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Official Recommendation 

“0” Number of Deer Should Be Harvested In 2020 
 
SEABROOK ISLAND DEER MANAGEMENT PROGRAM 
 

Introduction 
 
The white-tailed deer is the most prominent component of the wildlife community on 
Seabrook Island (SBI) South Carolina (SC). Although other wildlife species such as 
bobcats, raccoons, squirrels, alligators, and an endless number of birds are commonly seen 
by SBI residents, deer are clearly the animal that most people enjoy seeing around the 
island. The fact that deer can be observed on SBI in a natural setting results from the 
ecological awareness, the effort and the emphasis placed on maintaining the natural 
environment by SBI residents.  
 

Unlike other wildlife on SBI, white-tailed deer must be managed so their numbers don’t 
increase beyond a level that the habitat can support (i.e. carrying capacity). The maritime 
forest habitat of SBI looks similar to uninhabited areas of the South Carolina coast. 
However, in urban communities like SBI, there are a number of factors that allow the deer 
population to expand beyond levels typically found in natural habitats. Hunting is not 
allowed, dogs do not run free and there are few predators (bobcats and coyotes). With 
reduced natural predation the deer herd may often become so numerous that it will exceed 
the available food supply and the deer will suffer from malnutrition, disease and genetic 
abnormalities from inbreeding. In urban communities where deer have a reduced natural 
mortality, it is necessary to develop Management Programs to monitor the herd size, and 
when necessary, to remove a select number of deer in order to maintain a healthy 
population. 
 
This document describes the Deer Management Program on Seabrook Island.  
 
It includes: 

§ History of the Deer Management Program. 
§ Role of the Deer Management Task Force. 
§ Review of the Seabrook Island Deer Management Program. 
§ Management Decisions. 
§ Spotlight Deer Survey Procedures. 
§ Limitations of the Seabrook Island survey methodology. 
§ Removing Deer. 
§ Future Considerations 
§ Explanation of how the 2020  Harvest  Recommendation of “0” was derived. 
§ Tables and Graphs prepared from actual Spotlight Survey Data collected in 

September and November, 2020. 
§ Deer Spotlight Survey Results  (2004 - 2020) 
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History 
 
In 2004 the SBI Environmental Committee (EC) was presented with a proposal from an 
independent contractor to harvest 175 deer. The EC felt that insufficient justification had 
been presented to show the need for such a large harvest. In response, a group of SBI 
residents with biological backgrounds was asked to serve as a Subcommittee of the EC. A 
Wildlife Subcommittee (WS) was established composed of several trained retired 
biologists, scientists, and naturalists. 
 
A spotlight survey on SBI had been conducted in September 2000 that provided initial 
information on deer numbers and locations. However, there had been no follow-up on this 
survey. In August 2005, after consulting with outside experts (SC Department of Natural 
Resources) the WS recommended that deer spotlight surveys should be conducted 
annually. A private outside consulting company, Lowcountry Wildlife Specialists LLC, 
has conducted these annual surveys since 2005. 
 
The WS also advised the EC that any removal of deer should be conducted in accordance 
with the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources’ (SCDNR) Urban Deer 
Management Program Guidelines (adopted January 15, 1999).  This recommendation was 
approved by the SIPOA Board and subsequently implemented in 2005. 
 
During 2009 the WS was merged with the EC’s Lakes Subcommittee and called the Lakes 
and Wildlife Subcommittee (LWS). In 2010, following implementation of Policy Based 
Governance by the SIPOA Board, the subcommittee’s charter was updated to reflect that 
transition and to clarify committee and staff responsibilities. In 2015 past responsibilities 
of the LWS were assumed by the EC. Management of the SI deer herd was assigned to a 
Deer Management Task Force (DMTF), chaired by an EC member.  
 
