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T  he white-tailed deer is the most 
popular big-game animal in North 
America, with more than 16 mil-
lion hunters heading afield each 

fall in pursuit of this majestic animal.
In the early 1900s, the whitetail 

population was an estimated 500,000 
animals, but after the introduction of 
regulated hunting in the 1930s, the 
population swelled to well over an esti-
mated 30 million today.

Even with these impressive numbers, 
the distribution of wildlife is extremely 
variable, and quite logically, wild animals 
will congregate in those areas that best 
provide for their needs of food, water, 
shelter, and protection. Deer are very 
adaptable and can thrive in surprising 
areas, but they will look for terrain where 
living is easy, or at least easier.

If you are a landowner, or have influ-
ence with an agreeable landowner, there 
are many things you can do to improve 
the quality and suitability of that land as a 
wildlife habitat, regardless of whether it is 
forest or field, hilly or flat, or in what part 
of the country you live.

This publication is designed as an 
overview of how you can make an area 
better suited as a wildlife habitat. The 
specific details will vary a great deal, 
depending on location, geography, and 
intended purpose, but the overall goal is 
the same – to make the land more attrac-
tive to wildlife.

The range of management philoso-
phies and techniques are huge, but you 
only need to pay attention to what, and 
how much, you want to do on your land. 
This can range from using hand tools to 
remove brush, to planting trees to provide 
forage, to almost full agriculture opera-
tions with tractors and farm equipment to 
develop large food plots.

While you may be interested in 
improving the land to benefit a single 
species – like white-tailed deer – the 
bonus is that any improvements you 
make will also benefit many other spe-
cies of wildlife.

So get going, get educated, make a 
plan, and get dirty.

erty until they have been legally taken 
during the hunting season.

Also, understand that even if you 
put a lot of time, money, and effort into 
improving habitat on your land, those 
deer are not “yours.” Wildlife have feet 
and wings, and even if they live and 
eat on your land, once they walk or fly 
somewhere else, it may be your neigh-
bors who benefit come hunting season. 
You can absolutely control who hunts on 
your land, but you can’t control where 
that huge buck is going to walk. How-
ever, your neighbor is in the same boat, 
and a whitetail living on their land may 
discover that your food plot is a great 
place for dinner, and start frequenting 
your land.

One of the best sources for 
information and guidance 

is your county’s agriculture 
agent. These people are 
experts with all things  

agricultural in your area, 
and can advise you on 

plants, soil, and anything 
related to the land. Some-

times called a Cooperative 
Extension Agent, they are 
typically headquartered in 

the county seat.

By Jeff Davis
Editor – Whitetails Unlimited Magazine

Do Some Research,  
Thinking, and Planning

Before you start out to make things 
better on your land, you need to do 
two things – figure out why you want 
to change things, and then determine 
how you are going to accomplish that. 
Many people will just want to increase 
the number of deer on their property, 
and provide additional food and cover. 
Others will be interested in trying to 
develop trophy bucks, and some ascribe 
to a management plan to maintain an 
‘ideal’ age and sex ratio of the resident 
deer herd. Whatever the type of deer 
management you want to apply to your 
property, there are some common meth-
ods, supplies, equipment, and techniques 
to accomplish your management goal.

Be sure that you check your local 
laws and regulations to ensure that your 
plans do not violate any zoning regula-
tions, or state or local laws or regula-
tions. In some areas, baiting or feeding 
regulations may prohibit some deer 
management practices.

So, before you get started, it is best 
to determine what your goals are, and 
then see which management philosophy 
best fits for you.

Keep in mind that whatever you do 
is constrained by the North American 
Model of wildlife management, which 
has been the overarching philosophy for 
game management in this country for 
more than a hundred years. In short, all 
wild game belongs to the public, and 
governments at all levels must manage 
these resources in a responsible man-
ner. That’s why the commercial sale 
of wild game is either illegal or highly 
regulated. Regardless of what you do on 
your property to attract them, the wild 
animals that benefit are not your prop-
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Which deer management style you embrace, and what strategies you use to manage deer on your property, depend solely on what you want to 
accomplish. Remember that you can always start small and then expand your efforts in the future as you gain knowledge and experience.

Managing land for deer and 
other wildlife is a very flexible 
concept, and in the past there 

have been a number of prescribed ‘styles’ 
advocated, ranging from fairly relaxed to 
a very, very rigid ‘one size fits all’ phi-
losophy. The answer for any individual 
depends on goals, terrain, time available, 
and how much money you want to spend. 
There is no ‘correct’ way to do it, because 
no two people have the exact same situa-
tion and conditions.

Traditional Deer 
Management

This is the least intense method of man-
agement, and the one that is used by 
states as a basis for their bag limits. Some 
have called it the ‘Public Trust’ method, 
since it involves management mostly 
through selective hunting to improve the 

buck/doe ratio and to maintain optimal 
deer population within the local carry-
ing capacity. Food plots or improvements 
in habitat are not forbidden, but are not 
normally extensive or widespread.

This is a good way for people with 
smaller plots of land to get started with a 
deer management plan. The objective is 
to attract or concentrate deer in a specific 
spot in order to make taking one during 
hunting season more likely. Planting fruit 
trees and small food plots, providing low 
browse and cover, and creating travel 
corridors are some of the things that can 
be easily done to make specific locations 
more attractive to deer.

Quality Deer Management
In general, quality management aims to 
improve the overall quality of the herd 
and the local habitat, and to maintain 

the buck age structure and sex ratio in 
a ‘natural’ state. This philosophy was 
first developed to improve private land in 
the South that had been mismanaged for 
decades. Many of the goals and tech-
niques can be modified and transferred 
to other areas of the country, and should 
be used more as a guideline than a com-
plete program. 

