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Influence of Precipitation on Mule Deer Populations
The Borderlands Research Institute for Natural Resource Management, Sul Ross State University
article & photos by Loniz A, Harveson

ronurhl ix uoweay ol lile Tor

maar wear l'exas ranchers,

By all accounts. the

drowghl ol the 19005 was

mare severs than even the
legendary droughts of the [950s or 1450s.
WAldlile populations cbb and flow with
pracipiration, bur the relationship isn’L al-
ways that simple.

Because muole deer numbers experi
enced an all-lime Tow during the carly
20005, we wanted to evaluate the effects
precipitation had on this prominent big
mame specics. Tn 2005, rescarchers with
the Borderlands Kesearch Institte
worked with Texas Parks and Wildlile
Depurtment (TPWI) 1o investigale the in-
fluence of precipitation on mule deer
popularions in west Texas. A briel sum-
mary ol our projects is listed below,

We alitained TPWTI long-larm survey
data from 1977 2003, Mule deer popula-
tuen estimates were derived from spotlight
surveys. Five to 10 spotlight roules were
traveled in cach west T'exas county in
September through Cetober. Individual
deer were Wdentified by pender and age
fadult or juvenile) and produced informa-
lion on densities, sex ratios, fawn produc-
tiom, and buck yuality.

Mereorologists and climatolopists
commonly use Palmer indices when as-
wessing drourhl conditions, Unlike raw
precipitanon levels, Palmer mdices take
into account ofher variables that betler
guanlily deowghls, including evaporation,
soil runaff, duration of precipilalion epi-
sodes, and other climatic condinons, We
campared Lhe long-term demographic data
an e mule dear herds with the precipita-
tion indices using simple staristics and
then evaluated the biological relation
ships.

bule deer herds in the Trans-Tecos av-
eraged 157,000 individuals and varied
eomsiderahly rom year o yeur and ranged
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does to produce nwing,

From Y9 W0 to 222 000 deer. Fawn pro-
duction (fawin:doe) was also highly van
ahle with un average of 48 percent amd
ranged from 12 1o 87 percent. Rainfall
levels in the Trans Pecos ranged Trom six
w21 inches and averaged 13 inches, The
strong relationship between mule deer
nuibers and rainfall are evident in the
sraph. Precipatation levels could explain
42 percent of the variation in mule deer
numbers,

I general, long-term drought eventu-
allv takes s ol on the wesl Texus mule
deer herd. Our data also support the idea
that the strongest influence drought has on
e deer oceurs in the winler and spring
months, when rainfall is especially sparse.

For west Texas, most of our rain Lalls
in surmmer and fall, eesulting i oa flush of
anmual and perennial forbs important o
mwle deer, As winter approaches, the
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availability of forbs decreases and mule
deer start increasing their uae of hrowse.
We believe that in drought years, forbs
become even rarer, [oreing deer Lo subsist
almost entiraly on hrowse. Freestamding
water also becomes less available, making
the digestion of the coarser browse more
difficult, Deer commmanly redoce Forage
intake when freestanding water or water
availuble through other sources dimin-
izhes, This may ultimutely compromise o
dear’s ability o meet irs nuiritional re-
quirements resulting in higher susceptibil-
ity tor preclation, discase, starvation, ur
other causes of death.

Precipitation levels also accounted tor
A0 percent of the Tewn productivn,. From
our analysis, fawn production sas mos
intfluenced by droughty conditions that
occurred inspring. Spriog is usoally the
driest season for the Trans-Pecos and i
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Making sure water sources ave fudly aperationol mav lessen the effects of drought an your pmle deer herd,

also v of the most important for preg-
nant does: Other stodies have demon-
strated that poar nurrdlion in spring can af-
lieet Lhe ability of does to carry Fawens Lo
term, their ahilily s produce fwins, and
P weight (which allects lown sar-
vivall, Late winter or early spring pro-
cipitation, usually in the form ol soow,
will generally prochies above-average
fawn crops.

Whal cun g manager do to combat

Uroughl? Even when raintall contrals
abonet 40 pereent of your deer herd and
Fawn production, won sH1T have e eppor-
Lunity to worl with the remaining 60 per-
cent. In drought conditions, 1 recommeni
reevaluating the hasic habital needs of
vour wildlife: food, cover, and waler. Fn-
sure viluable [orband browse resources
are availahle for your deer. This may
mean modifying the hahitat (o promeie
fisrh pronwth (vou probably need o do this
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buelore e rains stop) or minimizing
compatition with ether wildlife and
livestock, Conservative slocking rates
can alse help ensure adequare cover
eritical o fwwn sarvival, Creating more
water sources (tromgrhs, mueelers, cle.)
and ensuring they are operational during
eritied] yeurs vl dreughts may also miti-
gate your losses, Lastly, vou will cer-
tainly need o adapr your harvest rales
tey altonw your herd to recover, %
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