Fair Chase

As recreational hunters, we owe it
to the animals we pursue to do so in
an ethical manner, within the frame-
work of whats often called “fair
chase.” But exactly what makes a
hunt “fair” can be both vague and
variable. The answer depends on a
wide range of factors, not the least
of which is the mindset of the person
being asked. And that mindset is
based largely on local hunting regu-
iations and traditions, which can
vary greatly from one place fo the
next and from one era to another.

Because this topic is so subjective,
and because each state and province
sets its own rules for ethical wildlife
practices, there never will be consen-
sus on every detail of fair chase.
However, just discussing this subject
has value, because it exposes us all to
a wider range of viewpoints than we
might get within our own hunting and
management circles. As long as it’s
not done in an attempt to divide the
whitetail community, expressing and
debating opinions on fair chase
should be a positive process.

In an effort to do just that, in our
January 2001 issue we published a
special survey to solicit opinions on
this topic. We asked you about a

range of hunting methods, categories
" of gear and management practices, to
learn which of them you think are
ethical today. The number of surveys
we received showed us you really
care about preserving fair chase in
hunting and management.

This month, we’ll begin to dissect
your responses, starting with those
related to hunting tactics. In addition
to showing the percentage of respon-

Using feed-type bait for hunting pur-
poses is legal in a number of states
and provinces, while in many others
it’s strictly forbidden. The results of
our reader swrvey reflected that split.
Photo by Bill Lerner.
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Deer hunting and
management are full of
practices not everyone

agrees with. Here's
how our readers voted

on some commonly
used methods of bring-
ing whitetails into
shooting range.

by Gordon Whittington

dents who voted for or against a par-
ticular tactic being ethical, we’ll share
some of the comments you provided.

WHAT THE NUMBERS SAY

(& WHAT THEY DON’T)

Before we dive into the results, a
few key points should be made.

First, very few of the 36 questions
on the survey were answered by every
respondent, As a result, the “yes” and
“no” percentages on each question
tend to total less than 100 percent.

Each of the practices we asked
about is legal in at least one white-
tail state or province, but not neces-
sarily verv many. We knew going in
that this would affect response to
certain questions. But we still want-
ed to put these practices on the sur-
vey, so you could express your
views on them.

These results domn’t necessarily
reflect the views of the total white-

tail community. Qur readers tend to
take hunting and management far
more seriously than does the average
person in the deer woods. Were we to
pollsolicit a random cross-section of
hunters and Iandowners, we might
come up with different numbers,

It's also important to note that a
person is statistically more likely to
fill out and return a survey if he or
she has strong opinions on one or
more of the questions asked. The per-
son who thinks everything in deer
hunting and management is “fine as
is” probably wasn’t as kikely to send
in the survey as.was a person strong-
ly motivated by an interest in change.
This might have influenced responses
on some highly contentious issues.

We got responses from every U.S.
state and Canadian province in
which whitetails are hunted. As you
might imagine, the number of
responses from an area was a gener-
al reflection of the number of readers
there, which is to some extent a
function of magazine distribution
and the number of deer hunters/man-
agers in the area. Thus geography
was another form of survey bias.

There were two general categories
of questions on the survey: (1) those
having to do with the metheds and
gear used in hunting whitetails and
(2) those having to do with methods
used to manage the herd. As this
series continues, we’ll get into the
management questions. But with deer
season just around the corner, lets
start with factors that usually are seen
ag having the most impact on “fair
chase”: hunting methods and gear.

HUNTING METHODS

In the broadest sense, there are only
two basic ways to hunt whitetails. You
can wait for them to come to you, or
you can go to them. All hunting meth-
ods fall into one of these groupings,
though deer drives really are in both.

Many avid hunters claim that sta-
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tionary methods, which rely largely
on natural deer movement, are as a
group less objectionable than meth-
ods utilizing forced movement. But
what about stationary methods that
lure deer to the shooter? Certain of
these are widely practiced, while

_ others are actually illegal in places.

Here’s how you voted on their use:
HUNTING NEAR FEED BAIT
Fair Chase: 37 Percent

* Unfair: 58 Percent
Putting out food for deer and then

hunting near it is unlawful in many
states and provinces. In others, it’s -

widely practiced and has the full
blessing of the wildlife agency. Given
this lack of uniformity, it’s no surprise
that WHITETAIL readers are divided
on the ethics of using feed bait.

Among states and provinces from
which we received atleast 20 votes on
this question, highest approval of
baiting was in Arkansas (78 percent},
followed by North Carolina and South
Carolina (73), then Oklahoma (70).
Lowest approval came from Maine
(12), with Tennessee (15), Illinois
(16) and Towa not far behind.