The downside is that it is fairly rigid in 
the standards and practices it requires, and 
the amount of land necessary – perhaps in 
excess of 1,000 acres to be fully effective. 
This makes it difficult or impossible to 
fully implement for most landowners.

To achieve the desired sex and age 
structure, you must aggressively harvest 
does to achieve about a 1.5 to 1 ratio of 
does to bucks. In addition, you need to 
reduce the harvest of young bucks in 
order to let them mature. In some areas, 

Management Styles
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Improving wildlife habitat on your 
land by planting and maintaining fruit 
or oak trees, food plots (left), and 
selective cutting, among other projects 
specific to that property, can pay off in 
future hunting seasons (top).

Let other hunters know you’re serious about herd management

Request your FREE signs today –
Call 920-743-6777, or email nh@whitetailsunlimited.com

Private Property

An initiative of Whitetails Unlimited’s HOPE for Wildlife Program

Deer
ManageMent area

11.25" x 11.25" heavy-duty plastic signs

WTU has Deer Management Signs 
available for landowners who are 
actively managing their land for 
white-tailed deer. There are numer-
ous ways to manage deer, and each 
landowner needs to determine their 
objectives and develop a plan that 
matches their goals and property.

young bucks account for 50% to 80% 
of the deer killed in a hunting season, 
which unbalances the herd. To prevent 
young bucks from being harvested, many 
will institute antler point and/or spread 
restrictions during the hunting season.

After the herd is at the target popula-
tion, it must be maintained at this level 
through active hunting, with as much 
as 35% of the prehunt herd taken each 
season to return the total number to the 
ideal population. The animals taken 
should be an even ratio of does and 
mature bucks.

One result of having a 1.5 to 1 ratio of 
does to bucks is to have a short, intense 
rut. When the doe population is too large, 
some of the does do not breed during 
their first estrus, and enter a second 
or even third estrus later in the sea-
son. These extra breeding cycles create 
extended stress on the herd, and result in 
newborn fawns later in the spring, which 
may affect the ability of the fawns to 
survive to adulthood.

Balancing the herd population under 
the habitat’s carrying capacity is also 
important. Carrying capacity is how 
many of a species can live in a given 
area indefinitely, given the amount of 

food, water, habitat, and other 
necessities. In general, wild popu-
lations will expand until carrying 
capacity is exceeded (see next 
page), at which time disease, pred-
ators, stress, drought, or malnutri-
tion will reduce the herd, and the 
cycle will repeat. 

Food plots or other sources of 
forage need to be established to 
supplement the deer’s natural diet 
with quality, high protein food 
sources. Maintaining a herd at 
50% to 60% of carrying capacity 
provides adequate foraging and 
enough space for the deer to live 
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When you decide to manage a local deer herd, you will need to control the harvest of deer 
during the hunting season to produce the desired age structure among bucks, and a good 
buck/doe ratio.Let other hunters know you’re serious about herd management

Request your FREE signs today –
Call 800-274-5475, or email nh@whitetailsunlimited.com

Private Property

An initiative of Whitetails Unlimited’s HOPE for Wildlife Program

Deer
ManageMent area

11.25" x 11.25" heavy-duty plastic signs

WTU has Deer Management Signs 
available for landowners who are 
actively managing their land for 
white-tailed deer. There are numer-
ous ways to manage deer, and each 
landowner needs to determine their 
objectives and develop a plan that 
matches their goals and property.

without introducing stress. Some studies 
have indicated that at levels above 60%, 
breeding success starts to be reduced; 
thus, it is to be avoided. 

Production of trophy antlers is not the 
primary concern, but many herds will 
see an overall increase in the size and 
frequency of large bucks. This results 
from controlling the herd size comfort-
ably under the carrying capacity, elimi-

nating the stress of overcrowding and 
multiple ruts, providing high-quality 
forage, and allowing young bucks to live 
long enough to fully develop their racks.

Trophy Deer Management
As the name implies, trophy management 
is aimed at producing the best trophy 
bucks possible. This can be much more 
complicated, involved, long-term, and 
expensive than the other methods, and 
requires a decent size piece of land. Some-
times adjacent landowners will work 
together, and when everyone agrees on 
how the program will work and actually 
follows the agreed upon rules, there can be 
enough land to successfully manage the 
deer herd. However, it may take a number 
of years before you see measurable results.

The number of hunters must be care-
fully controlled, and everyone hunting 
has to understand and abide by whatever 
rules are in place. The idea is to provide a 
location with abundant food, water, cover, 

and bedding areas, with not a lot of deer to 
compete for any of the resources. Bucks 
with inferior racks are culled, and the 
remaining bucks have many years of easy 
life so they can reach their genetic poten-
tial. However, the genetic potential of the 
resident deer herd may not be suitable to 
meet the objectives of the managers. In 
some cases, no matter how good the con-
ditions are, the deer in the area may never 

produce 200-inch racks, and this fact may 
not be confirmed for many years.

When white-tailed deer are born, there 
is about a one-to-one ratio between males 
and females. The males have a slightly 
higher natural mortality rate, and hunt-
ers typically target bucks more than does. 
(Years ago, it was thought in many parts 
of the country to be unethical to shoot 
does.) This results in an unbalanced herd, 
with many more does than bucks. When 
this ratio is above two does for each buck, 
there are too many does in the herd.

The central components of trophy deer 
management:
• Cut the herd to 30% – 50% of carrying 

capacity.
• Achieve a more even distribution of 

young and old bucks.
• Carefully select which bucks will be 

harvested each year.
• Do not shoot young bucks, but harvest 

them after they reach full rack growth 
around 5½ to 6½ years of age.

