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The Current Deer Situation in Croton

Throughout Westchester County, the white-tailed deer population has reached crisis levels. This
has contributed to County-wide property damage, the spread of tick-borne diseases, increased
deer-vehicle collisions, and a threatened ecosystem. Although the negative impacts cause by
overpopulation of deer can been seen separately, all must be considered as threats to our
community. The problem is not that there are deer; the problem is that the extraordinarily large
deer population has caused a dramatic imbalance with consequences throughout the ecosystem.
The overpopulation is confirmed by frequent observation of deer browsing in our neighborhoods
and open spaces, the not uncommon sight of deer carcasses along the roadside, and the

evidence of our devastated landscapes and woodland understories.

The destruction of our landscape is readily apparent to all. This plentiful food supply of highly
nutritious plant material supplied by homeowners has contributed to the overpopulation problem.
Moreover, suburbia has not eliminated deer habitat so much as more accurately created deer
habitat, as deer prefer the “fringe” environment between woodland and open lawn.' However,
most homeowner landscape problems can be minimized by planting species that deer find less
palatable, regularly using deer deterrent sprays, and fencing, or more likely, a combination of all
ii

three." Landscape destruction is the impact that is most commonly experienced but certainly the

least “dire”.

Tick-borne Diseases

According to the Center for Disease Control (CDC), in 2008 there were 5,741 confirmed reported
cases of Lyme disease in NYS out of 28,921 cases in the U.S. (a 5% increase from the year
iii

before).

Lyme Disease is 6/100,000 population for the U.S., 29/100,000 for NY State, and has averaged

It is speculated by the CDC that only 10% of cases were reported.” The rate of

between 60-70/100,000 in Westchester County for the past several years." Two relatively new
and potentially more deadly diseases, Human Ehrlichiosis and Babesiosis, are also transmitted by

deer ticks in Westchester County."

Deer play a significant role in the life-cycle of the deer tick and the spread of tick-borne disease,
but are not the only source of the problem."! The white-footed mouse is the primary reservoir
for Borrelia Burgdorferi, the causative bacteria in Lyme Disease, but has a relatively small
territorial range of only a few hundred square feet for each mouse."" In contrast, white-tailed

deer can cover a territorial range just under a mile but can travel several miles®, are the
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preferred feeding host of the adult ticks and carry the bacteria in their blood stream.
Significantly, the incidence of tick-borne diseases mirrors “deer density,” with southern

Westchester showing fewer reported cases than northern Westchester.

Public Safety

According to the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety there are an estimated 1.5 million deer-
vehicle collisions annually in the United States, causing more than 150 fatalities and $1.1 billion

in property damage.® In NYS annually, roughly 2 to 5 fatalities and more than 1,300 injuries are
Xii

associated with DVC incidents™. In 2008, DVC incidents accounted for 7.2 percent of all auto

accidents in NYS, up from just over 2 percent in 2004." The Croton police estimate that during
the rut season and early winter, there are roughly 3 deer-vehicle collisions in the Croton area

each month.¥  Nationally, car damage averages about $3050 for each DVC.*Y

Environmental Damage

However, it is the destruction of the environment and the ecosystem that has, in the past thirty
years, rapidly become a reason for action throughout Westchester and Fairfield counties, as well
as in the greater tri-state area. The direct threat from over-browsing is devastating to trees,
shrubs, the majority of herbaceous forbs, shrub-nesting songbirds, insects, amphibians, reptiles,
smaller mammals and, ironically, the health of the deer population itself. Furthermore, with the
denuded forest floor and loss of a healthy root system, deer over-browsing has led to soil erosion
and contributed to degradation of water quality. According to Dr. Mike Rubbo, Teatown
Reservation’s Director of Environmental Stewardship, reduced bio-diversity has also been linked

to increased incidences of Lyme disease.*"

In a recent three-year study of deer overpopulation in Westchester by the Westchester Citizens
Deer Task Force, among the alarming findings at Ward Pound Ridge Reservation was that 91.5%
of the test areas showed zero regeneration of forest growth.™" This same effect can be seen
locally in areas such as the Saw Mill River Audubon’s Graff sanctuary where there is no re-growth
of trees and bio-diversity has been reduced to a few species including ferns, grasses, moss,
invasive winged Euonymus, native Spicebush, invasive grape and bittersweet vines, wild

raspberry brambles and wild multiflora roses. Eating 4 to 8 Ibs. of forage per day, each deer
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consumes approximately one ton of vegetation annually.*" What is created is a park-like habitat
with tall trees, lacking an understory. Many find this aesthetically pleasing, but it is a biologically

depleted “deer savannah,” where a distinct browse line can be seen throughout the forest.

