regions of light snowfall, the migrating deer generally stop at the first valley encountered on the downward trek. The usual distance of migration of the mule deer averages about 20 miles, but it may reach 50 miles; even longer migration distances are known. The migrating animals tend to follow the same route each season in going between the winter and summer ranges; likewise the winter and summer ranges become relatively fixed, although a little natural shifting from range to range occurs. Tradition and the lay of the land account for this. Heavy hunting or other major disturbance may cause some shifting of winter quarters or migration routes.
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Habitat and its management include preservation and development of important foods, cover, and water.

WATER - The mule deer generally stay within reasonable distance of water, but adjacent surface water does not seem to be a necessity, for the deer frequently live on dry ranges where for long periods no surface water occurs. Succulent vegetation probably supplies much moisture, as it does for other animals.
FOOD - Deer need salt and may travel long distances to salt licks, yet they may ignore salt licks for considerable periods. Salt distributed carefully may lure mule deer from overgrazed areas to less heavily grazed ones and will sometimes hold them on the higher slopes for a longer time in the fall.l

Mule deer eat a wide variety of forage foods--the leaves, needles, succulent stems, fruits, and acorns--from trees, shrubs, forbs, domestic crops, and grasses. It is useful to classify the important deer foods into three groups, according to each food's quality to attract deer and sustain good physical condition. Classification reflects seasonal palatability and nutritional contents of the plant parts eaten. High value foods attract deer and maintain vigorous health that keeps them in good flesh and reproductive condition. Medium value foods are somehow deficient, but usually are sufficient to maintain life through crucial periods of the year. Low value foods generally are eaten when either high or medium value foods are not present.

COVER - Mule deer find cover in open woodlands, brushy areas, deep draws, and rock-rims for shelter against sun and storms.

Deer often hide in cover, but usually run to escape hunters and

predatory mammals. They feed in open fields at night, and along field borders near woodland or brush cover in early evenings and mornings. Following periods of heavy snow fall deer may feed in exposed area where vegetation is above the snow line.

HABITAT IMPROVEMENT

Good deer management requires two essential considerations:

The quality of the vegetative habitat, and (2) control herd numbers to avoid over population that are likely to impair its habitat. Generally, control of herd numbers is through hunting, but sometimes trapping and relocation is used. The goal is to harvest enough deer each year to protect its habitat and a healthy, vigorous herd.

(1 )

The water, food supply, and cover to large extent needs are provided management and use of vegetation. This habitat may be excellent, good, fair, or poor. Where open woodland and brushy
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areas exist adequately, the quality of the habitat is governed primarily by the important plants that feed deer well; and, therefore, the landowner who wants deer and deer-hunting should rely on the various plants that are rated high for season being planned for. The plant list is contained in the attached Mule Deer Model.

Cultivated lands, where available near cover, offer prime opportunities to grow foods that attract, support, and produce good to excellent deer populations. However, a high population can be a problem by consuming too much of the crop.

Range management for deer should consider dual- and competitive​use of important forages (both choice and fair) by livestock. Deer do not like mature (dry) grasses, so cattle grazing to utilize most of the grass is beneficial. Sheep and goats, however, are much more competitive with deer. To recognize proper use, over use, and range condition, an experienced range or soil conservationist can be helpful.

Woodland habitat in mountainous mule deer range usually accumulates deep snow in the late fall, and the deer must move into foothills and lower rangelands for winter food. This is a critical time for deer, and the season when death losses are most common.

Evaluation of existing habitat or proposed management alternatives can be done using the attached Mule Deer Habitat Suitability Model.

ADDITIONAL TECHNIQUES - These can be useful when incorporated into overall habitat management plans.

FENCING - To permit deer easy access to fenced fields, pastures, and range, three strands of barbed wire should be spaced 16, 20,

and 42 inches above ground. Deer may go under, through, or over. To exclude deer, a woven-wire fence, about 79 inches high, is stapled to posts spaced 12 feet apart. Treated lodgepole posts, 11 feet long, set 2 1/2 feet in the ground are good. Electrified smooth high tensile steel wire has been used with success to both allow passage or exclude deer. A variety of other fencing material and construction techniques are available from the NRCS Wildlife Biologist or Range Conservationist. To protect an individual tree, a 12 foot length of 2 x 2 inch mesh wire, 72 inches high is placed as a cylinder around the tree.

HUNTING - The Natural Resources Conservation Service through Soil Conservation Districts offers technical guidance on soil, water, plant, and range management to landowners (private and public) . The Utah Division of Wildlife Resouces is responsible for setting the hunting seasons, managing lands under their supervision, and related informational assistance through the state.
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Hunting seasons are regulated by the Board of Big Game Control. Conservation and management objectives is to harvest an adequate number of mature bucks, spike bucks, does, and fawns to avoid over use of the deer foods, assure good physical condition of deer, and avoid low rates of annual fawn production. Some specific hunts may be organized to remove over population or nuisance animals in a specific area.

Mule Deer Model is attached to provide a tool to inventory, evaluate, and analyze management alternatives.
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