


QDM Works. 
Culling Doesn't. 

Another major study fails to find benefits from culling bucks and instead 
emphasizes the effectiveness of QDM basics, like age, nutrition and habitat. 

BY LINDSAY THOMAS JR. 

"I wouldn't have seen it if I didn't 
believe it:' 

This play on the words o_f an old say-
ing sums up the perspective of hunters 
who still believe culling can improve antler 
quality in wild deer, according to wildlife 
biologist Donnie Draeger and a team of 
researchers from Comanche Ranch and 
Texas A&M-Kingsville, who recently com-
pleted a massive study in Texas that failed 
to find such benefits. 

"Many ranches have culled and still do 
cull in Texas and probably in other states," 
said Donnie. "The reason can be explained 
with 'I wouldn't have seen it if I didn't 
believe it Some hunters are so tied into 
the idea that culling works, they will say 
they have big deer because of culling. Our 
data suggests they have big deer in spite of 
culling, which means they've done other 
things really well: increasing nutrition, 
passing young bucks, and all the other 
things QDMA preaches" 

Donnie said when he first began his 
study on the Comanche Ranch, where he 
works in southwest Texas, he expected to 
find culling worked to improve antler size, 
and in fact he hoped for that result con-
sidering the amount of time and money 
the Comanche Ranch had spent up to that 
point on culling efforts. But now that the 
study is complete? 

"It's not something we need to invest 
in in the future he said. 

Here's a look at the study that led 
Donnie to change his mind about culling. 

INTENSIVE, MODERATE, CONTROL 
Culling is basically the idea that 

removing bucks with less-than-desirable 
antler characteristics for their age will 
increase antler quality of future bucks by 
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changing antler genetics of the popula-
tion. To test this idea, Donnie and his 
co-researchers - Dr. Charlie DeYoung, 
Ph.D. student Masa Ohnishi, and Dr. 
Randy DeYoung of Texas A&M-Kingsville 
and Dr. Bronson Strickland of Mississippi 
State University - set up three areas on the 
Comanche Ranch for study. They included 
an "intensive" culling treatment area (3,500 
acres), a "moderate" treatment (18,000 
acres), and a "control" area where no cull-
ing would be performed (5,000 acres). 
Other than size, the three areas were simi-
lar in habitat and herd characteristics. 

Each fall from 2006 to 2015, research-
ers used helicopter net-gun crews to 
capture bucks in all three treatment areas. 
Researchers estimated each buck's age 
based on tooth replacement and wear, col-
lected a DNA sample, measured the ant-
lers, and inserted a microchip PIT tag in 
the ear. For seven of these years, captured 
bucks in the intensive and moderate treat-
ment areas that did not meet the respec-
tive culling criteria were sacrificed under 
scientific research permits issued by the 
state. The rest of the bucks were released, 
including all bucks captured on the control 
area. In all, 4,264 captures were made of 
2,503 individual bucks (many were cap-
tured in multiple years), and 1,333 of those 
bucks were culled. 

These were the culling criteria used: 

Intensive (3,500 acres): Yearlings with 
less than 6 antler points, 2 1/2-year-olds with 
less than 8 points, 3 1/2- to 41/2-year-olds 
with less than 9 points, and bucks 5 1/2 or 
older scoring less than 145 gross Boone & 
Crockett inches were culled. 

Moderate (18,000 acres): 3 1/2- to 
41/2-year-olds with less than 9 points and 
all bucks 5'/2 or older scoring less than 145 
gross Boone & Crockett inches were culled 
(the same criteria as the intensive treat-
ment except no yearlings or 21/2-year-olds 
were culled in this area). 

Control (5,000 acres): No culling 
at all. All captured bucks were evaluated, 
tagged and released. 

INTENSIVE RESULTS 
The stringent culling criteria in this 

area of the ranch resulted in predictably 
extreme culling. Each year, 85 to 100 per-
cent of yearlings captured in this area met 
the culling criteria, even though DNA  

studies ultimately revealed that many of 
them had fathers that were not cull bucks. 

"Culling yearlings with less than 6 
points essentially crashed the buck popula- 
tion:' said Donnie. "The intensive criteria 
equated to a 93 percent cull rate of every 
yearling we captured. When you add in 
natural mortality factors like predators 
and drought, we were basically removing 
recruitment. The population couldn't com-
pensate through reproduction." 

What had been a 1:1 ratio of bucks 
to does became 1:6 before the culling was 
over. Even though bucks that remained 
in the intensive treatment area had large 
antlers for their age, there weren't enough 
of them to breed all the does on their first 
estrus cycle during the normal peak of the 
rut. Average conception dates started fall-
ing later and later, which led to more late- 

HELICOPTERS  like this one were used to 
capture 2,503 bucks, many of them multiple 
times, for the Comanche Ranch research. 

born fawns, which had less time in their 
first year to grow, so they ended up with 
smaller bodies and antlers for their age. 

"We created our own negative feed-
back loop:' said Donnie. "Even though a 
fawn might have been genetically superior, 
their bodies couldn't express that poten-
tial because they were born late, and they 
ended up getting culled anyway." 

MODERATE AND CONTROL RESULTS 
Without culling yearlings and 

2 1/2-year-olds; the moderate treatment 
did not produce the negative effect on the 
buck:doe ratio that led to cascading effects 
on fawn birth dates in the intensive treat-
ment. But after seven years of culling was 
complete, no evidence emerged of success-
ful genetic change. 