Wildlife Biologist Dr. David deCalesta, one of the pre-eminent researchers of the effect of deer
population on the environment in the PA, NY, NJ region, commented that in his 30 years’
experience, Westchester had the “worst” situation and was “on the verge of ecological
collapse.”™™ Studies by deCalesta and others have indicated severe damage to the ecosystem

occurs when deer density exceeds 20 deer per square mile.™

In Croton, deer herd density is broadly estimated at 45 to 65 deer per square mile. Accurate
estimates of deer herd density are difficult to ascertain and expensive (the FLIR thermal
imaging/infrared camera flyover of the Kensico Dam cost roughly $5,000 in 2006).* With roughly
5 square miles of land in Croton, our deer population can be estimated at 225 to 325 deer. Ideal
biologically and socially sustainable levels are roughly 10 to 15 deer per square mile. For Croton,

that means roughly 50 to 75 deer would be a biologically sustainable population.

Population control methods

In order to protect our forests, we believe that it is essential for Croton to take measures to
reduce the deer population. Population control methods include (i) trapping and relocating; (ii)
exclusion and exclosures; (iii) immunocontraception; (iv) introducing natural predators; (v)

general hunting; (vi) controlled hunting; and (vii) professional culling.

Doing nothing is the current de facto strategy, resulting in the current situation. Because of the
competition for food during the winter, many deer suffer slow starvation which typically ends
with most deaths occuring in mid-March.®" Often the stomachs are full, but with indigestible
plant material. So, doing nothing can be seen as a cruel and socially and environmentally

irresponsible option.

Trapping and relocating is illegal in New York State, largely having to do with the threat of
spreading the Chronic Wasting Disease.™ And the cost of relocating can be prohibitive: roughly
$110 to $800 per deer and unfortunately 30% to 85% display a kind of muscular shock when

relocated and starve to death. *V
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Exclusion and exclosures or fencing is impractical, expensive and can have deleterious effects on
other wildlife.™ Exclosures, natural areas that are fenced off from the deer to allow for “normal”
growth of the forest and wildlife, are more often used as public demonstrations of the deer

problem and also to preserve species in a small area.

Immunocontraception using the pig hormone Porcine zona pellucid (PZP) is currently still in the
experimental stage and has yet to gain FDA approval.™ PZP Immunocontraception is best used
on deer in confined spaces and is more commonly used in zoos and on horse farms.*"" In the
process, each doe is shot with a tranquilizer, ear tagged and injected with PZP, which blocks
conception. Later during that same year, each doe must be located and inoculated a second time
with a dart containing the PZP hormone. Although the contraception is over 90% effective and its

application lasts for one year, accordingly each doe must be located and injected annually.

Possible complications related to PZP include a prolonged rut season and subsequent increase in
deer-vehicle collisions and also increased starvation in males (who, as an indirect effect of PZP,
are preoccupied with reproduction much further into the early winter months). Costs are roughly
$360 per shot and applied over the life of each deer, can cost approximately $3700 per deer
(during which time they continue to cause problems related to the environment, vehicles, tick-
borne diseases and property damage).”"" The more practical problem, outside of a confined
location, is finding and re-shooting the gun-shy does. Experienced wildlife expert Rod Christie,
director of the Mianus River Gorge commented, “You can shoot a deer easily once, after that,
they don't like to be shot again.”™ Despite logistical and financial impracticalities, it is the
“preferred method” of deer population control among those in opposition to hunting.
Immunocontraception is the method preferred by the Humane Society, the single dissenting

voice to the Westchester Citizens Deer Task Force report.”™

A surgical non-lethal birth control, tubal ligation by venatral laparotomy, provides a form of
sterilization with low mortality in white-tailed deer (sterilized deer have been shown to not live as
long as control deer). After start-up costs, surgical alternatives run roughly $750 deer.* As
even one buck can impregnate several does during the rut, the effect on the herd size may be

negligible until a significant percentage of bucks have been sterilized.