• Aggressively harvest does so there are 
about 1.5 does for every buck.

• Cull bucks that do not develop large, 
symmetrical racks.

• Provide high-quality food plots and 
mineral supplements so the deer have 
ample nutrition to grow to their genet-
ic potential.
In essence, you are trying to apply 

modern agriculture methods to a herd 
of wild animals. Trophy management is 
intensive, expensive, and time consum-
ing, and there is no guarantee of success 
(though the definition of success can vary 
greatly from person to person). It requires 
dedication and planning, and there is no 
guarantee that even after years of intense 
work, you will harvest a buck that will 
make it into the record books. Disease, 
weather, predators, and the genetic quality 
of the animals in your area are all vari-
ables that can’t be controlled. However, 
the amount of time involved leads to a 
greater understanding of the ecosystem 
and the animals and plants in it.

Carrying Capacity
The ability of an area to support a certain 
number of animals is called the carry-
ing capacity, and for deer it is usually 
expressed in the number of deer per square 
mile. It sounds easy, but determining what 
the number is can be difficult. In general, 
there are three kinds of carrying capacity:

Biological carrying capacity is 
reached when the environment cannot 
meet the needs of the herd, and cata-
strophic mortality from starvation, dis-
ease, parasites, or reproductive failure 
is imminent or is occurring. There is a 
dramatic population decline, and surviv-
ing animals are in poor health.

Ecological carrying capacity is 
where the ecosystem starts to become 
damaged because the herd is eating 
faster than the plants can regenerate. 
Deer remain healthy, but as the habitat 
degrades, the deer may move on. Reduc-
ing the number of deer can restore over-
all ecological health.

Cultural carrying capacity is the 
point where conflicts between deer and 
human populations become a problem. A 
carrying capacity of 15 deer per square 
mile may be good in a rural area, but will 
cause an uproar if the deer are stripping 
landscaping from houses in a town.

Many state natural resources depart-
ments can provide information on 
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A consistent, ongoing management plan can produce a healthy deer herd and bucks that reach 
their genetic potential.

Harvesting excess does is important because it reduces stress on the entire local population. 
Making sure the herd numbers are well within the carrying capacity of the local environment 
reduces demand for food and cover, and provides for a shorter rutting period in the fall.

carrying capacity and deer population 
estimates specific to your local area. If 
you have too many deer on your prop-
erty, or if the buck/doe ratio is out of 
kilter, you will need to adjust hunting 
strategies to fix the problem. This may 
take several years.

Which Management Method 
is Right for You?

It seems that no matter where you go, or 
who you talk to, you will be told of the 
‘right way’ to manage land or hunt for 
deer. Every tool, technique, and method 
has its passionate believers who will talk 
long and loud in trying to convert you 
to their way of thinking. What then is 
really the correct thing to do? The simple 
answer is, what’s right for you is what’s 
right for you. Accept ideas and advice, 
but do the research, evaluate your options, 
assess your priorities, and then decide 
what will work best for you.

Three examples: A friend of mine 
plants a couple dozen corn plants each 
spring, about 50 yards from his blind, 
and lets nature take its course. A relative 
planted apple and oak trees years ago, 
cuts brush each spring to provide con-
cealed trails from watering and bedding 
sites to the trees, and puts a single trail 
camera near his stand. Another friend, a 
dairy farmer, spends hundreds of hours, 
and perhaps thousands of dollars, test-
ing and fertilizing soil, planting dozens 
of food plots with his own custom mix of 
seeds, maintains a myriad of trail cam-

eras, and carefully determines which deer 
he will harvest each fall to improve the 
local herd.

Each of these three people enjoy what 
they do, think it pays off, and are happy 
with the results. Do what you want, and 
can afford with your available time and 
money. Do more or less the next year, as 
you see fit. This project should add to 
your enjoyment of hunting and the out-
doors, not become a chore or burden.

One more example: Quite a few years 
ago, a couple of employees at Whitetails 
Unlimited national headquarters in Wis-
consin carved out a small food plot on the 
edge of the property. In just a few hours, 

using a pickup and an ATV with an 
improvised drag, the land was cleared and 
a commercial seed mix applied. It was 
only about 30 by 100 feet, but in a short 
time, a plethora of plants were attracting 
local deer at all times of the day, and a 
trail camera showed even more deer feed-
ing at night.

The lessons are that something is bet-
ter than nothing, improving deer habitat 
does not have to be expensive or time 
consuming, and a lot can be accomplished 
without specialized tools or equipment.

Genetic Potential
In any management plan, there is a lot 
of interest in having bucks reach their 
‘genetic potential.’ That means you are 
providing the environment, resources, 
and nutrition so that deer can grow, and 
develop the largest racks possible. If 
nutrition is limited, or much of the day is 
spent dealing with stressful conditions, 
the deer will not grow as big as they 
potentially could.

As an example, in America the human 
population is now several inches taller 
on average than it was a hundred years 
ago. Nutritional improvements in the 
American food supply (both quality and 
quantity), along with modern healthcare, 
have allowed us to reach our genetic 
potential as far as height. Likewise, deer 
management programs are intended to 
provide adequate calories, nutrients, and 
minerals so that the size of the deer is 
maximized, and they can live in a habitat 
that is as comfortable as possible.

6
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Determining the land manager’s goal for buck management is an 
essential part of any plan.

Consider a Wildlife Management Plan

Food plots are an impor-
tant part of managing 
any property for hunt-
ing, but far too often, 

that is all many land managers 
do – just plant fall food plots. 
Frequently, consideration for the 
management of the entire tract 
of land and how to maximize 
the habitat for the well-being of 
the deer population utilizing the 
property is overlooked.