If culling was having the intended 
effect of improving antler genetics among 
bucks, then the proportion of bucks cap-
tured each year that met the culling crite-
ria would be expected to decline. But the 
proportion did not change in either the 
intensive or moderate treatment areas. 

The average Boone & Crockett score 
of the standing crop of bucks in the mod-
erate area was the same as it had been at 
the outset. That was also true in the con-
trol area. Despite one area being subjected 
to high-tech helicopter capture and cull-
ing for seven years, overall antler quality 
in that area remained the same as in the 
study area where zero bucks were culled. 

WHAT IS BREEDING VALUE? 
The Comanche Ranch study is the 

second major study of wild Texas deer 
to find that culling was ineffective. Dr. 
Mickey Hellickson's King Ranch study 
also found no change in antler quality 
after many years of intensive culling. But 
Comanche's more recent study had some-
thing the King Ranch study did not: DNA 
analysis. Through DNA, Masa Ohnishi and 
Dr. Randy DeYoung were able to connect 
offspring to 963 buck fathers and build 
family trees of relationships for immediate 
relatives (fathers, sons and brothers). By 
studying these family connections in com-
bination with the known antler measure-
ments for each buck in the tree - for some 
of them across multiple years - the team 
established a "breeding value" for indi-
vidual bucks. This is essentially a buck's 
genetic value based on the antler quality 
of its offspring relative to the average for 
the population. A buck that produced off-
spring with above average antlers for the 
population earned a higher breeding value, 
and vice versa. 

If culling is to work, the criteria would 
need to remove bucks with lower breed-
ing values while leaving bucks with higher 
breeding values to make more fawns. But 
the family trees revealed a bricklwall: ant-
ler size was not correlated to breeding 
value. Therefore, you cannot predict the 
breeding value of a buck by looking at his 
antlers. 

Over years of data, the research team 
found cull-worthy bucks with low-quality 
antlers that produced fawns that went on 
to have above-average antlers. They also 
found bucks with large antlers for their age 
that had low breeding values. They pro- 
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duced fawns with below-average antlers. 
Without being able to trust antler quality 
as a guide to a buck's breeding value, a 
hunter has no way to selectively cull. 

"Looking at antlers is the only way we 
know how to cull," said Donnie. "We don't 
know how to cull a doe." 

High-quality bucks with high breeding 
values represented such a small portion 
of the population that, even if you could 
somehow cull down to those deer, you 
would produce the effects of the intensive 
treatment: "You would drive the buck herd 
into local extinction!' said Donnie. 

WHAT ABOUT ENVIRONMENT? 

In arid South Texas, rainfall is critical 
in deer management. Forage quality and 
quantity can swing drastically from year 
to year with rainfall amounts and timing, 
and therefore so can reproduction and 
antler quality for deer. Was this a factor 
in the Comanche Ranch study that might 
mean culling could still work in areas with 
more stable rainfall and forage abundance? 
Donnie said, "No." 

Some year-to-year changes in antler 
quality during the study seemed to be 
linked to rainfall. In the seventh year of 

CAPTURED FIVE TIMES  from 11/2 to 81/2 
years of age, this buck had the highest "breed-
ing value" of any buck in the study, meaning he 
produced large-antlered offspring. But his own 
antlers were average: he grossed 123 6/8 inch-
es at age 61/2. Because a buck's antler size does 
not predict the antler quality of its offspring, 
culling wild deer can't work.  

capture after culling began, the average 
antler size for 31/2-year-olds in the intensive 
and moderate treatment areas jumped 10 
to 15 inches. However, the same effect was 
seen in the control area where no culling 
had occurred, which ruled out culling as 
the cause in the treated areas. The antler-
size increase was due to increased rainfall 
that year. Donnie said this puts even more 
emphasis on the importance of nutrition 
over genetics. 

"If you claim that culling is working 
for you, but you don't have a control area 
for comparison, you have a hollow state-
ment," said Donnie. "That's just your guess 
as to what's causing the improvements 
you've seen." 

In the east where rainfall is more reli-
able, a deer population would likely be able 
to sustain intensive culling longer with-
out seeing detrimental population effects 
because fawn recruitment and survival 
is higher than in southwest Texas. Bucks 
being culled would be replaced faster than 
in the Comanche Ranch population. But 
without a link between antler quality and 
genetic breeding value, genetic change is 
still impossible. 

"If you culled intensively for 20 years, 
you might gain one extra inch per buck on 
average said Donnie. "But you can prob-
ably add 15 inches on average in a single 
year simply through increased nutrition!' 

FOCUS ON WHAT WORKS 

"I have no hesitation, no doubt, that 
culling in wild deer does not work:' said 
Donnie. "Those who think they've had 
success aren't considering all the other fac-
tors that were involved." 

Those factors include age, which 
is achieved by protecting most yearling 
bucks and increasing numbers of adults. 
They include nutrition, which is enhanced 
through habitat management techniques 
that increase forage production, like food 
plots, forest management, and prescribed 
fire, or though an intensive supplemental 
feeding program. They include techniques 
for encouraging mature bucks to use the 
land you hunt, like pressure management, 
sanctuaries, and cover production. 

Unlike culling, these techniques work. 
You don't have to believe it to see it. 	it 
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