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Nature
Winter reshapes mule deer populations

Terry Thomas
Winter has always been the great sculptor of mule deer populations. Winter sorts the weak from the strong using cold temperatures and snow as its remorseless tools.


It is the season of survival of the fittest for deer.


A human society can be marked by the way it cares for its weakest members. So it may seem a cruel bent in an otherwise often benevolent Mother Nature that the weakest members of the herd are destined to starve to death.


In reality, though, this Darwinian approach continually shapes and redefines populations, constantly promoting the best genetics to maintain the herd. The death of weaker animals squelches inferior genes. This natural process also helps to keep populations at a level their habitat can support.


Even though death is a wintertime reality, mule deer are adapted for winter.


Besides the instinct to move to winter ranges that have less snow and cold, they replace their thin summer coats with thick winter ones.
Physiologically, they shift from a strategy of resource gathering to one of resource conservation. In English, that means that they forage less in the winter in favor of conserving the fat supplies garnered on the summer range. Research has found that even when winter food is unlimited, deer will eat less than during the summer and autumn months. They are conditioned to lose weight by using stored fat during winter.


This system isn't always perfect.


A severe winter can wipe out an entire fawn crop of deer. It is not that every fawn was weak, but rather the winter was nasty enough to overwhelm even the most genetically fit. To put it another way, they came into winter with "gas tanks" full. Winter lasted longer than the gas in the tank.


Surprisingly, death may not come in the middle of winter when conditions are worst. The condemned often survive the roughest times only to succumb in early spring.


Survival and death within the herd follow a specific pattern. The young are typically the first to succumb to the rigors of winter. They have spent much of the energy they consumed during the summer for growth, putting less fat in reserve. When the reserves are gone, death lingers near.


Large males are often the next most vulnerable group. These big guys use up a lot of resources during the mating season, often hardly eating for days. They have a short window of opportunity to replenish lost supplies before winter sets in.


Young adult females are usually the last to die. Typically, they enter winter in prime condition, with optimal fat stores. When adult females begin to die, the population is headed down.


Winter survival is often a game to see whether winter or fat reserves last longer.


That is where humans can actually have an impact. Prolonged or routine disturbance that causes deer to repeatedly move burns a lot of fuel unnecessarily and forces animals away from prime habitats.
It's already a tough white world out there. Let's make sure that we don't add to the mule deer stress levels by disturbing them on winter range.
