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Thank you for the opportunity to present the highlights of the Wildlife Management Institute's 
evaluation of the Pennsylvania Game Commission's deer management program. 

I am Scot Williamson. Vice President of the Wildlife Management Institute (WMI). Founded in - 
191 1, WMI is a private, nonprofit, scientific and educational organization, dedicated to the 
conservation, enhancement and professional management of North America's wildlife and 
natural resources. WMI employees consist of wildlife professionals who have decades of 
experience working for state and/or federal fish and wildlife agencies. We provide advice on the 
use of science for wildlife management, conduct agency program reviews, develop wildlife 
policy, administer the largest wildlife conservation conference in the country, coordinate wildlife 
projects with state and federal partners, and provide other services to our profession and partners. 
Throughout the history of WMI, we have conducted more than 70 program reviews and 
evaluations for state and federal natural resource agencies. 

In 2009, the Legislative Budget and Finance Committee contracted with WMI to conduct an 
evaluation of the Pennsylvania Game Commission's (PGC) deer management program. WMI 
assembled a team of independent scientists to assist us in this evaluation. Today, I am 
accompanied by two members of that team -Pat Ruble, WMI's Midwest field representative and 
former biologist and administrator for the Ohio Division of Wildlife and Dr. William Healy of 
West Virginia, retired U.S. Forest Service biologst and researcher. The five-person WMI 
review team had more than 130 years of experience in wildlife biology and agency 
administration. 

WMI was asked to review the scientific basis of the PGC's deer management program including 
the scientific foundation of deer managepent goals, deer population and habitat measurements, 
and citizen input procedures. We employed various methodologies throughout the course of our 
review and evaluation process. We reviewed more than 90 documents fiom the PGC, 
Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, Pennsylvania State 
University, and U.S. Forest Service. In addition we consulted pertinent peer reviewed scientific 
literature. We conducted interviews with natural resource specialists both within and outside of 
the PGC. We also consulted with other state fish and wildlife agencies to compare the PGC's 
deer management program with their programs. Finally WMI conducted statistical analyses of 
PGC data sets to test assumptions, test model robustness, make predictions, and evaluate 
decision-making processes. 



Our findings and conclusions are as follows: 
1. The PGC deer management goals were based on measures of forest health, deer health, 

and citizen desires. These goals were developed in recognition of the PGC's 
constitutional mandate to manage wildlife as "common property of all the people" and to 
"conserve and maintain them for the benefit of all the people." The PGC did not appear 
to treat any economic interest or stakeholder group differently than another. 

2. Between 2000 and 2005, the PGC managed the state's deer population to reduce deer 
population levels. The primary managenlent tool was antlerless permit allocations. 
Based on estimates from the PGC, WMI concluded that the statewide deer population 
was reduced by approximately 25 percent between 2002 and 2007. In general, since 
2005, the PGC has attempted to stabilize the deer population at this lower population 
level. 

3. Since 2006, the PGC adapted a widely distributed and accepted deer population model, 
the Sex-Age-Kill (SAK) model, to monitor the trend in deer population levels for each of 
the 22 Wildlife Management Units (WMU). Based on our analyses, WMI believes that 
the SAK model is a scientifically sound and credible model to monitor deer populations 
trends. The PGC has conducted and intends to continue field research projects to 
continually improve the accuracy and precision of the model's parameters and outputs. 
The utility of the SAK model is dependent, in part, on annual deer harvest estimates. The 
apparent decline in deer harvest reporting rates is a concern because lower reporting rates 
increase the variability of harvest estimation. However, WMI found a strong correlation 
between the annual deer harvest estimation and the PGC game take survey results, 
lending a measure of confidence to the current PGC harvest estimation methodology. 

4. Current WMU boundaries were developed to vrovide homogeneous landscave - 
management units and statistically valid sample sizes for estimating deer population 
parameters. The WMU sizes and shapes were a necessary compromise between the need 
to obtain adequate sample sizes and to manage deer populationievels. The DMAP, Red 
Tag, and Urban Deer Management programs provided management flexibility to address 
localized issues within a WMU and were a viable alternative to smaller and more 
numerous WMUs. WMUs were not designed, however, to regulate hunting pressure. 

5. The PGC monitors reproductive rate to assess herd health. WMI does not believe the 
current practice of using the number of embryos per adult doe is a reliable annual index 
to deer herd health. This metric suffered from poor sample sizes and a lack of sensitivity. 

6. The PGC monitors the extent of regeneration to assess forest health. Pennsylvania forests 
are challenged by a number of environmental and social factors; however, the impact of 
deer abundance was a major factor in forest regeneration failure. The extent and success 
of forest regeneration is a practical and ecologically sound indicator of forest health but 
the current sampling effort should be increased to monitor and guide deer management 
decisions. 

7. The Citizen Advisory Committee (CAC) process provided public input into PGC 
decisions regarding forest health, deer health, and human interactions but in its current 
form, it did not adequately incorporate all citizen desires. Comparisons between the PGC 
deer management program and those of seven other states indicated that the PGC 
program was very similar in design and execution with these states. 



8. Although deer management is a contentious issue in nearly every state, the strained 
nature of the relationship between the PGC and some hunters is problematic and in the 
long term damaging to the public's understanding of the importance of hunting and deer 
management. 

9. The scientific foundation of the PGC deer management program is sound but there is 
room for continuous improvement, especially in regard to on-going evaluation and 
assessment. 

WMI recommends that the following actions be taken: 
1. Continue to improve the accuracy of the SAK model by conducting field research, 

increasing sample collection, and verifying model parameters through statistical analyses. 
Develop and prioritize policies and procedures to increase deer harvest reporting. The 
relatively new point-of-sale license system may provide an effective means to increase 
reporting rates. Antlerless deer harvested through the DMAP, Red Tag, and Urban Deer 
Management programs should be incorporated into the SAK model and permit allocation 
procedures. PGC should publish its estimates of population size and age and sex 
structure, accompanied by associated levels of variance, and an explanation of their 
appropriate use. 

2. The PGC should seek an alternative to embryos per adult doe as an index of herd health 
or consider deleting this metric and investing additional resources into evaluating forest 
health. WMI suggests the PGC consider evaluating fawn reproductive rates or fawn-to- 
adult doe ratios in the harvest. 

3. The PGC should increase resources to measure the extent and success of forest 
regeneration throughout the state and within WMUs. 

4. The PGC should consider investing in statistically valid public information and survey 
methods designed at the scale of the WMUs. 

5. The PGC should enhance its communication with stakeholders to explain the deer 
management program and seek conflict resolution with those stakeholders who stimulate 
controversy surrounding the deer management program. 

WMI thanks the committee for the opportunity to conduct this review and evaluation and for the 
opportunity to describe our report. I would also like to thank Executive Director Phil Durgin of 
the LBFC for his assistance during this process. As we noted at the onset of this briefing, WMI 
focused on the scientific foundation of the PGC deer management program as charged. We did 
not comment upon or recommend policy decisions that are the purview of the PGC andlor the 
General Assembly 

I t h d  you for your time and we will attempt to answer any questions that the Committee may 
have at this time. 




