Fair Chase Regulations

Deer Management is serious business in Michigan. It is important to regularly review the many regulatory options that are open to management. A healthy deer herd is an extremely important objective and regulations aimed at improving the deer herd have been given a lot of attention in recent years and the debate will continue. But concerns over the health and composition of the deer herd should not cause us to neglect another part of our regulatory responsibility. It is a responsibility of overriding concern to hunters. I am speaking of rules that protect the quality of hunting itself.

Aldo Leopold once said that a trophy is measured not by its size but by the effort expended in its pursuit. Whether you call it degree of difficulty, challenge, sportsmanship or fair chase, it is an extremely important factor in the quality of the hunting experience. We need to listen to Leopold. We have been too permissive. We need to recognize how important it is to maintain the challenge in hunting. A quality deer herd will mean little if we fail to defend the spirit of fair chase. Shooting big domesticated bucks behind high fences is an example of how low hunting quality can be under a managed abundance of big deer.

There is another important reason for maintaining high standards of sportsmanship. Ninety percent of our population does not hunt. The future of hunting depends on its having a favorable public image. Lowering our standards of sportsmanship tarnishes hunting’s image and jeopardizes its future.

Where are the opportunities to improve hunting quality by raising the standards of sportsmanship? There are many. I will list only a few.

1. Shun high-fenced hunting. Another Leopold quote that was part of his foundation of game management is particularly appropriate here. He said, “The value…of game is inverse to the artificiality of its origin, and hence…to the degree of control exercised in its production.” Shooting fenced domesticated animals for sport is disgraceful. It not only gives a black eye to hunting; it puts the resource at risk to disease and exotic invasives. It is a far cry from fair chase hunting which involves the sporting pursuit of wild, free-ranging game.

2. Avoid the temptation to allow crossbows entry into the early archery season. This will degrade not only the quality of the archery season, but it will increase the drain on bucks and degrade the firearm season. Modern crossbows with scope sights are deadly mechanical guns and should be regulated as guns. If need be, they could be allowed during the late firearm seasons. 

3. Ban baiting. This action would do a lot to strengthen hunting’s public image and would restore some lost respectability to bow hunting. It would also increase the survival of yearling bucks.

4. Abandon the muzzleloader season. The muzzleloader season was established to provide challenging and traditional form of deer hunting. But technology and regulatory permissiveness have defeated that purpose. Today’s high-tech muzzleloaders are more effective than the shotgun. The muzzleloader season should be abandoned as a lost cause or repackaged as a special late firearm season early in December. This would allow any special late anterlerless firearm hunts to take place in early December where they will have less impact on the late archery season. 

5. Eliminate the early youth hunt or restrict it to antlerless deer. This hunt does not recruit youths; it only gives already recruited youth and their sponsors an easy opportunity to kill a buck before season. Becoming a hunter is a passage that is best played under adult rules. One’s first deer shouldn’t come easy. For easier hunting there are rabbits and squirrels. At the very least, the youth hunt should be for antlerless deer only. Use the opportunity to expose young people to the value of hunting does.

6. Control Technology. Someone needs to assume the responsibility of monitoring and controlling the use of new technologies. For example, how far should video surveillance of deer movement go? Already wireless images of deer movements can be transmitted from the field to one’s home computer to help a hunter choose when, where, and what time to hunt. In terms of gaining info on deer size and activity, this is equivalent to being on several stands at once, 24 hours a day, without movement or scent to alert game. This may make it easier to kill big bucks, but it certainly does not preserve the spirit of fair chase nor will it endear hunting to the general public. Technologies that threaten the integrity of hunting need to be challenged by the DNR and NRC. You make the rules.

On behalf of the Michigan Resource Stewards, I encourage the DNR and NRC to be vigilant and aggressive in protecting the quality of hunting and its public image by adopting regulations that set high standards of sportsmanship and defend the spirit of fair chase.
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