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Feeding deer does more harm than good
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Every winter, kind-hearted people with the
best of intentions put food out to help local
deer survive a long, cold winter. Every winter,
some deer will die asa result.

Feeding deer in winter can lead to a condi-
tion called acidosis. High-carb/low-fibre
foods create a flush of lactic acid within a
few hours. This lowers the pH in the stomach
and interferes with digestion and absorption.
Acute acidosis can lead to bloating, diarrhea,
and even death within 72 hours. Deer with .
bellies full of hay, grains, corn, and alfalfa
have died of starvation in winter because
they could not digest these high-carb foods.

Why can deer safely eat corn and other
high-carb foods at other times of year?

The microbes in a deer’s rumen (stom-
ach) adjust to the foods that are naturally
available each season. From spring through
fall, deer feed on high-carb items like leaves,
corn, and acorns. In the winter, they browse
mainly on high-fibre woody items (twigs,
buds, bark, dead leaves, and even lichens).
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Don'’t feed deer high-carb foods in the
winter. Their gut flora adjusts to a high-
fibre diet in the winter, and a flood of
carbohydrates into their system during this
time can cause a host of problems.

It takes several weeks for their “gut flora” to
gradually adjust from a high-carb summer
diet to a high-fibre winter diet.

In winter, a deer’s digestive system is_
fine-tuned to make the most of low-quality

winter forage. The microbes in the gut can-
nothandle a flood of carbohydrates. Woody
browse actually provides the right amount
of protein, fat, and fibre deer need in winter.
Apples, corn, bread, and other table scraps
donot.

Feeding deer creates other problems as
well. Deer may travel long distances to reach
feeding stations. Not only does this burn
valuable energy, deer may be hit by cars
as they cross roads. High numbers of deer
may transfer diseases and parasites to each
other (bovine tuberculosis, chronic wasting
disease, ticks, etc.). They may attract preda-
tors — potentially increasing risk to people
and pets. Deer get more aggressive with each
other as they compete for the food. They can
endanger people if they become too tame.

High numbers of deer at a feeding station
will over-browse and damage the nearby
vegetation. This may cause long-term dam-
age to the habitat. This harms deer and other
wildlife that need these habitats for food,
shelter, and nesting.

Ifyou really want to help deer, focus on
habitat improvement. Planting native trees
or shrubs will provide valuable winter food
and shelter for deer and a variety of other
wildlife.
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