True, deer need quality food 
on a year-round basis, and food 
plots can go a long way toward 
meeting that need. However, 
just as important, deer need a 
diverse habitat including season-
al food varieties, bedding areas, 
safe zones, travel corridors, and 
water sources to survive and 
thrive. And, the management 
of deer on a property should be 
administered so that the num-
bers of animals are kept within 
the carrying capacity of the land.

An Overall Plan for 
Deer Management 

Pays Off
A good example is a 1,500-
acre lease tract I worked with 
in South Carolina. A farmer 
owned the land, which was mostly pine-
hardwood mix forest. While the farmer 
did little to improve the habitat, the tract 
had a fair deer population that still had 
not reached the carrying capacity of the 
land. Wanting to make an income on the 
property, the farmer leased the hunting 
rights to a hunting club. The club knew 
nothing, and cared less, about deer man-
agement. They wanted to hunt as much as 
they could and success to them was how 
many deer each member took during the 
long South Carolina season. Many of the 
members practically quit their jobs when 

By J. Wayne Fears
J. Wayne Fears is one of the pioneers who helped develop food plot practices that are common today.  

He has written dozens of books, and thousands of magazine articles on all variety of outdoor and hunting 
topics. He writes a regular column, “The Food Plot Doctor,” for Whitetails Unlimited Magazine. 

deer season opened and hunted almost 
every day.

After three hunting seasons, they 
complained to the landowner that there 
weren’t any large bucks on the lease and 
the deer population wasn’t what they 
expected. The club was killing a lot less 
deer than they had been three years ago. 
To avoid having to listen to constant 
whining, the farmer canceled the lease.

Word got out that the land was avail-
able, and soon a small club of six hunters 
leased it. They were interested in deer 
management as much as in hunting, and 

knew they had a long way to go 
if they were to get this property 
back to its deer potential.

They hired me to help them 
come up with a written wildlife 
management plan for the property. 
This group was a pleasant change 
in attitude from the former les-
sees, and the landowner agreed 
to do the planting of food plots, 
soft-mast planting, and prescribed 
burning for the club.

We took several months to 
write the plan, and started with 
improving the habitat. The plan 
called for prescribed burning, 
the creation of food plots, food 
plots to be planted for both warm 
season and cold season plants, 
fertilization of native food plants, 
posting of the land, and coop-
eration of the local conservation 
officer to help stop illegal hunting 
and trespassing.

We discovered that the deer 
population on the tract was very 
low, and no mature bucks could 
be found. Knowing this, we 
designed the plan to put the club 
on a quality deer management 
program and slowly began to take 
doe in a very selective manner. It 
took five years of patience and 

annual adjustments, but the club devel-
oped into a deer hunter’s paradise. The 
club members took almost no deer the 
first couple of years, but now they take 
wall-hangers and their children have a 
great place to start their hunting careers.

How to Get a  
Wildlife Management Plan 

For Your Property
If your hunting land is a lease from a 
timber company, paper products company, 
bank trust department, or utility company, 
chances are good the company has a wild-

7
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Most wildlife management plans will use aerial photos to point out areas 
where specific management practices are needed.

life biologist running the hunting lease 
program and you either are working with 
a plan or can get one simply by requesting 
it. However, if you own the land, or lease 
from an individual or smaller company, 
you may not have the services of a biolo-
gist and will have to find one on your own.

It’s surprising to many land managers 
as to how easy it is to get a professional 
wildlife biologist to write you a wildlife 
management plan, and help 
you follow the 
plan to improve 
the hunting on 
your property. 
Every state game 
and fish agency 
offers the free 
services of their 
wildlife biologists 
to anyone who 
asks. I emphasize, 
you must ask. State 
wildlife biologists 
are very busy profes-
sionals and rarely do 
they have time to go 
out and seek land for 
which to write wildlife 
management plans. 
However, when a land manager calls their 
office and asks for help, it is usually a 
welcome request.

Every state has wildlife management 
planning assistance available through the 
USDA Natural Resource and Conserva-
tion Service (NRCS). By requesting help 
through their district conservationist, 
you can get a wildlife management plan 
underway.

Wildlife management planning assis-
tance is also available through the Coop-
erative Extension Service. A request for 
help through the local agricultural county 
agent will get the ball rolling.

As I said earlier, this assistance is free, 
and even with heavy schedules, these 
wildlife professionals are glad to help an 
interested property owner or hunt club 
put together a management plan.

What to Expect in a Wildlife 
Management Plan

A wildlife management plan is exactly 
what it sounds like – a plan to help you 
manage the wildlife on your property to 
achieve a reasonable goal. In the case of 
deer, you will have to decide if you want 
more deer, to maintain the deer population 
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Keeping deer harvest records with age and sex 
information helps monitor the plan’s success.

Poaching is not hunting, 
it’s cheating.

Go to whitetailsunlimited.com to order 
your Whitetail Watch sign.

at about the same level, or to have 
trophy bucks. While these may be 
simple questions, there is much more 
to it than most hunters think.

The plan will usually include an 
aerial photo of the property or a map 
of some type. The first section of the 
plan will establish what your long-
term goals are in terms of what you 
realistically want in the way of wild-
life resources. For this part of the 
planning process, the land manager 
should agree as to what they want. 
For example, in the case of a hunt 
club, part of the membership can’t 
want the property to have lots of 
deer with average or fewer bucks as 
their priority, while the other mem-
bers want trophy class bucks to hunt. 
This leads to personal conflicts and 
conflicts in hunting management.