Predators
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Lethal methods of controlling the deer population include the four-legged natural predators.* Of
the best deer hunters, primarily preying on the fawns, are the pack hunters including wolves,
coyotes and lastly packs of domestic dogs. Bobcats are also capable of taking out the older or
younger deer. The rising deer population in Croton has brought more coyotes to our area. A
viable coyote population may help in the long run to stabilize the herd. As coyotes can take out a
large percentage of the fawn population, their role in reducing the deer population in the long
term should be considered as having some benefit. However, homeowners typically have a

negative reaction to living among natural predators.

Hunting and Culling

The primary lethal methods of control include general sport hunting, controlled hunting and
professional culling. Professional culling involves hiring sharpshooters using either a single shot
shotgun or, the preferred, high-powered air rifle (regular rifles are not allowed in Westchester
County). Culling can be quite efficient and effective and many people feel more comfortable
knowing that the hunters doing the culling are typically off duty police officers. Costs are
dependent on the number of deer harvested each day, but average between $250 and $350 per
deer. ™ Baiting, to attract deer, and thereby to increase the effectiveness of the cull, is currently
against NYS hunting laws which cannot be superseded (the NYS DEC is now reviewing the laws
against baiting in combination with culling).”" It is supposed that without bait, the number of

deer harvested would not be significantly greater than through bow hunting.

Perhaps more than the difference in weapons, the major difference between culling and
controlled hunting is financial. One of the great advantages of hunting is that it is largely “free,”
with hunters contributing their own time, the cost of their own equipment, and sometimes even
donating the cost of preparing the venison (roughly $50) which is then donated to food banks.*
The difference between general sport hunting and controlled hunting is that while general sport
hunting is open to anyone with a permit, the proficiency tests and classroom requirements are
much more rigorous for those wishing to participate in controlled hunting. In fact, Westchester

County has the strictest requirements for controlled hunting in NYS.**"!

In the recent controlled hunting program initiated in Westchester County, participants in the
program had to pass a skill test that required hitting a 9” target at 75 feet, three out of three
times.*" Furthermore, participants, chosen by lottery, are required to attend mandatory

orientation, and moreover required to check in and out by phone or by signing a log each day
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hunting. Once accepted into the program, controlled hunters are required to hunt a certain
number of days. All controlled hunters use portable tree stands with a full body harness. When
hunting, controlled hunters are identified by special tags, their tree stands are tagged and their
vehicles display a special tag. Of the 50 hunters selected in 2008, in first year short season (11/7
—12/31), 20 hunters were successful at harvesting a total of 45 deer at Muscoot and Lasden
Arboretum. ™ The full report on the 2008 season has yet to be released but it is expected to
be out by mid-March, 2010.

In addition to helping to control the deer population, regulated controlled hunting generates side
benefits. At the sites where regulated hunting is allowed, the legal hunters are able to act as a
kind of policing agent to ask unauthorized hunters to leave the area and to turn in unauthorized
(untagged) hunting tree-stands to the local police station. In the Bedford Audubon Sanctuary,
hunters also take notes of interesting birds and animals sighted and help with environmental

clean-up days out of hunting season.

Perhaps the greatest residual benefit is that the deer meat (venison) can be donated to the
hungry and needy of Westchester County. Concurrent with the deer overpopulation crisis, the
recent financial crisis has shown increased use of the Westchester food banks and reduced
donations. The venison from one deer can provide a meal for more than 160 people. In a 10-year
period in Connecticut, hunters have donated 41,000 pounds of venison to food charities,

contributing to over 164,000 meals, valued at over $204,000.”**

Given the estimated number of deer in Croton (225 to 325 total), the goal would be to reduce
the deer population by between minimally 150 and as many as 275 deer. If we were to use $700
as a rough minimal figure per deer, for all the controls, i.e. from professional culling to surgical
sterilization or relocating, the costs of bringing the current Croton deer population in balance with
the environment would range between $105,000 and $192,500. In some cases, additional fees
such as training or set-up fees would add to these basic costs. However, not all control
alternatives carry such a high financial burden. In controlled hunting, for example, the costs to

the Village are negligible.

Recommendation of the CAC

It is the recommendation of the CAC that the Village of Croton begin to plan for the controlling

the deer population within the Village. Of all the available lethal methods, the CAC recommends
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that the Village approve a plan for tree-stand/bow and arrow hunting by qualified hunters (who
successfully complete a competency test as administered by the Westchester Bowhunters

Association™) who will be allowed to hunt on a yearly basis.