Role of the Deer Management Task Force (DMTF)  
 
The primary roll of the DMTF is to monitor the size and health of the deer herd and make 
recommendations pertaining to herd management. These recommendations are made 
through an annual report to the EC. Upon approval by the EC, the recommendations are 
provided to the SIPOA Board. Management actions approved by the SIPOA Board are then 
forwarded to the SIPOA Executive Director for implementation. SIPOA staff then contacts 
appropriate knowledgeable and licensed parties to implement these actions. Any 
management decisions that deviate from the recommendations of the EC are brought back 
to the DMTF for their re-evaluation. This procedure follows the SIPOA policy-based 
governance principles.   
 
Annual spotlight deer count surveys are utilized to establish trends in the SBI deer 
population. This is being done to determine if the number of deer on the Island is 
increasing, remaining stable or decreasing. Fluctuations in a deer population have an 
influence on the natural environment quality and carrying capacity.   
 
The appropriate deer population level to accommodate the needs and wishes of the 
residents, protect the habitat and sustain a healthy herd is difficult. There is no “right” 
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number of deer in an urban environment where humans are the dominant species of 
“wildlife” in the understory of an urban forest! Clearly, the job of the DMTF is as much an 
art as it is science. 
 
Below are some of the questions that the DMTF considers when making its 
recommendation on the appropriate size of the SBI deer herd. 
 

a) Is the deer herd large enough to provide residents the pleasure of seeing deer in a 
natural environment? 

 

b) Is there an adequate natural food supply to sustain a healthy deer population without 
undue depredation on landscaping plants and incurring property owners’ 
displeasure? 

 

c) Are deer numbers becoming a traffic safety problem?  (There have been only a 
couple of deer- vehicle events, due in part to the 25 MPH speed limit on Seabrook 
Island.) 

 
Review of the Seabrook Island Deer Management Plan 
 
A review of The Seabrook Island Deer Management Plan was conducted in July 2014 and 
is attached as “Appendix B”. 
 
Changes to the Management Plan, identified during this review, were made during 2014 
and have continued since then. These changes include the following:   
 
1) Increased documentation of the social impacts of the deer population on residents. 

  
A. Four questions were included in the 2014 survey of property owners to show how 

they rate the importance of the care, protection, and management of wildlife on 
Seabrook, how wildlife affects future property values and owner’s desire for more 
information dealing with living with wildlife. 
 

B. The SIPOA security staff is providing DMTF a monthly written report of all 
wildlife related incidents and phone calls from residents. 

   
C. There are currently three different forms that residents and visitors may use to log 

their questions and comments about deer on the Island.  All three are available from 
both the SIPOA and Club websites. These provide an increased opportunity for 
property owners to report wildlife incidents, voice their concerns and ask questions 
related to living with wildlife.   

 
2) Increased educational efforts regarding living in a wildlife community. 
 

A. Seabrook Wild Things, a series within the The Seabrooker has continued to appear 
each month.    

 
B. Brochure – A “Living with Wildlife on Seabrook Island” brochure, a three-panel 

foldout color brochure dealing with living with wildlife on Seabrook Island was 
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developed and printed in 2014. It has been made available to all Seabrook Island 
property owners via physical distribution at the Lake House.  

 
3) Update Deer Survey 

 
A. The visibility component of the survey area was recalculated in 2014. The total area 

visible to individuals making the annual deer count is utilized to estimate the 
number of deer per square mile on Seabrook Island and had not been re-estimated 
since the original 2005 survey. 
 

B. When culling is required, an effort now made to remove deer from small specific 
areas to reduce the concentration of deer in those areas. 

 
Management Decisions 
 

Wildlife populations, even those in a private community such as SBI, are the property of 
the State of South Carolina. It is the responsibility of the DMTF to ensure that 
recommendations made to the EC for SIPOA Board approval take into consideration what 
impact they will have on wildlife species that are sanctioned by the State. The DMTF is 
composed of retired natural resource professionals and naturists who have a sincere interest 
for the Island’s wildlife. The SIPOA Board should ensure that all management 
recommendations originate with the DMTF and, if an alternative action is considered, it is 
returned to the DMTF for review and either agreement or rebuttal.  
 