But the survey showed that you
don’t have to cross state lines to find
disagreement on this issue. For exam-
ple, take Michigan and Wisconsin,
two states in which some form of deer
baiting is legal. Tn Michigan, 58 per-
cent of respondents who answered
this question told us that baiting is
fair chase, while 42 percent claimed it
isn’t, In Wisconsin, 42 percent voted
in favor of bait, 58 percent against it.

“Where I hunt, there are only five
to 10 deer per square mile,” wrote
Erik Hajek, who hunts in Michigan,
“If I didn’t bait, I wouldn’t sec a deer.”

“We use feed bait on bears,” point-
ed out Wisconsin’s Keith Rumisek.
“How does that make bear hunting
not fair chase?”

Fellow Wisconsin hunter Thomas
Parkos and a number of other read-
ers suggested that baiting could be
“fair chase” if the amount of bait at
a site was limited. '

The issue apparently is no less con-
tentious outside the traditional strong-
holds of baiting.

“Put a stand over corn, put a worm
on a hook - same thing,” claimed
R.B. Waddell of New York, where
hunting deer over bait isn’t legal.
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“Not naturai® was how lllinois
reader Tony Fidanzo characterized
baiting on his survey, and he said
that’s why he doesn’t think it has a
place in ethical deer hunting.

Many respondents said they oppose
baiting because they believe it forced,
a deer to compromise ils natural
defenses. “Deer are less wary at bait,”
said New Yorks Bill Lahue in
explaining why he doesn’t see a place
for this hunting method.

Interestingly, though, some readers
argued that this method is consistent
with fair chase because they think it
actually makes deer — mature bucks
in particular — Aarder to hunt.

“Big bucks will learn to visit the
bait only at night” claimed reader

SRR

" Rattling and calling were seen as

fair chase by 98 percent of readers
who responded to our survey. No
other means of luring whitetails
received such high marks. Photo by
Gordon Whittington.

Cale Stancil, who hunts in Georgia,
Virginia, South Carolina and
Alabama. (Some of these states allow
baiting; others don’t.)

A number of respondents expressed
that whether or not baiting was fair

. chase depends on other factors. For

example, Rawlins Reed of Delaware
said he didn’t think it was right to
hunt over bait immediately following
a blizzard. Presumably, the idea is that
deer must be given options for feed-
ing, so that they aren’t in any way
forced to visit bait when a hunter
might be waiting nearby.

“It’s OK to bait if you have the bait

out there year ’round,” Brian Hoblick
of Florida wrote,

“Baiting is ‘fair chase’ as long as
the deer have plenty of natural food,”
stressed Ohio reader Joshua Bary.

“Absolutely not,” claimed Rick
Feonard of Wyoming. “You might 2s
well shoot a cow in a barn.”

" Suffice it to say that the issue of
using feed baits is far from resolved.
HUNTING NEAR
A FOOD PLOT
Fair Chase: 88 Percent
Unfair: 11 Percent

No matter how split our readers
might be over baiting with feed, when
it comes to hunting food plots, the
vast majority appear to be in agree-
ment. Those in favor outnumbered
those opposed by an 8-to-1 margin.

" Survey respondents from Kansas
and South Carolina voted unanimous-
ly that hunting near food plots is con-
sistent with fair chase. Kentucky (98
percent) and Oklahoma (96) were
right behind. Meanwhile, easily the
lowest support came from Maine,
where only 67 percent of respondents
voted for this practice. Georgia and
Pennsylvania hunters tied for second-
lowest support, at 82 percent.

“All farm fields and orchards and
natural forage are in one way of
another food or bait, so it shouldn’t
matter if it’s supplemental,” wrote Dr.
Greg Caldwell of Pennsylvania,

“Even if you hunt a feeder or food
plot, you still must beat the deer’s
nose and know its feeding cycles,”
noted Texan Ken Merrill in explain-
ing his support of food-plot hunting.

1ilinois hunter Del Prather told us
that size matters, He said that he'd call
this practice ethical only if the plant-
ed area was at least 10 acres,

Iowa’s Duane Smith offered a
unique perspective on why he doesn’t
think food plots are ethical for hunt-
ing. “They pull too many deer from
surrounding properties,” he com-
mented. “They should be illegal.”

Of concern to some of you was
our definition of hunting “near” a
plot (or feed bait, for that matter).
Did we mean hunting right on if, or
a short distance away? It’s impossi-
ble to say how this phrasing might
have affected the voting, but it didn’t
keep more than a handful of respon-
dents from answering the question,
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USING DOES AS BAIT
Fair Chase: 54 Percent
Unfair: 41 Percent

If any single question among the 30
on our survey caused confusion in
readers’ minds, this apparently was
the one. Consequently, we don’t have
high confidence in the results.