The second section of the plan 
will state the present estimated population 
of game, the condition of the habitat, and 
some history (if known) of past harvest 
data, hunting management, and wildlife 
management. Knowing this, the wildlife 
professional will then draw up a plan that 

will include habitat management needed 
to reach the goal, harvest recommenda-
tions, a data keeping system to moni-
tor the management success, and other 
recommendations he or she thinks may 
be necessary to reach the goals.

Many of the habitat recommenda-
tions, including food plot crop recom-
mendations, soft and hard mast plantings/
management, and forest management, are 
written up in the plan and also marked 
on the aerial photo or map, which helps 
make it easy for the land manager to 
carry out the habitat improvements.

This is a long-term plan but one that 
must be studied annually to make adjust-
ments, especially in harvest recommen-
dations, and occasionally with food plot 
crop changes. It can take years to see a 
major improvement, but it is well worth 
the wait.

These days, many of the plans are 
done with the help of computers, and 
sections of the plan, such as harvest data 
and evaluation, are computer-generated. 
Wildlife management plans are as indi-
vidual as the biologists who write them, 
but the above gives you a good idea as to 
what your plan will look like. 

If you own or lease land, or are in 
a hunting club to enjoy quality hunt-
ing, both for you and your children, you 
should obtain and follow a long-term 
wildlife management plan.

9



Get everyone who hunts the property involved in the wildlife management process. Their interest 
makes them more enthusiastic to work on the property.
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Host a Work Day
By J. Wayne Fears

A rural landowner who owns several  
  hundred acres, and plants 20 food 
  plots each year, told me that 

every hunter he knew was his friend as 
long as deer season was open. However, 
once the season closes, he has trouble 
getting anyone to show up to mow or 
plant food plots, maintain salt licks, keep 
roads open, or help with other wildlife 
management chores.

Fortunately, a growing number of 
hunters are discovering the fun and fel-
lowship that can be had while spending 
off-season weekends working on the land 
they hunt. In fact, many hunting clubs 
and other hunting groups now report that 
the work days are popular events at their 
property. The participants enjoy carrying 
out game management practices such as 
planting food plots, maintaining woods 
roads, aging deer jaw bones, calculat-
ing harvest data, and more. Others enjoy 
learning farming skills and the satisfac-
tion that comes with doing physical work 
out in the woods.

The success of any property with a 
number of food plots on it will be deter-
mined by the willingness of all hunters to 
share the workload with a good attitude. 
That means when workdays are set, all 
need to attend and really work.

Getting your hunting friends, family 
members and/or hunting club members to 
show up and actually work on workdays 
requires that you lead the way. I once 
saw a hunting club that was organized 
by a man who appointed himself as the 
club’s president. He would set workdays 
and assign food plot planting duties to 
the members, but never show up to help 
do the work. This club lasted only one 
year. Having only a few people doing all 
the work on food plots (and everyone else 
showing up to hunt) is a guarantee for 
hard feelings. If you lead by example, it is 
much easier to get others to be involved 
in workdays.

Many successful hunting clubs have 
it in their bylaws that attending a set 
number of workdays is a must. Deer clubs 
usually have from four to ten workdays 

per year. Each day may be from six to 
twelve hours long, depending upon the 
workload. Some clubs state that if you 
do not attend the minimum number of 
workdays, you are expelled from the 
club. Other clubs allow the member to 
pay a “missed workday fee” if they miss 
a scheduled workday. This must be paid 
before hunting. Having an agreed upon 
fee for missed workdays works well for 
those members who have jobs that require 
working on weekends or who just can’t 
help for whatever reason.

Get Organized
Whether you are an individual landowner, 
a hunting club leader, or a lease holder 
with friends, always announce workdays 
at least a month in advance, since this 
gives participants the opportunity to 
schedule the time needed. Short notice 
usually leads to poor attendance.

Know ahead of time exactly what 
needs to be done on the property and 
assign work duties to match the skills 
of the members. A member with weld-
ing skills may be assigned to repair the 
iron gates to the property, farmers with 
farm equipment may work the food plots, 
members with chain saws may daylight 
narrow food plots, carpentry skills may 
be needed to repair permanent blinds 

on each food plot, and so on. The list 
could go on, but participants are more 
efficient if they are assigned chores that 
match their skills. If they want to learn 
new skills, such as soil testing food plots, 
seeding, or constructing blinds, assign 
them to a work party that has the skills 
and can teach them without slowing down 
the job.

Have a Master Plan
I always enjoy working with a group of 
hunters or a hunting club on their work-
days when the group has a good attitude 
and the day is fun. Many landowners and 
hunting clubs have cookouts as a part of a 
workday weekend. Good food and fellow-
ship are great forms of motivation. Many 
hunters want to learn more about wildlife 
management, and workdays can be made 
a learning experience while getting a lot 
of work done. It is far more exciting to 
take a buck off a food plot you planted.

In the case of a hunting club, working 
on chores is a good way to get to know 
other club members and to learn more 
about the lay of the club’s land. You may 
be on a team that is selecting and marking 
new food plot sites. Doing that, you will 
probably see parts of the property you 
had never seen before. You may also find 
deer sign and a great place to hunt. Every 
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Carpentry skills come in handy when repairing 
permanent blinds overlooking food plots.
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time you work on the property, you are 
going to learn more about the land and 
the animals found there.

Many hunters tell me they enjoy 
going to the property on their own time 
to do chores. Often they will take family 
members to help and make it a fun day 
in the outdoors. One hunter I know takes 
his two teenage children to his hunting 
property several times each summer to 
fertilize native plant species that deer like 
to eat. It has created some excellent deer 
habitat. Moreover, the man and his chil-
dren love doing the workdays as much as 
they do hunting. 