Assessing the Social Impacts of Deer 
 

During 2014 several efforts were made to more fully assess the opinions and tolerance of 
residents to the impact of deer on the Seabrook Island community (Appendix B).  Questions 
concerning the importance of maintaining a healthy environment and associated abundant 
wildlife were included in the annual survey of residents. A special survey concerning the 
observations, opinions and interactions with deer by Seabrook Island residents was 
conducted in an effort to measure their level of acceptance and tolerance of deer. Responses 
were received from 766 residents. A community wide “Living with Wildlife” forum was 
held for all residents concerning deer and living safely with wildlife. Residents were given 
the opportunity to raise issues or concerns and ask questions about living with wildlife. 
 
Spotlight Deer Survey Procedures 
 

Spotlight deer surveys have been conducted each year since 2005 by Lowcounty Wildlife 
Specialists, LLC. Each survey consists of three counts made on successive nights in 
September and again in November (changed from December in 2014, see Appendix A). 
The counts made during these six nights are averaged and the result is used as the basis for 
determining how many, if any, deer should be harvested 
 
Procedures are kept as similar as possible. The survey consists of counting the deer 
observed from a truck driven on the same 12.1-mile route through developed and 
undeveloped areas of SBI. This route is estimated to allow the observers to see 
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approximately 20 percent of the total area of SBI. During the survey, two wildlife biologists 
stand in the back of a truck. Each observes one side of the road. They sweep the adjoining 
area with powerful spotlights and night vision binoculars. When one or more deer are 
spotted, they stop the truck. Both spotters then observe each deer through binoculars to 
classify whether it is a buck, doe or fawn. The information is logged, including the nearest 
street address so the observation can later be plotted on a map.  
 
The count begins just after dusk and takes about two and a half to three hours. This is the 
time of day when deer have emerged from their daytime bedding areas to feed. Deer 
typically feed until they are full and then lie down to rest. Before dawn, they feed again 
and then return to their bedding areas until the next evening. This survey attempts to 
observe deer that have emerged from remote areas that have limited accessible food. The 
survey route is reversed from that traveled the prior night in order to vary the timing of 
observations in each area. 
 
The September survey provides initial information following the summer breeding season.  
Adult male deer shed their antlers each year after the breeding season and are without 
antlers during the summer.  By September, however, male deer have re-grown their antlers 
so the sexes can be determined by observation (yearling bucks excepted). The fall mating 
rut has not yet begun, so male deer may still be in their informal summer groups. The 
November survey occurs near the end of the rut. Male deer are becoming independent of 
each other as competitors for mates. By this time, many fawns are mature enough to travel 
with the adult deer so there is less chance they will be missed.  
 

Limitations on the Survey Methodology as it Relates to Seabrook Island 
 
The methodology used for the annual SBI deer count is a standard wildlife method. It is 
based on sampling a portion of an area and then extrapolating the results to the entire area.  
For example, if the annual SBI deer survey is estimated to include X percentage of the total 
area of the Island, the survey results are simply multiplied by X to estimate the total number 
of deer. 
 
The SBI deer survey does not include golf courses or marshes except where the route 
briefly crosses them, nor does it include either the wax myrtle thicket (maritime forest) 
adjacent to North Beach or the beach dune areas with low vegetation. By general 
observation, we know that SBI deer tend to bed down during the day in the wax myrtle 
thicket, in the large wooded area belonging to Camp St. Christopher, and in areas of thicker 
vegetation on undeveloped lots. In the evening they move from their bedding areas to find 
preferred food types. Those areas, for the most part, are in the wooded residential areas of 
the SBI where landscaping consists of watered and fertilized native and exotic plants and 
grasses.   
 
