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The white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) is the most widespread 
and abundant member of the deer family in New York State.  It is 
named for the famous white underside of its bushy tail, which it flashes 
as it runs away.  Did you know that white-tailed deer can run 35 to 40 
miles per hour, jump over 8 foot fences and that they can swim?  Or 
that white-tailed deer communicate with other deer not just by 
vocalizations, but also by scent and body language? 
 

It is hard to believe that by the 1880’s, white-tailed deer were in serious danger of being exterminated 
throughout New York.  Deer had been exterminated from Western New York by the 1860’s and did not 
begin to reappear until about 1910.  That hardly seems possible today as populations have increased 
dramatically.  New York’s deer population in the 1900’s was around 20,000 animals but by the year 2002 it 
had rebounded to more than 1 million.  The increase can be attributed in part to changes in habitat, 
including the reversion of abandoned farm fields back to forested areas, plus shifts in human population.  
Both of these trends helped create the combination of open and forested habitat that deer prefer. 
 
White-tailed deer breed from mid-September through late February.  Mid-November is when their 
breeding season, or rut, is at peak activity.  This also coincides with increased deer-vehicle collisions that 
peak in October and November.  A second peak of deer-vehicle collisions occur in May and June when 
yearling deer scatter from the areas where they were born. 
 
White-tailed deer reach sexual maturity at 1.5 years and most does (females) breed for their first time 
then, however many bucks (males) will not breed until they are older.  The gestation period is about 200 
days.  Does usually give birth in late spring to one or two fawns, sometimes triplets or quadruplets are 
born.  Newborn fawns weigh four to eight pounds and have a reddish brown coat with white spots.  For 
their first 7 to 10 days fawns have little scent which helps protect them from being found by predators.  
The first two to three weeks after birth fawns nurse every four to five hours.  By time they are 3 to 4 weeks 
old they are already starting to eat some vegetation.  Fawns usually stay with their mother through their 
first winter, but can survive on their own by then. 
 
Bucks start to develop antlers in April.  Antlers continue to grow until August or early September.  
Developing antlers are covered with a soft skin called velvet, which actually contains blood vessels that 
supply nutrients to the growing antlers.  When the antlers stop growing the velvet dries and is frequently 
rubbed off by the buck.  Bucks usually grow their first set of antlers when they are one year old.  A male 
fawn with antler “buttons” on the top of his skull is known as a “button buck.”  Older bucks (6.5 to 8.5 
years) usually have larger antlers than younger males, as antler size depends primarily on age and 
nutrition.  Genetics and the health of the animal also play a role in antler size.  Bucks do shed their antlers 
each winter after breeding season. 
 



White-tailed deer adapt well to their environment.  Considered both grazers and browsers, deer have a 
large and varied diet.  As gardeners know they eat a wide variety of plant material including leaves, bark, 
stems, buds, fruits, vines, mushrooms, grasses, nuts and mosses.  They also eat a variety of agricultural 
crops.  Damage to crops, orchards and nurseries is often severe and costly.  Damage to landscape plantings 
and ornamentals may occur at any time of year but is usually most severe in late winter and early spring 
when other food is limited.  When given a choice, deer seem to have the ability to choose the most 
nutritious foods, often selecting one particular plant over another. 
 
To build up fat reserves for winter, deer eat more food in autumn.  White-tailed deer have stomachs with 
four-parts which allow them to eat a lot of food at once.  They can then move to a safe place where they 
can chew their cud in peace.  The amount of food that a deer must eat every day depends on its body 
weight, sex and the season.  Generally, deer devour three percent of their body weight every day.  This 
means that the average adult white-tailed deer requires about five to seven pounds of food per day. 
 
The way deer feed results in distinctive damage to woody plants.  Deer lack upper incisors so they cannot 
make a sharp cut like rodents or rabbits.  Their lower teeth crush and strip stems and twigs which causes 
ragged edges on woody plants.  To reach desirable plants, deer may stand on their hind limbs to feed.  This 
creates a noticeable browse line to about six feet off the ground, which we frequently see in the 
landscape, especially on arborvitae (northern white-cedar).  When deer population reach high densities, 
browsing reduces diversity in the forest understory, prevents seedlings of many tree species from growing, 
and enables invasive species to out-compete native plants.  High-density populations can also harm deer 
by increasing competition for food plus transmission of diseases and parasites. 
 
The white-tailed deer is New York's most important big-game animal.  According to the NYS DEC, “Each 
year, more than 500,000 deer hunters contribute nearly $690 million to New York State's economy 
through hunting related expenses, and through license purchases and federal excise taxes hunters 
generate over $35 million to support management activities of NYS DEC.  Hunters take some 220,000 deer 
annually, filling freezers with roughly 10.8 million pounds of high quality local venison.” 
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