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Do deer treat your garden like a buffet line?  I’ve heard many reports of deer damaging a wide variety of 
trees and shrubs this winter and many residents frequently have deer in their backyards year round.  One 
garden I visited recently used netting to keep deer away from their tulip bed.  Deer feed on flowers, fruits, 
vegetables, ornamental shrubs, tree buds and twigs.  Browsing can disfigure trees and shrubs.  Deer also 
cause damage by rubbing their antlers on small trees.  While there are no simple solutions to preventing 
deer damage if they visit your yard, don’t give up hope as there are some options for you to try. 

 
Deer like to live on the forest edge rather than in continuous areas of 
mature forest.  They prefer mixed conifer-hardwood forests, shrub lands 
and old fields with cropland nearby.  This mixture gives deer abundant 
food and cover.  Deer are very adaptable and able to live in suburban 
neighborhoods, which have a combination of lawn, gardens, shrubs and 
cover.  During late spring and summer deer feed primarily on grasses, forbs 
(herbaceous flowering plants), crops, leaves, twigs and buds.  They forage 
on mast (beechnuts, acorns, etc.) in the fall and concentrate almost 
entirely on twigs and buds through the winter and early spring.  
 

Deer feeding damage can be distinguished from that caused by rabbits or 
rodents.  Deer lack upper incisors and leave a ragged, broken end on 
browsed branches while rabbits or rodents leave a clean-cut surface.  
Another indication is the height of the damage, from the ground up to 6 
feet, which often rules out smaller mammals. 
 

It is easier to prevent damage than it is to stop it after deer find your garden.  If deer populations are high, 
and your tolerance of damage is low, or valuable plants need protecting, fencing or fencing plus repellents 
is your best option.  Many different fence designs are available.  Selection is based on cost, aesthetic 
considerations and/or ease of construction. 
 

Repellents discourage deer feeding by having either an offensive taste or odor.  Research trials have shown 
that odor-based products usually outperform taste-based materials.  No commercial repellent is 100 
percent effective and what works in one location may not in another.  Factors which contribute to this 
variability are deer feeding habits and environmental conditions. 
 

Repellent application can be costly and labor intensive.  Under heavy browsing pressure the best materials 
need to be reapplied about every five weeks.  Repellents should be applied before damage occurs and 
before deer become accustomed to feeding on the plant.  Generally it has been found that repellents are 
most cost effective when the following conditions exist:  low to moderate deer numbers; light to moderate 
deer damage; small acreage and no more than 2 to 3 applications needed for control.  Commercial 
repellents must be applied according to the manufacturer’s directions. 
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In some cases damage can be reduced by selecting plant species that deer find less palatable.  When deer 
densities are high or natural foods are limited, especially in the winter or early spring, deer may browse on 
species they otherwise would not eat.  When using plants in the landscape that deer favor, be aware that 
they will probably need protection from the deer.  There aren't any plants that are 100 percent deer proof, 
but some plants are much less appealing and may be “deer resistant.” 
 
Deer resistant plants often have characteristics such as hairy, rough, or spiny stem and leaf texture, or the 
presence of aromatic compounds in the stems or leaves.  For example, lavender and boxwood are 
considered aromatic plants, whereas lamb’s ear and oakleaf hydrangea possess leaf textures thought to be 
less palatable by deer. 
 
Tender spring growth may leave a reportedly resistant plant very susceptible to browsing.  Barberry is 
generally deer resistant but the new growth can be a browse choice during the spring and early summer.  
To add to the confusion, plants commonly not damaged in one region (or neighborhood) may be damaged 
in others.  Lists of plants said to be deer resistant should be used as a guide or a starting point.  Some trees 
and shrubs listed as deer resistant include:  Colorado Blue Spruce, Common Juniper, Contoneaster, Dwarf 
Alberta Spruce, Japanese Pieris, Japanese Black Pine, Paper Birch, Scotch Pine, American Holley, Bayberry, 
Blue Mist Shrub, Boxwood, Butterfly Bush, Daphne, Elderberry, Fragrant Sumac, Lilac, Oregon Grape Holly, 
and Spirea. 
 

Some perennials and annuals that deer reportedly do not like 
include:  Brunnera, Periwinkle, Lamium, Bee Balm, Yarrow, Lamb's 
Ear, Monkshood, Allium, Lily of the Valley, Bleeding Heart, 
Catmint, Meadow Rue, Foxglove, Wood Fern, Basket of Gold, 
Sweet Woodruff, Wisteria, Epimedium, Hellebores, Hyacinth, 
Daffodil, Snowdrops, Ostrich Fern, Poppy, Pulmonaria, Sea Holly, 
Russian Sage, Switch Grass, Marigold, Calendula, Snapdragon, 
Geranium, Cleome, Dusty Miller, Coleus, Alyssum, Calendula, 
Globe Amaranth, Nicotiana, Wax Begonia, Ele  phant Ear, Purple 
Fountain Grass, Rhubarb, Dill, Basil, Mint, Chives, Lemon Balm and 
Thyme. 
 

Success of any of these plants in the landscape can also depend on weather conditions and availability of 
other food sources.  If you need more ideas contact the Master Gardener office. 
 

Sources for this article include Cornell University, Penn State University, West Virginia University and 
Rutgers. 
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