Deer are normally browsers of understory plants and not grazers, but SBI deer are 
frequently seen eating the watered and fertilized landscaping including St. Augustine grass 
– and thus are often seen grazing in groups beside the roads and on the golf courses. 
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Although the DMTF finds the observation methodology used in the surveys to be fully 
appropriate and sound, the Subcommittee does not accept the practice of making a straight, 
linear extrapolation of the survey count based on the relative size of the Island. The golf 
courses, marsh areas, myrtle thicket and beach dunes are not sampled in proportion to their 
area and they have entirely different food characteristics.   
 
For that reason, the DMTF focuses on the trend in the number of deer observed in 
successive surveys and discounts the estimates of total deer numbers. The DMTF suspects 
that the surveyed deer count represents 30 to 50 percent of the total herd. That is an 
“educated guess” because the survey method simply doesn’t sample the entire island in 
proportion to the respective habitat types. 
 
Removing deer –Thinning the herd.  
 
Removing deer (thinning) when necessary is carried out in a humane and efficient manner 
in December or January following SIPOA action. Utilizing a firearm equipped with a 
silencer and a night-vision telescopic sight, deer are removed by a licensed (Federal 
Department of Firearms, Alcohol and Tobacco) wildlife biologist. Deer are taken at night 
within areas selected jointly by the LWS and the SIPOA Security Department to ensure 
they are safe areas. Beginning in 2014, (see Appendix B) deer in those areas with the 
highest concentration, as identified by the annual deer counts, will be selected to be 
removed. Shots rarely exceed 50 feet in distance, are against secure backdrops and from 
an elevated position. Deer are killed instantaneously. The bullets that are used are of a type 
that will fragment upon contact, even by a small branch. In accordance with the permits 
issued to SIPOA by the SCDNR, harvested deer are immediately taken to a local deer 
processing plant and the meat is delivered to local charities for their soup kitchens and 
other programs to feed the poor. 
 
Future Considerations  
 
It is important that the DMTF continue to take the lead role in managing Seabrook Island’s 
deer population. The DMTF takes the responsibility and authority to make 
recommendations to the EC on how to best manage the deer herd. To ensure the success of 
the Seabrook Island Deer Management Program, all management actions should originate 
or be reviewed by the DMTF and EC. Seabrook Island still has a number of undeveloped 
lots representing a portion of the 1,600 single-home lots on the Island and a good portion 
of the remaining deer habitat. Because these lots are increasingly being developed, 
however, and this habitat is being reduced, the optimal deer count that seemed “about right” 
in the past should be re-evaluated soon. 
 
Deer may be attracted to certain areas by natural food sources, ornamental plantings, or by 
residents providing food to attract wildlife to their yards. This is referred to as clumping.  
Educational efforts, such as articles in The Seabrooker and notices in Tidelines, or our local 
blog, will be continued concerning the problems caused by residents feeding deer. When 
culling is required, hopefully doing so in areas where deer are concentrated will reduce 
clumping and dissuade residents from feeding deer. 
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   Explanation of How the 2020 
Management Decision was Derived 

 
For 2020, the average deer count for the 6-night light surveys is 68.5. (September--80.3 
and November--56.7).    

This average figure (68.5) is used as the basis from which the DMTF Annual Deer 
Management Recommendation is made. A target average of 77/83 is the range within 
which the DMTF considers appropriate to maintain a healthy and acceptable level of the 
Seabrook Island deer herd.   

When the annual average count is less than, or within the 77/83 range, the DMTF 
recommends that “0” deer be culled. The 2020 average of 68.5 is considerably lower than 
the target range.  Based on the guidelines laid out in the Seabrook Island Deer Management 
Program, the DMTF recommended that “0” number of deer should be harvested in 2021.  
 
The Annual Recommendations that are made by the DMTF are based on “Trend data” that 
have been collected in the same manner for 17 years. Basically, this Trend Route approach 
has allowed us to maintain a deer population on the Island that is healthy, and at a level 
that is acceptable to most residents.   

 

The Following Charts and Graphs Were Generated from Data 
Collected in The September and November Spotlight Surveys 
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