A hunting club should keep a list 
posted of small chores individual mem-
bers can do on their own time. While the 
chores of each hunting property will dif-
fer, here is a sample list of chores:
• Help write and establish a wildlife 

management plan for the property
• Select new food plot sites
• Clear new food plots
• Soil test food plots
• Plant food plot crops
• Purchase lime (if needed), fertilizer, 

and seed 

• Break, lime, fertilize, plant food plots
• Repair gates to public roads
• Daylight narrow food plots such as old 

roads or fire breaks
• Clear fallen limbs and trees from inte-

rior roads
• Clean out road drains
• Clean up camp and do repairs
• Cut, split, and stack firewood

• Clean out and repair blinds 
• Check stands for safety/repairs needed
• Establish salt and/or mineral licks 

(where legal)
• Fertilize native plants such as persim-

mon, honeysuckle, and oak trees
• Mark boundaries with posted signs
• Clean and repair shooting ranges
• Mark trails to blinds and stands
• Put exclusion cages in food plots
• Clean and equip the skinning shed

Of course this list could go on and on, 
depending on the property size, num-
ber of food plots, extent of the wildlife 
management program, and number of 
hunters involved.

Getting help for carrying out all 
wildlife management practices should be 
an extension of the fun of having a place 
to hunt deer. I have seen many private 
properties where a group of hunters 
pitched in to do all the food plot work, 
name each food plot, and take pride of 
ownership in the plots – sometimes even 
competing for the best producing food 
plot. As stated above, it is always excit-
ing to take a buck on a food plot you 
helped plan, plant, and manage.

 Hunting License/Tag
 Hunting Regs Book
 Identification (Driver’s License)

 Hunting Clothing
 Rain Gear
 Boots/Liners
 Hat/Gloves
 Gun/Ammunition
 Bow/Arrows
 Tree Stand/Safety Harness
 Ground Blind
 Fanny Pack
 Handwarmers
 Compass
 Maps
 GPS Unit
 Cell Phone/Extra Battery
 Binoculars
 Spotting Scope
 Rangefinder

 Knife
 Multi-tool
 Deer Attractants
 Scent Control
 Rope/Twine/Zip Ties
 Matches/Lighter
 Flashlight/Batteries
 Camera
 First Aid Kit
 Eyeglasses/Sunglasses
 Gun Cleaning Kit
 Insect Repellent/Device
 Hearing Protection
 Two-way Radio
 Wet Wipes/T.P.
 Cooler/Ice
 Food/Drink
 Boot Dryer
 Backup Clothes (if you get wet)

 Miscellaneous Items

R  egardless of the type of hunting you do, it’s a 
good idea to make a checklist of the items that 

you may need. Some hunters have a Master List 
with everything they could possibly use, and then 
assemble their gear based on when or how they are 
hunting. For instance, an archery hunt in early Sep-
tember may need different gear than a muzzleloader 
hunt in the snow in late December. When making 
your final list, always plan for the unexpected!

HUNTER’S CHECKLIST
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Water is an important resource for wildlife, and any water on your 
land should be an important consideration in your strategy.
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Habitat Enhancement Guidelines

I  t does not matter if you set out to 
develop a comprehensive manage-
ment program or just want to do 

some small projects to improve the wild-
life habitat on your land, you will need to 
plan your strategy. Keep in mind that it’s 
not necessary to do everything at once.

Many landowners start with a small 
project – planting a food plot or some 
apple or oak trees for fall forage. Then 
they expand their efforts gradually as 
they gain knowledge and experience, and 
after several years, they have achieved 
significant progress on their land.

Map it Out
A good first step is to get a working map 
of the property, drawn to scale. It may 
be useful to obtain a topographic map 
or an aerial photo of the property, both 
of which can be obtained online from a 
service like www.mytopo.com. It’s often 
easier to transfer or trace important 
features from the topographic map to a 
hand-drawn map, and then add other data. 
It helps if the hand-drawn map is to scale.

Actually walk the land so that you 
fully understand what is there, including 
buildings, new growth or trails, old or 

new fences, and changes in terrain from 
erosion. Use a rangefinder, both to be 
accurate and keep the map to scale, and 
also to collect data so you can order mate-
rial like lime, seed, and fertilizer (you 
don’t want to come up 20% short with 
your seed order, or have 200 pounds of 
fertilizer left over).

Be sure to carefully note anything that 
pertains to water on the property, and 
remember that seasonal changes can have 
a huge affect on marshy areas. Make note 
of stands of vegetation, and if they provide 
wildlife with food, cover, or both. Indicate 
the type of trees, especially if they produce 
fruit, including acorns. If you find game 
trails, also mark those on the map.

Soil is Key
In order to improve the habitat for wild-
life, your soil – the habitat for the food 
plot – normally needs improvement. And 
in order to improve your soil, you need 
to know what’s already there. Soil is not 
just dirt; it is a very complex collection of 
materials, with unique 
combinations depend-
ing on location. It can 
be quite variable, with 
the ground at the base 
of a rocky cliff very 
different from the farm 
field just a few hun-
dred yards away that’s 
flooded by a creek 
every couple of years.

It’s always advis-
able to have your soil 
tested, which is both 
easy and inexpensive. 
Your county extension 
agent can help with this, as can many 
food plot seed companies. You can order a 
kit online, follow the instructions for col-
lecting the sample, and send it off to be 
analyzed. A certified lab does the analysis 
using the same methods that are used to 
test tens of thousands of soil samples for 
the agriculture industry every year, evalu-
ating the soil for pH, buffer pH, organic 
matter, phosphorus, and potassium val-
ues. A detailed soil test report is returned 
with lime and fertilizer recommenda-
tions based on your soil and the food plot 
blends you plan to grow.

