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Some Wapiti cows

Fig 1. Herd Structure — Typical Highly Exploited NZ Herd
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RUY - In 2006 I was at the head of
Cow Valley. Prior to 2006 I was seeing
the best bulls that I have ever seen in
the Wapiti area in this valley. Prior to
2006 the animal density was very low.
By 2008 the female population had
exploded, I actually have a video of a
line of 22 mature cows walking down
the head of the valley. Because of the

quality of these cows the recovery team

refrained from culling some. By 2008
onwards the quality of the males in the
herd declined noticeably (and quickly)
in this area and it wasn't the animals
fault, it was the decision made by us.
Animal numbers exploded, female
population vs male population went

way out of kilter. Everything that could
have gone wrong went wrong, by the
time we adjusted the predicament it
was too late. But it wasn't a waste of
time as the learning was huge.

The key message? We can't allow this

to happen, we can quickly adjust the
balance of the herd but the environment
takes a lot longer. It's all about balance.

The above bull was in Cow Valley again,
believe it or not this is a baby, just a

first head in 2002. This boy grew into a
very big head, I followed him for several
years until he vanished. I often wonder
what could have been if we had just
managed this area better

Fast forward to 2021 and these are two incredible bulls seen during the recovery
period. We made mistakes in the early 2000's but we learnt from them and this is
the result. (Images are screenshots from phone videos)

highly productive (at least where the
habitat remains healthy), reproducing at
in excess of 45% per annum (the potential
to almost double every two years).
However, because the intensity of
rutting behaviour is governed by the
level of competition between males,
the 'roar’' tends to be poor under
such situations. Few adult males
sharing lots of females does not result

in particularly exciting rut hunting. More
poor quality young males also get to pass
on their genes. And trophy production

is limited, even where habitat provides
good nutrition, as few males reach trophy
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age classes.

Even more damaging is that, due to their
more sedentary lifestyles, the greater the
proportion of females in the herd the
more environmental impact the herd will
inflict on the habitat. Female-led family
groups occupy home ranges 3 to

10 times smaller than adult males -
depending on species (eg., 100ha - 200ha
for Sika hinds vs 600ha - 1,000ha for Sika
stags). All the environmental impact

of female family groups is concentrated
on small areas of breeding habitat. If
female harvest is inadequate, such

herds expand quickly and habitat
impact then starts to affect animal
condition. They become skinny,
reducing meat quality. Females stop
breeding every year, and a lack of 'hot'
(cycling) females reduces the intensity
of the annual rut even further. More
importantly, when your game habitat is
public conservation land with high native
biodiversity value, this brings game
hunting into conflict with other land
values. It is important to understand that
forest damage can take many decades
to repair. Game herds can rebound in
just a few seasons, especially after heavy
harvest. Being conservative with female
harvesting is dangerous without careful
monitoring, particularly in sensitive
environments.

An approach that has been developed in
the USA since the mid 1970’s to manage
some of the negative aspects of female
dominated deer herd structure is “Quality
Deer Management”. This approach
advocates for greater restraint in the
harvest of 1+ and 2+ males and a far
greater harvest of females. The herd
structure that develops (very quickly)
under such a regime is shown in Figure
2 (Pg 29). Note that the sex ratio is far
more balanced (1:1) as a result of shifting
the harvest pressure off the 1+ and 2+
males onto the female components of
the herd - thereby limiting game density
to levels that can be better sustained by
the habitat.

Ideally, female harvest should be focused
on removing older and sub-adult females
to keep a contained, core breeding base
of females (farmers call this the 'capital
stock’), tightly grouped in the three to
seven year age classes. Annual herd
output falls to a more modest 30% —

35% per annum (potential to double
every three years) due to the overall
lower proportion of females. But this
lower proportion of females, living
in healthier habitat, also increases
animal condition and therefore the
breeding rates of individual females.
Females start breeding younger and
breed most years. More importantly,
higher quality meat turns up on the
dinner table.

Because male survival increases, more
males mature, leading to far greater
competition between males for the fewer
hinds on offer - and all the females are
hot because they are in good condition.
The quality of the rut hunting improves
significantly with an increase in rut
activity/intensity. Larger, stronger males
dominate gene flow, suppressing the
contribution of younger or poorer quality
males to the next generation, improving
genetics over time.

Roar hunting within such a herd
structure is truly exciting and the
chances of a trophy are greatly
enhanced with a higher proportion
of males in older, trophy age classes.
From a habitat perspective, a herd
structure such as shown in Figure 2 (pg
29) will also inflict less environmental
impact.

Where habitat impact by a game herd

is a potentially significant issue (due to
sensitive biodiversity or other values),
another herd structure that could be
pursued is shown in Figure 3: “Trophy
Management” (pg 29). This approach
heavily targets females and actively
protects males until they are mature.
The reproductive output of such a herd
will fall as low as 20% to 25% per annum
(potential to double every four years) as
the males out-number the females, which
makes the herd much easier to control.
This is a low-density approach (2 to
3 animals per kma?), so large areas are
required to allow for viable herds to exist.
Some males disperse due to the intense
competition between potential sires and
some die from fighting during intense
rutting activity. However, the low density
allows maximum nutrition and it is
therefore, an approach that can produce
outstanding meat quality and trophy
hunting opportunities. In our view, this
approach has considerable merit on

many remote areas of public conservation
land in New Zealand where a low

density, low impact, high quality trophy
resource might be more compatible with
significant conservation value. The best
example is the Fiordland Wapiti Herd.
Such an outcome requires extremely
careful management to ensure it is female
focused and that young males (less than
five-six years old) are given the protection
they need. It cannot occur unless the
harvest is tightly controlled.

Tragically, current harvest regimes on
public conservation land in New Zealand
remain totally uncontrolled except in

a very few, tenuous, select locations.

This outcome completely undermines
what could be an incredibly valuable
resource. Even more ironic is that
Conservation NGO'’s and therefore,
large factions within the Department
of Conservation, refuse to accept
that ‘active game management’
regimes might actually achieve
better conservation outcomes than
the current 'default’ uncontrolled
regimes.

New Zealand's game animals are a
valuable resource - one that can: feed
hungry people with clean, healthy
protein; power up provincial economies;
and get young people off the couch,
reconnecting them with nature. But they
need active management because, if the
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balance is not right, they can impact our
native forests. Hunting is conservation
and hunters are conservationists. Itis
time to dust off the ignorance and old
biases - across the social and political
spectrum. We all need to play our part
under a new approach to game animal
management.

SUMMARY OF KEY MESSAGES
FOR THE THREE PART SERIES:

¢ Only feeding will bring out the
breeding;

e Healthy forest, healthy herd - forests
heal very slowly, game herds heal fast;

¢ Females impose most habitat impact
and their condition and reproductive
output best reflects habitat quality;

* Female harvest should be a priority
where habitat values are important;

e More mature males means more
competition, better rut hunting and
better gene flow;

¢ The most sustainable male-female
ratio is 1:1 or better;

¢ Releasing 'new blood' (genetics) is
not a fix for bad management;

¢ Hunting is conservation and hunters

are conservationists; 5

We all need to play our part.
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