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The Pros and Cons of Statewide Limited Quota
The Wyoming Wildlife Federation (WWF) supports wildlife management that is based on science and includes public information, education and involvement.  Public information and education are important because Wyoming citizens need to know the methods, principles and guidance the Wyoming Game and Fish Department (WGFD) uses to manage wildlife in the state in order to constructively partner with the agency to manage those species.  For that reason, we provide the following information about statewide limited quota deer hunting in response to what appears to be a growing interest in that form of harvest management in Wyoming. 
Since the 1970s, energy development, increased human activity (especially in essential seasonal ranges), exurban residential development, alterations to natural range regeneration processes, and other impacts have affected mule deer and their habitats.  These changes, combined with changes in hunter access and hunter characteristics, have led to heightened public concern about hunting quality and season frameworks.  More restrictive hunting is often requested or applied as a solution to the consequences of these impacts.  More restrictive hunting is usually only a stop gap measure and seldom arrests the decline in big game numbers or hunting opportunity and quality.  In fact, it gives a false sense of accomplishment, diverts attention from the true problems and gives the public at large the wrong impression about the effects of hunting.  
In recent years, there has been increased advocacy by some publics for a wholesale conversion from the current deer hunting framework to statewide limited quota hunting.  These advocates believe comprehensive limited quota hunting would reduce hunter crowding, allow greater deer numbers, improve hunter success, and maintain higher proportions of mature bucks in deer populations statewide.  
Periodically, WGFD conducts hunter attitude surveys on hunting and management for each of the big game species.  These surveys provide statistically valid responses to a wide variety of questions about hunter perceptions and preferences.  WGFD conducted its most recent deer hunter attitude survey in 2005 (Responsive Management 2006).  It used the results of this survey, plus an analysis of deer management and harvest survey data to produce a document entitled, “An Evaluation Of Management Issues Affecting The Quality Of Hunting In Wyoming’s Mule Deer Herds: Final Report And Strategy Recommendations – 11/6/06” (Tessmann et al, 2006).  In this report, the WGFD compared hunter perceptions about deer populations and hunting with management and harvest data.  This evaluation is a highly recommended read for anyone interested in deer hunting in Wyoming.  
To understand guidance provided to WGFD managers and decision makers on how and/or when to make major changes in big game management direction, two additional, particularly relevant documents need to be mentioned.  Both these documents are used to address the balance between hunter opportunity, success and satisfaction, and the sound management of big game animals. 
 First, in 1983 the WGFD Wildlife Division Supervisors developed criteria for evaluating whether a hunt area should be changed to limited quota hunting.  These criteria were developed because there are consequences that result from the change to limited quota hunting, and these consequences need to be considered when that decision is being made.  The procedure described also emphasizes that decisions to designate a limited quota hunt area should only be made after other management actions to regulate hunter numbers have been tried.  
The second document, developed at about the same time and recently updated by the WGFD Wildlife Management Coordinators, provides guidance regarding the proportions of males in the population (male/female ratios) of all big game species.  That guidance describes ranges of male/female ratios for each big game species that are appropriate for recreational (maximum hunter opportunity) or special (high quality, but limited opportunity) hunting, as well as levels that are inappropriate because they are insufficient or, alternately, excessive.  Hunter satisfaction and opportunities and the well-being of the deer populations are influenced by either of the latter two cases.
The criteria in both these guidance documents are important in the discussion of the status of deer populations and hunting in Wyoming because decisions about one of them often affect the others.      
Because there appears to be growing interest by some deer hunters in a conversion to statewide limited quota hunting, WWF provides the following comparison.  The choices presented here are discussed in more detail by Tessmann et al. 2006.  This comparison presents the advantages and disadvantages of statewide limited quota deer hunting versus maintaining the current mix of hunting season limitations.  The current framework includes general license and limited quota hunting by hunt area, modified with other restrictions, such as altering hunting season length and/or dates, limited antlerless hunting, ‘antlered only’ hunting, and ‘4 point or better’ hunting.  There are many choices the WGFD and the public have in tailoring hunting seasons to address concerns about hunter success, crowding and satisfaction; deer population characteristics; and deer/land use conflicts while offering hunters the maximum choice and opportunity possible. 
 General license hunting
Advantages:
Provides hunters with maximum flexibility in where they hunt.
Provides hunters with maximum flexibility in when they hunt.
Provides hunters the opportunity to hunt multiple hunt areas and geographic areas.
Provides hunters the opportunity to hunt every year.
Does not require hunters to plan early and enter the license draw, unless they choose to hunt a limited quota hunt area.