Edges
Many habitat improvements are best done 
at or near edges of existing structures, or 
created specifically in an effort to develop 
edges. Right in between these areas is a 
‘buffer zone’ of plants of various species. 

Edges are locations where two different 
areas meet, such as the area between a 
wooded area and a plowed field. Edges 
can be either natural, such as areas where 
different kinds of vegetation meet, or 
manmade, like roads, trails, or where 
trees have been removed. 

Edges are often transitional areas 
where there has been a disruption in a 
stable area, and new growth attractive 
to deer is now plentiful. For instance, if 
you clear-cut an area of trees, sunlight 
will now be able to reach the ground and 
new growth will erupt; much of that new 
growth is a magnet for deer.

Placing a food plot on the edge next to 
cover allows deer to feel safer while feed-

ing. Creating new edge areas, or taking 
existing edge areas and disrupting them 
to create new growth, are both very effec-
tive ways to improve habitat.

Mowing
Large stands of tall grass benefit many 
species, including deer. Mowing strips 
through these thick areas will allow easier 
movement, and animals – including deer 
– will utilize these pathways. These paths 
also create new edge areas, and increase 
habitat diversity.

Try to connect areas where deer bed, 
feed, and drink, or already have trails 
established. In addition, if the terrain 
allows, try to incorporate curves in the 
mowed trail. A long, straight stretch may 
leave the animals feeling exposed, but 
curves will increase the feeling of protec-
tive cover.
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While you may be able to find a local farmer 
who is agreeable to work the land for your 
food plot, another option is using smaller 
devices designed to disc, plow, and plant that 
can be towed behind an ATV. 

Clearing Land – Herbicides 
and Burning

Many food plot projects start with the 
application of an herbicide, like Round-Up, 
to kill existing plants and allow more com-
plete germination of the food plot seed by 
eliminating competition from natural veg-
etation. Round-Up is generally considered 
to be safe when applied correctly (read and 
follow the label instructions!), but there 
are organic alternatives to using herbicides. 
Depending on the size of your food plot, 
even hand weeding is an option.

Burning is included here more as an 
educational note, rather than an option for 
a beginner. Burning can be inexpensive, 
effective, and of great benefit to wildlife 
if executed within a well-planned habitat 
improvement strategy. However, it is not 
a tool for beginners. Do not do it without 
professional advice, comprehensive plan-
ning with local agencies, and the knowl-
edge that if something goes wrong, or 
you try to use shortcuts, you may be held 
liable to both civil and criminal charges!

Burning is an established manage-
ment technique, has been used for many 

years, and can produce fast results over 
a large area. There are established pro-
tocols in place across the country to 
accomplish it safely.

Burning can clear large areas of land, 
and new growth will explode after burning, 
creating new habitat for turkey, grouse, rab-
bits, and squirrels. A variety of seeds will 
survive the burn, and sprout very quickly. 
Deer benefit when new trees and under-
story sprout, providing succulent browse. 

If you think a burn is an option, 
always seek out professional assistance. 
Your county agriculture agent is a good 
place to start. There will likely be permits 
required, and you will have to coordinate 
with a variety of local agencies like the 
fire department, sheriff, and soil or water 
district. In addition, weather conditions 
will have to be closely monitored, and if it 
is determined to be unsafe, the burn will 
have to be scrapped or rescheduled.

While there may be benefits for a 
burn on your property, keep in mind the 
dangers if something goes wrong. Done 
properly it can work. If you cut corners or 
think you can do it yourself, it may be the 
most expensive mistake you ever make.

Discing
A very common way to establish a food 
plot, and make future plantings easier 
after the plot is established, is to disc the 
land with farm equipment. Of course, this 
requires farm equipment. Even if the land 
has been cleared of living vegetation, the 
old root structure and compacted soil are 
very difficult to break up. If you have a 
friendly farmer nearby, he or she may be 
able to accomplish the task in a very short 
amount of time.

Another option is to use smaller plow-
ing equipment, such as the versatile Firmi-
nator by Ranew’s Outdoor Equipment. If 
you are just starting with your first food 
plot, it doesn’t make sense to buy a special-
ized machine, but there may be options to 
borrow or rent such a unit in your area. A 
number of Whitetails Unlimited chapters 
have purchased this equipment, and it may 
be available locally.

An advantage of renting or borrowing 
is that there will be someone who can 
guide you in proper usage and offer solid 
tips for success. These units are typi-
cally pulled behind ATVs or small farm 
tractors, but can be pulled by a pickup 

Ph
ot

o 
by

 M
ic

ha
el

 F
aw

Remember that your  
projects are your projects. 

There is no one single answer, 
and you should always make 

decisions based on your 
interests, philosophy, and 

personal resources. You can 
use herbicides and  

farm machinery, or go  
organic and use hand tools  

– it’s up to you.
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or SUV, or even a garden tractor/mower, 
depending on terrain and access.

Planting
If possible, you should place your food 
plots where cover, water, bedding areas, 
and trails are in close proximity. If you 
create a small area where deer can meet 
all their basic needs, they will tend to stay 
there. It is important to provide a variety 
of plants, or several food plots in prox-
imity with different plants in each one. 
This will provide variety for the deer and 
attract many other kinds of wildlife.

