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INTRODUCTION 

The protection offered by national parks is beneficial to 

wildlife. Many national parks which maintain cultural landscapes 

using agricultural management practices are particularly 

beneficial to white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus). In 

fact, numerous eastern parks that maintain cultural landscapes 

have reported significant increases in deer populations. 

Although high deer populations provide unique public viewing 

opportunities, many eastern parks are severely overpopulated and 

experiencing significant impacts on their natural and cultural 

resources. 

White-tailed deer are native to Great Smoky Mountains 

National Park (GRSM or Park), and inhabit all of the Park. 

However, the highest density of deer is located in the Cades Cove 

area. Cades Cove is a cultural zone which uses agricultural 

management (haying and cattle grazing) to maintain open vistas 

and a cultural landscape. 

The white-tailed deer herd in Cades Cove have undergone 

significant changes. Historically, very few deer existed in the 

Cades Cove area. However, with the establishment of the park, 

prohibition of hunting, a lack of natural predators, and 

agricultural practices that are beneficial to deer, the deer herd 

in Cades Cove steadily increased. Deer became extremely abundant 

until a die off in the early 1970's due to hemorrhagic disease 

(Fox and Pelton 1973). 
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By the early 1980's, the deer population in Cades Cove 

increased to pre-die off levels. In 1981, the Tennessee Wildlife 

Resources Agency (TWRA) was involved in a deer restoration 

program. The Park honored TWRA's request for deer, and from 1981 

to 1984, 281 deer (242 females and 39 males) were captured in 

Cades Cove and relocated to other areas of east Tennessee. 

In the late 1980's, the Cades Cove deer herd experienced 

another, although minor, die off due to hemorrhagic disease. 

Since that time the deer herd has not increased significantly. 

Recent nighttime roadside spotlight counts and other anecdotal 

observations suggest that the Cades Cove deer herd is relatively 

stable or slightly decreasing. 

The deer herd in Cades Cove is an important component of the 

Parks ecosystem. Deer can be an important prey base for large 

carnivores, including black bears (Ursus americanus). bobcats 

(Lynx rufus). coyotes (Canis latrans). and the red wolf (Canis 

rufus). The deer herd also provides unique viewing and 

photographic opportunities to Park visitors and, therefore, has 

significant intrinsic value (Hastings 1986). 

Because cultural management practices in Cades Cove are 

beneficial to deer, there is concern that the deer herd has not 

been in balance with the carrying capacity of the environment. 

The possibility of disease outbreaks and possible parasite 

transfer to and from domestic stock could result in significant 

die-off's. Habitat degradation including browse damage to native 

plants, shifts in tree species composition, and alteration of 
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community structure of a number of unique plants has also been a 

concern (Bratton 1979). Public heath concerns regarding disease 

transmission and deer/vehicle collision also are concerns at 

higher deer densities. 

Deer populations that exceed the carrying capacity of their 

environment require herd control measures to alleviate negative 

impacts to the ecosystem. Determining if the Cades Cove deer 

herd is in balance with its environment, therefore, requires a 

comprehensive monitoring program that measures the density and 

health status of the population. By monitoring these population 

parameters, and conducting intensive monitoring programs when 

necessary, we can properly initiate corrective measures to 

rectify any herd health problems. 

Objectives: 

1) monitor the relative density of the white-tailed deer 

population in Cades Cove; and 

2) determine and monitor the health status of the white-

tailed deer population in Cades Cove. 

A. NIGHTTIME ROADSIDE SPOTLIGHT COUNTS 

Several methods (e.g., pellet counts, mark-recapture, 

daytime drive counts, roadside night counts, etc.) have been used 

in Cades Cove to estimate deer densities (Kiningham 1980, Wathen 

and New 1989). Although, absolute density estimates would 

provide the best information, the techniques are labor intensive 