Provides abundant opportunities for new (youth) hunters to participate, which helps address hunter recruitment issues.
Generates the maximum income for the agency to plow back into management (of deer and other species which depend upon license fee income – e.g., nongame), as well as other services.  Income from deer hunting is one of the most important sources to WGFD.
Disadvantages:
Typically includes more restrictive limitation(s) (e.g., shorter season length, more restrictive age or sex limitations).
Often there is more synchronization of general license hunt area opening dates in order to force hunters to choose between them as a means to reduce hunter crowding.
Even then, there is less control over hunter crowding.
Managers have less ability to anticipate harvest levels due to the more ‘qualitative’ nature of hunting season frameworks.  The number of licenses sold is impossible to predict accurately.
There is less control over harvest.
Typically there is lower hunter success.
Accurate harvest survey information is more difficult and expensive for managers to obtain.

Statewide Limited Quota Hunting
   Advantages: 
Limits hunter densities.
Typically allows longer seasons.
Typically allows for less restrictive hunting season limitations (e.g, age and sex limitations).
Typically provides higher hunter success.
Managers can better predict harvests based on license quotas and hunter participation and success rates.
There is more precise control over harvests.
Harvest surveys have better sample frames and more dependable results, and costs to conduct them are less.
Managers have a better ability to sustain deer herds at their population or other (e.g., herd ratio) objectives.
Disadvantages:
Reduces hunter opportunity and flexibility.
No assurance that hunters will be able to hunt every year, or in the year of their choice.
No assurance that hunters will be able to hunt close to home.
Creates high demand for the licenses available (reduced drawing odds).
Will reduce income to the Department, which will necessitate increasing license fees, seeking alternate forms of income (e.g., legislative funding), or reducing services and functions.
Hunters lose flexibility to hunt in multiple hunt or geographic areas.
May adversely affect hunters’ interest and participation.  Everyone must apply early in the year and select a single hunt area.  Hunters may not be interested in buying a license in an under-subscribed area later in the year.  Many general licenses are purchased just prior to or during the deer season.  Traditionally, most resident licenses sold are general licenses.
Will likely affect the recruitment of young hunters who may be unable to draw a license near their home during the first couple of years they are eligible to hunt deer.  These years are critical to young hunter recruitment.
WGFD managers tend to be conservative with ‘limited quota’ license quotas, which can impede management toward herd objectives.
If nonresident region general deer licenses are eliminated as a consequence, outfitters will be affected by and may oppose the change.	
Statewide limited quota deer hunting may not always solve the biological problem, but once implemented, it is very difficult to return to more liberal frameworks.
Statewide limited quota deer hunting would undoubtedly ultimately lead to a preference point system like that for bighorn sheep, moose and mountain goat, which would entail even further restrictions on hunter choice and drawing opportunities.  
As the number of limited quota hunt areas increase, hunters are displaced from limited quota areas to surrounding hunt areas that remain in the ‘general’ category, either by choice or because they cannot draw a license in the limited quota hunt areas.  So, hunter densities in the ‘general’ hunt areas increase, making statewide limited quota hunting an eventual necessity.  This is especially the case if entire herd units are converted to limited quota hunting.
In the 2005 WGFD deer hunter attitude survey, respondents who indicated they felt there were too many hunters in the field most frequently selected limited quota as the best way to reduce hunter densities.   In contrast, however, a majority of hunters surveyed preferred general hunting seasons.  Respondents also indicated that the least popular strategy for addressing hunter densities was limiting hunting areas available to resident hunters.  And, a majority of resident hunters in the survey prefer to hunt every year.  Thus, the dilemma WGFD often faces in trying to address management challenges such as this - hunters often suggest contradicting management goals to address the problems they perceive.  
In conclusion, there are various hunting season strategies available to address hunter concerns about hunt quality and deer population characteristics.  The WGFD has been addressing concerns though it’s Statewide Mule Deer Initiative and in cooperating with that of the Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies.  WGFD’s intrastate efforts are most recently represented by two initiatives involving the public – the Wyoming Range and Platte Valley Mule Deer Initiatives.  As part of its overall effort, the WGFD has analyzed deer hunter attitudes and perceptions and has produced an evaluation of the issues affecting deer and deer hunting, including strategies to address them.  The hunting strategy alternatives each have advantages and disadvantages for hunters.  Only two major, over-arching strategies are compared in this document because they are the most discussed – the current hunting framework and statewide limited quota hunting.  People interested in deer management and hunting should educate themselves fully on the issues and potential solutions so they can make informed decisions.      
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