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Saving bucks on bucks
State evaluating deer management program, grapples with chronic wasting disease

May 04, 2012 | By Bridget Doyle, Chicago Tribune reporter

Although Illinois officials have reduced the deer population by 14 percent over four years in an effort to

control chronic wasting disease — in part through the use of sharpshooters — they are reconsidering their

strategy.

The Department of Natural Resources announced in late March that it's re-evaluating the state's deer

management program because a decade's worth of cuts have reduced the DNR budget and staffing levels by

more than half.
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Chronic wasting, a lethal and rampant neurological disease that is specific to the deer family, was first

reported in northern Illinois in 2002. It continues to spread into new counties, but deer control tactics such

as increasing the number of hunting permits, hiring sharpshooters, removing salt licks and expanding the

length of the deer season have kept the number of cases reported each year about the same, officials said.

The Illinois DNR now plans to stimulate discussion among Illinois residents and decide how to shape the

program moving forward.

"How many deer do the people of Illinois want? Some think we have too many, some think we have too

few," said resource conservation director Jim Herkert. "It's a social question. We're trying to get a good read

for where people want to be."

Sharpshooting, in particular, has been controversial since it began in Illinois in 2004, with some arguing

that the state's taxpayers shouldn't be paying for what hunters would do for free. Others consider it

inhumane to slaughter deer in the name of population control.

The issue has been most hotly debated at the Forest Preserve District of Will County and Homer Glen board
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meetings after the district eliminated 135 deer in 2011 and 99 in 2012 through sharpshooting. In a March

advisory referendum, more than half of Homer Glen voters opposed deer culling.

Elburn resident Steve Hindi said he and other members of his animal activism group believe that deer

should be left alone to let nature take its course. But if the state insists on reducing the population, he

thinks contraceptives are the most humane method.

Regardless of the methods used, resource officials want to keep Illinois' deer population low and

manageable to prevent further spread of the disease. But it must figure out how best to do that after

belt-tightening.

From 2000 to this year, the DNR's general fund budget was cut from $107 million to $48.9 million, Herkert

said. During that same period, the department cut staff from 2,600 to about 1,200.

The state spends about $9 million a year managing wildlife populations that include deer, turkeys and

squirrels, Herkert said. In 2011, it spent about $1.2 million to control chronic wasting disease, paying for

sharpshooting, surveillance and check stations and working with meat lockers.

Since the best way to reduce the spread of chronic wasting is to lower the density of deer in high-risk

regions, Herkert said, the state could have hunters bring down deer numbers instead of sharpshooters. The

challenge is the areas that are inaccessible to hunters but where the disease is continuing to spread, he said.

"In urban environments, there are forest preserves where hunting isn't an option," Herkert said. "A large

majority of places we conduct sharpshooting are inaccessible to hunters."
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But while the state celebrates the success of the sharpshooting program, some residents such as Jim

Blackmer aren't pleased.

Blackmer was sure sharpshooters commissioned by the DNR were killing deer on his 1,000-acre farm in

Boone County. But he didn't have any proof other than bent "No Trespassing" signs, vehicle track marks and

blood splattered in the snow, he said.

After he called state police to investigate, a trooper found one of Blackmer's signs on a DNR staff member's

desk near Rock Cut State Park. The employee was charged with theft, but the case was dismissed April 24 by

special prosecutor Charles Coburn after he decided there wasn't enough evidence to prove that the employee

intended to keep the sign. The employee had turned it in to a supervisor, Coburn said.

Blackmer re-staked the signs and hopes the DNR will stay off his property. While he understands that

chronic wasting needs to be controlled, Blackmer said he doesn't think he should have to shell out cash in the

name of deer management.

"I don't believe in sharpshooting. I don't see why in the world we have to pay anyone to shoot deer when we

have hunters," said Blackmer, who hunts deer himself. "If you don't have to spend money, don't."

Since it was discovered in Colorado in 1967, chronic wasting has spread across the country and into Canada.

It is now found in 16 states. In January, Missouri discovered the first pair of wild deer to have the disease, in

the state's northeast region. In early April, Wisconsin's Department of Natural Resources announced that the

disease had traveled north to an area it hadn't reached before.
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