In asking whether or not it’s fair
chase to use does as bait, we meant
hunting in the vicinity of wild does.
But because we didn’t spell out pre-
cisely what we meant, it’s under-
standable that many of you won-
dered if we meant using pet does or
restrained wild does to lure in bucks.
Some of you even asked if we were
talking about doe decoys. As an
apparent result of this confusion,
fully 5 percent of respondents left
the question unanswered.

No matter how split our readers
might be over baiting with feed,
when it comes to hunting around
food plots, the vast majorvity
appear to be in agreement,

But there was a wide range in sup-
port from place to place. Respond-
ents in North Carolina (78 percent),
Michigan (73), Florida (72) and
Vermont (70) showed relatively high
support for this method, while those
in Missouri (40) and Iowa (43) gave
it the least support. _

Typical of responses to this part of
the survey was one from Arkansas’
Nicky Scrivner, “I"m not sure of the
question,” he wrote. “If you mean
wild does, 1 vote ‘yes.” If you mean
tame does, the answer is ‘no.””

Our apologies for not having been
more clear. On the positive side,
Nicky and many other readers did
indicate their view on using wikd does
as bait, which is what we meant, (It
almost universally illegal to use tame
or captive wildlife to decoy in game.)

Using does as bait is simply “a
good Tui strategy,” wrote Ricky Hall
of Texas. “Find the does, and the
bucks will follow.”

HUNT NEAR A WATERHOLE
Fair Chase: 92 Percent
Unfair: 6 Percent

Many predators, including man,
view the waterhole as a prime place to
ambush thirsty prey. Is it ethical to do
so when hunting whitetails?
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A strong majority of respondents
said “yes.” In fact, readers in four
places — lowa, Tennessee, Oklaboma
and South Carolina — voted 100 per-
cent in favor of this type of hunting as
fair chase. Even where support was
the lowest, in Pennsylvania and Texaé‘%
it still registered 90 percent.

“Rivers and streams are where the
deer are,” stated Mark Patten of
lowa in voicing his approval.

“It’s enjoyable to watch all the dif-
ferent wildlife that show up,” added
Manitoba’s Tim Hurley.

“I think it would be OK to hunt
near a waterhole unless there
would be a drought condition

and the game had a very
limited water supply,” wrote
Louisiana’s Glen Stroud.

- the desert, I'd vote “no.

Among the few respondents who
gave this hunting tactic a thumbs-
down vote, the most common reason
was a fear that deer might be forced to
wtilize limited water, making them
overly vulnerable. This concern even
was voiced by some readers who said
hunting waterholes is fair chase.

“I think it would be OK to hunt
near a waterhole unless there would

" be a drought condition and the game

had a very limited water supply,”
wrote Louisiana’y Glen Stroud.
“In the Midwest, I'd vote ‘yes,”
noted Indiana’s Doug McKimnney. “In
You might imagine that climate and
habitat would affect hunter support of
uging waterhole ambushes. However,
on our survey no clear regional trends
could be discerned. Even so, we did
see that the source of the water mat-
tered to some readers. A number told
us' they think it’s fair chase to hunt
near a natural waterhole, but not if the
water was placed there by man.
Perhaps the view was that hunting
near an artificial water source puts a
deer at too much of a disadvantage,
by forcing it to visit a hunted location.
However, several readers noted that if
the water is available around the
clock, the deer has the option of not
getting a drink until nightfall, and that
eliminates any ethical concerns.
Reader Steve Poulson said water-
hole hunting is fair because prey
species are aware of the dangers

associated with getting a drink.
“Most wild animals know predators
are prevalent around water,” wrote
this Connecticut resident. “Watch a
littie TV on Africa.”

CALLING & RATTLING
Fair Chase: 98 Percent
Unfair: 2 Percent

Only a handful of respondents had
a problem with the ethics of luring
whitetails with sound. In fact,
among major states and provinces,
this practice got unanimous approval
in Indiana, Missouri, Kentucky,
South Carolina, Florida, Iowa,
Kansas, Oklahoma and Louisiana.

A few readers, including British
Columbia’s Matt Gorrigan, did note
that electronic calls (including
recordings) shouldn’t be used, but
such calls are almost upiversally
illegal for deer hunting already.

DECOYS
Fair Chase: 84 Percent
Unfair: 14 Percent

Kansas and South Carolina readers
gave 100 percent support to decoying,
with Arkansas (96) and Tenmessee
{(94) right behind. Easily the lowest
support was in Texas, with 74 percent
approval, followed by New York and
Pennsylvania (80 each).

