HOW SEASONSAND BAG LIMITSARE SET
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Many hunters may wonder why a particular hunting season openson acertain date. Many factors
are considered, however, they can be grouped into two broad categories: sociologica and biological.
Season dates are often a compromise between the two.

The Natura Resources Commission, a seven-member pand gppointed by the Governor, sets
Season dates and bag limits. The reason for the Commission isto provide balance between the biologica
needs of the resource and the public desireto usetheresource. By thetimeyou read thisarticlethe season
dates and bag limits for the 1998-99 season will dready be set. The process actudly began in January
1997 when Wildlife Resources and Law Enforcement sectionsrepresentativesmet tofindize their proposed
regulaions into asingle Divison of Natura Resources proposdl.

Proposed changes to the 1998-99 hunting seasons and the 1997 antlerless deer season were
reviewed by the commissionersin January and presented to huntersin March. Huntersare encouraged to
comment on the proposed changes a 17 “sectiond” meetings held throughout the state or through
questionnairesdistributed by the Divison of Natural Resources. The public comments are summarized and
presented to the commissionersin April. The Commission gpproved the county specific antlerless deer
regulations for 1997 and the generd season dates and bag limits for 1998-99 at the April meeting. The
process of getting the 1997 Deer Hunting Seasons and 1998-99 Hunting and Trapping Regulations
publications desgned and printed begins immediately after the commissioners gpprove the proposas.
Setting the hunting season dates and bag limits (fishing regulations are set the same way) is a long,
complicated process but it does insure that al interested persons have an opportunity to participate.

Regulations other than season dates and bag limits go through a smilar process before being
submitted to thelegidative rule-making process. The Satelegidatureisthefind authority for regulaionsthet
do not involve season dates or bag limits. For example, the legidative rule-making process prescribes uses
on public lands and hunting methods.

Regulation changes proposed by the Wildlife Resources Section are generdly due to biologica
congderations. Season dates and bag limits are used to regulate harvests so population levels may be
increased, reduced, or maintained at current levels. Thegod isto dlow asmuch hunting aspossible but till
dlow for population growth as needed.

Sociologica concerns such as tradition and the desires of the hunting public dso play important
rolesin determining hunting season dates. Opening the two-week, bucks-only firearms deer season on the
Monday before Thanksgiving is a good example of combining biology and tredition. The Thanksgiving
holiday alows more people to participate and most deer breeding has aready taken place so hunting will
not disrupt reproduction.

Spring gobbler season is a good example of a season based purely on biological consderations.
When firg implemented, spring hunting was controversia. But from abiologica standpoint, it isthe safest
and mogt efficient season to harvest surplusmaeturkeys. Theonly function of thegobbler istofertilizeeggs
and asngle mating isdl that is necessary, even if ahen must renest. The season is set to open after most
breeding hastaken place and most nesting hens have begun incubation. Lega shooting hoursend a 1 p.m.
because nesting hens frequently leave their nest for ashort timeinthe afternoonto feed and get water. This
Season takes advantage of reproductive behavior to make surplus gobblers easier to harvest and the date
and time are st s0 that nesting hens are seldom moving about when huntersarein thewoods. Advocates
of an earlier season opening or dl-day hunting are often unaware of these biologica consderations.

Black bear season provides an example of biology overruling tradition. When bears were findly
recognized asgame animasingtead of varmintsin 1969, theinitid firearms seasonswere set for oneweek in



November and two weeksin December. Thisseason structure was based on the desires of bear huntersto
have both early and late hunting and to not conflict with aher hunting seasons.  Unfortunately, bear
populations did not increase and may have even declined dightly.

The traditiona approach to correcting this Stuation would have been to reduce or eiminate bear
hunting, an option many people favored. However, a careful review of biologica information collected
from radio telemetry studies and harvest data reveded a better solution. Sow bears, especiadly pregnant
ones, nearly dways go into their winter densin late November. By moving al the bear firearms hunting
days into December, many female bears could be saved without reducing the number of hunting days
available. Thiswasdonein 1979 and has resulted in ahedthy, expanding bear population with no loss of
hunting opportunity.

Sometimestradition and biology conflict, and compromises must befound. Squirrel and fal turkey
seasons are agood example. Traditiondly thefal turkey season opened in mid-October on the same day
that squirrel season opened. Biologists determined that the fall turkey harvest, comprised mainly of hens,
wasdowing theturkey population growth. They believed that asmall reduction in the harvest of henswould,
in a few years result in larger turkey populations in those counties with a fal season. Biologists
recommended asplit in the opening of squirrel and fall turkey season to reduce pressure on the hen segment
of the wild turkey population. Hunters expressed their desire to maintain the traditional opening day for
squirrel season, and the Natura Resources Commission did not gpprove the DNR recommendation to
change thefall turkey season opening to a later date.

TheWildlife Resources Section tried adifferent gpproach and suggested opening squirrel season a
week earlier ingtead of changing turkey season. This gpproach was successful andin afew yearstheturkey
population had increased noticegbly. With proof in hand, biologists again requested that the fal turkey
season be opened aweek later. The Natural Resources Commission responded to the biologicd evidence
andincreased public support and established our current season structurefor squirrel and fal turkey hunting
opening dates. The result has been afagter rate of growth for turkey populationsin fall hunted counties.

Biologistsaso usebag limitsto regulate harvests. Deer hunting isagood example. Antlerlessdeer
harvests are the mgor tool used to regulate deer populations. When the deer population in a county
exceedsthe god s established for that county, antlerlessharvestsareliberalized. If acounty deer population
isbeow the god, opportunitiesto take antlerless deer are limited. McDowell County, for example, hasa
low deer population. There are no deer firearms seasonsin McDowell County and hunters may take only
one deer of either sex during the bow season.

In countieswith high deer populaionsthe yearly bag limit islarger and many antlerless deer may be
harvested. Marshdl County has ahigh deer population and bag limitsfor thisfal are liberd. Usngdl the
optiond licensesand hunting during al seasons, ahunter could take seven deer in Marshdl County in 1997,
six of which could be antlerless deer.

Hunting haslittle effect on most smal game species such as squirrd or rabbit. These specieshave
higher reproductive rates and popul ations go up or down depending on weather and habitat conditions. Bag
limits on these species are mostly used to digtribute the harvest among more hunters and to discourage
waste.

These are just a few examples of how season dates and bag limits are used to manage wildlife.
These examples demongtrate how a processinvolving the public, the Wildlife Resources Section, and the
Natural Resources Commission can produce seasons and bag limits based both on sound biology and the
desdires of the hunting public.