By unanimous vote, the CAC supports the use of controlled hunting as an effective method of
reducing the deer population. The CAC does not advocate hunting any species other than deer,
including coyote “pest control” and turkey “sport hunting.” We suggest that the Village look to
work with local nature sanctuaries, including the Graff and Brinton Brook Saw Mill River Audubon
sanctuaries and the Croton Arboretum, large private commercial properties such as the Hudson
National Golf Course, Westchester County property including Croton Point Park as well as
property along the Croton River Gorge. The NYS DEC encourages and the Croton CAC
recommends that controlled hunting also include private property which conforms to NYS DEC
guidelines and rules regarding time of day, time of year, and required permission of anyone

dwelling within 500ft. of the hunting property.

The most urgent concern is, of course, ensuring public safety. The CAC believes that controlled
bow hunting with hunters shooting downward from moveable tree-stand locations, as vetted by
the Westchester Bowhunters Association, is a safe and humane method of deer population
control. It is recommended that the Village request that “only ethical shots” (defined as shots
where the hunter believes with great certainty that the unobstructed shot will be fatal) be taken
when hunting deer and that all deer are tracked and retrieved. Volunteer groups such as Deer
Search are available to help track all wounded deer which are able to wander away from the

xli

hunting area.™ It is hoped that most of the venison would be donated to one or more

Westchester food banks.

Whether or not the land is posted, New York State General Obligations Law protects landowners

from liability for non-paying recreationists engaged in hunting, trapping and fishing on their
property.
A map and pin system could be used to identify potential hunting areas and checked-in hunters
in each of those locations. That check-in would be at the Croton Police Station -- as check-in is
usually at or before dawn, this would save the village from needing to hire an “overseer.” It is
hoped that the police would also be willing to collect the records of deer harvested by noting
location, sex, weight (if possible), and buck antler characteristics (i.e., basal circumferences,

points, main beam lengths, and spread), to help determine the health of the herd.
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It is recommended that the Village of Croton-on-Hudson work with other nearby communities,
including Hastings, Dobbs Ferry, Greenburgh, Tarrytown, Somers, and Pound Ridge, as well as
the Westchester County Parks Commission and the NYS DEC, to share information and pool
resources toward public education, program evaluation, and the operations of deer population
control. With promises of advancements in immunocontraception and an increasing coyote
population, the CAC suggests that Croton regularly revisit its strategy in achieving a biologically

sustainable deer population.

Although the CAC does not recommend culling at this time, we do not recommend against culling
nor do we object to it being considered in the future (especially if baiting is permitted). If culling
is to be considered, we would favor the use of high-powered air rifles. The noise factor of single-
shot shotguns as opposed to the relative silence of high powered air rifles makes shotguns less

desirable in an area as densely populated as Croton-on-Hudson.

It is suggested that public education focusing on the need for deer population management be
initiated. This may be accomplished through information on the Village Web site, distribution of
information via pamphlet, public presentations and discussions, and by making books concerning
the problem of deer overpopulation available at the Croton Free Public Library. It is important
that the public realize that this is not so much a case of “allowing hunting in Croton” as taking
action in deer management to control the herd population — for the benefit of both flora and

fauna and also for the better health of the deer herd.

The “Community Forum on Deer Overpopulation in Croton” held last fall at the Croton Library
indicated at least several interesting considerations." First, of the roughly 100 people attending,
only six were in opposition to lethal methods. Three of the six in opposition were tremendously
passionate about not wanting the deer to be killed. Of the six, three were in opposition to every
control or recognition of a legitimate problem. Two were opposed to hunting in Westchester, but
not in other states, so the opposition was more toward the local issue than the ethics of hunting.
One favored the return of natural predators. The Village should be aware that passions run high
on the issue of deer management, largely by those opposed to any lethal methods which include

hunting.

The CAC also suggests that the Village's program of deer population management, methods
used, and the need for lethal methods of control, be part of an adaptive process which reviews

the findings of the previous year.
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An increased coyote population may have enough of an impact that controlled hunting or culling
could be cut back or eliminated in the future. There is also the possibility that Chronic Wasting
Disease could enter the area and have a devastating effect on the deer population. Whatever the

future holds, the current situation is untenable and immediate action must be taken.
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