Among respondents who told us
they disapproved of decoys, the most
frequently cited reason was concern
over hunter safety, not fair chase, A
few readers also suggested there’s an
ethical difference between decoying
birds and decoying deer, though no
one elaborated on why that might be,

ATTRACTANT SCENTS
-Fair Chase: 94 Percent
Unfair: 5§ Percent

Kentucky, Tennessee, Oklahoma
and South Carolina respondents fully
approved of this method. Again, the
low score was in Texas (86 percent).

A typical comment was made by
Pennsylvania hunter Ray Schmude.
“Attractant scents still offer no guar-
antee,” he noted in approving of them.

NEXT MONTH

In the October issue we’ll examine
the ethics of mobile hunting methods,
including driving deer with people,
driving them with dogs and tracking
them in snow. These topics elicited
many interesting comments from read-
ers, and we’re sure you’ll want to hear
what some of them had to say.
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As recreational hunters, we owe it
to the animals we pursue to do so in
an ethical manner, within the frame-
work of whats often called “fair
chase” But exactly what makes a
hunt “fair” can be both vague and
variable. The answer depends on a
wide range of factors, not the feast
of which is the mindset of the person
being asked. And that mindset is
based largely on local hunting regu-
lations and traditions, which can
vary greatly from one place to the
next and from one era to another.

Because this topic is so subjective,
and because each state and province
e~ its own rules for ethical wildlife
{ dces, there never will be consen-
sus on every detail of fair chase.
However, just discussing this subject
has value, because it exposes us all to
& wider range of viewpoints than we
might get within our own hunting and
management circles. As long as it’s
not done in an attempt to divide the
whitetail commumnity, expressing and
debating opinions on fair chase
should be a positive process.

in an effort to do just that, in our
Januvary 2001 issue we published a
special survey to solicit opinions on
this topic. We asked you about a
range of hunting methods, categories
of gear and management practices, to
learn which of them you think are
ethical today. The number of surveys
we received showed us you really
care about preserving fair chase in
hunting and management.

This month, we’ll begin to dissect
your responses, starting with those
related to hunting tactics. In addition
to showing the percentage of respon-

[ g feed-type bait for fumting pur-
L s is legal in a number of states
and provinces, while in many others
it’s strictly forbidden. The results of
our veader survey reflected that split.
Photo by Bill Lerner.
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Part 2

Deer hunting and
management are full of
practices not everyone

agrees with. Here's
how our readers voted

on some commonly
used methods of bring-
ing whitetails into
shooting range.

by Gordon Whittington

dents who voted for or against a par-
ticular tactic being ethical, we’ll share
some of the comments you provided.
WHAT THE NUMBERS SAY
(& WHAT THEY DONT)
Before we dive into the resuits, a
few key points should be made.
First, very few of the 36 questions
on the survey were answered by every
respondent. As a result, the “yes” and
“no” percentages on each question
tend to total less than 100 percent.
Fach of the practices we asked
about is legal in at {east one whiie-
tall state or province, but not neces-
sarily very many. We knew going in
that this would affect response to
certain questions. But we still want-
ed to put these practices on the sur-
vey, so you could express your
views on them.
These results don’t necessarily
reflect the views of the total white-

tail community. Our readers tend to
talke hunting and management far
more seriously than does the average
person in the deer woods. Were we to
pollsolicit a random cross-section of
hunters and landowners, we might
come up with different numbers.

It's also important to note that a
person is statistically more likely to
fill out and return a survey if he or
she has sirong opinions on one or
more of the questions asked. The per-
son. who thinks everything in deer
hunting and management is “fine as
is” probably wasn’t ag likely to send
in the survey as was a person strong-
ly motivated by an interest in change.
This might have influenced responses
on some highly contentious issues.

We got responses from every U.S.
state and Canadian province in
which whitetails are hunted. As you
might imagine, the number of
responses from an area was a gener-
al reflection of the number of readers
there, which is to some extent a
function of magazine distribution

‘and the number of deer hunters/man-

agers in the area. Thus geography
was another form of survey bias.

There were two general categories
of questions on the survey: (1) those
having to do with the methods and
gear used in hunting whitetails and
(2) those having to do with methods
used to manage the herd. As this
series continues, we’ll get into the
management questions. But with deer
season just around the corner, let’s
start with factors that usually are seen
as having the most impact on “fair
chase™: hunting methods and gear.

HUNTING METHODS

in the broadest sense, there are only
two basic ways to hunt whitetails. You
can wait for them to come fo you, or
you can go to them. All hunting meth-
ods fall into one of these groupings,
though deer drives really are in both.

Many avid hunters claim that sta-
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