Plants for most wildlife include annu-
als, perennial grasses and forbs (like 
clover and broadleaf plants), and woody 
perennials (trees and shrubs). While all 
three types of plants provide food and 
cover, annuals must be planted each year 
as a food source. Some landowners plan a 
series of plantings in different food plots 
to provide fresh forage in spring, sum-
mer, fall, and winter. Brassicas planted in 
late summer will provide leafy green tops 
that deer will browse on. Then after hard 
frosts, turnips, radishes, and beets under-
ground provide an attractive and high 
quality food source. Trees and shrubs are 
planted with a longer-term strategy in 
mind, and may not produce fruit or cover 
for several years.

The specific species of plants you put 
in the ground will vary based on your 
area of the country, when you are plant-
ing, the type of soil on your property, 
the amount of sun and shade, and other 
variables. Companies that sell seed for 

food plots have spent years researching 
and developing their products, and are an 
excellent resource to determine what you 
should plant. Of course they want to sell 
their particular seed, but they also want 
you to be happy and return to them for 
business in the future. 

Trees
In wooded areas that have never been 
managed, there is often a mix of trees 
of various types, sizes, and economic 
value. Mature forests have little biological 
diversity, and don’t provide much in the 
way of either cover or food because the 
canopy prevents sunlight from reaching 
the ground, limiting understory growth. 
By selectively harvesting trees, the forest 
can be thinned and produce more benefits 
for wildlife. In addition, some trees can be 
valuable for lumber or other uses and pro-
vide a source of income for the landowner.

Planting trees that produce fruit, such 
as apple, persimmon, or oak, can be 
included in your long-term management 
plan. They take a while to start produc-
ing, but after they get going, they can be a 
quality source of food for decades.

You Don’t Have to  
Change Everything

Much of your management plan consists 
of what you are going to do to make 
things better, but don’t feel that you need 
to change everything. If there are things 
that are good, leave them alone. A pile of 
brush or a deadfall tree provides excel-
lent cover for animals, and an old oak tree 

might be valuable to a lumberyard, but if 
it is still producing acorns, it may be bet-
ter to leave it in place.

Mineral Supplements
Mineral supplements have become very 
popular, and there are a wide variety of 
types and mixes in the marketplace. The 
purpose of adding minerals to the habitat 
is to support adequate growth during the 
time that bucks are growing their racks.

Be sure to check local and state laws 
and regulations as to restrictions on bait-
ing, feeding, and mineral supplements. 
These regulations may change greatly in a 
short period of time, so check before you 
put them out. If you intend to add mineral 
supplements, follow the label directions 
and keep notes of what works.

Summary
This publication is just a brief overview 
of white-tailed deer management. Each 
location is unique, and what works well in 
one place may not work somewhere else. 
Develop your plan based on your resourc-
es and your goals.

Start small, and work your way up. If 
you make mistakes, or something does 
not work, evaluate why it failed and adapt 
your plan. You can easily start with some 
hand tools and a bag of seed, or by clear-
ing an area with a chain saw to open up 
clogged and unproductive land. 

Ask questions, seek out help, and follow 
label directions. There are many resources 
out there, including seed and mineral com-
panies, nonprofit organizations, universi-
ties, and government agencies at all levels 
– federal, state, and county.

Even if you own your land, there can 
be many rules, regulations, and laws that 
control what you can do with it. Wetlands 
and logging are two particular areas that 
can be problematic. Zoning regulations 
may be a factor in some areas, and you 
must be sure that any changes you make to 
your land do not have an impact on neigh-
boring properties. Do not assume you can 
do anything you want with your land.

On the other hand, there may be state or 
federal programs that can assist you with 
grants, cost sharing, or tax advantages. 
Again, ask questions and inform yourself. 

Whether you have a couple of acres, 
or thousands, you can improve the land 
to make it more attractive for wildlife, 
and you can get more enjoyment from 
your land.
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White-tailed deer are incredibly adaptive and will eat a wide variety of plants

Listed below are foods common to white-
tailed deer in spring and summer, depending 

on geographic location: 
alfalfa
aster
bearberry
bigleaf gallberry
bitterbush
blackberry
black-eyed Susan
blueberry
bluegrass
cabbage palm
chestnut oak
cinquefoil
clover
corn
crab apple
curly mesquite
dandelion
dogwood
elderberry
fern
greenbrier
jewelweed
magnolia
May hawthorn

mushroom
New Jersey tea
plantain
poison ivy
pokeweed
red maple
sassafras
serviceberry
soybean
speedwell
striped maple
sumac
sunflower
swamp ironwood
tall dropseed
teaberry
trailing arbutus
trefoil
wheatgrass
wild rose
wild grape
wild hydrangea
wild strawberry
willow

Listed below are foods common to white-tailed deer in fall and winter, 
depending on geographic location: 

acorn
arrowleaf sida
ash
bittersweet
blackgum
blueberry
clover
coralberry
crab apple
creeping blueberry
dogwood
elderberry
fir
goldenrod
grasses
greenbrier
hemlock
holly

honeysuckle
lespedeza
live oak
maple
mushroom
mat euphorbia
oak
oxalis
palmetto berry
persimmon
plains lovegrass
poplar
pussytoes
red maple
red raspberry
sassafras
snakeweed
snowberry

striped maple
sumac
sweet fern
swamp ironwood
teaberry
viburnum
wheatgrass
white cedar
white pine
wild cherry
wild grape
wild rose
willow
wintergreen
witch hazel
yellow birch

For More Information
• Your county’s agriculture agent is a great source of 

information. Commonly located at the county court-
house, these agents work for the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, and are experts. Find an agent in your  
area at https://offices.sc.egov.usda.gov/locator/app.

• Online topographic maps and aerial photos: 
 www.mytopo.com.
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