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All is not well in New Jersey‟s forests. A case in point is the 423-acre Schiff Nature Preserve in the 

Mendhams, where 200 deer per square mile roam and browse. 
 

“We have some of the highest deer densities anywhere in this part of Morris County,” said Michael 

Catania, president of Schiff Natural Lands Trust. “We should be down to 15 to 25 per square mile.” 
 

The lower number would allow for balance. The deer would browse the native herbaceous greenery in the 

forest understory, but not to the point of eradicating it as they are now. 
 

When deer eat native plants, they allow invasive plants to take hold, disturbing the ecology of the forest, 

according to Emile DeVito, manager of science and stewardship for the New Jersey Conservation 

Foundation. 
 

“Once you have an invaded forest, you cut back on the food chain for all the native animals,” DeVito 

said. 
 

But there’s more: When the understory in a forest thins or disappears, its soil erodes, increasing 

water runoff that overwhelms streams and worsens flooding, according to Leslie Sauer of 

Sergeantsville, a member of the Natural Heritage Committee of the New Jersey Highlands 

Coalition. 
 

To help native plants, Schiff allows deer hunting, according to Catania. It also burns its lands, one way of 

helping to favor native species over non-native ones as the forest regenerates. The technique mimics 

natural disturbances that occurred for millennia before people started putting out fires. 
 

Indeed many ecologists say deer are not solely responsible for the degradation of New Jersey forests, 

which, according to the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection, comprise 42 percent of the 

state. 
 

They ask: Is the trouble with deer, or with people? People are failing to steward the forest, they say, and 

people have introduced the problematic invasive plant species. 
 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the number of people per square mile in the Garden State rose from 

657 in 1950 to 1,195 last year. With the influx have come so-called suburban landscaped edges that are an 

endless food source for deer all year and aid their prolific reproduction. 
 

“When you have a situation like in New Jersey, where there are so many people and deer interacting in 

very small landscapes, you have the potential for lots of problems,” said Kip Adams, a Pennsylvania-

based biologist with the Quality Deer Management Association, which produces an annual Whitetail 

Report. 
 

The question is what to do about all the trouble. 
 

Those who work with deer and forests in the Morris area fall into three camps. There are those who: 
 

Believe in recreational hunting and maintaining the status quo; 



 

Call for serious hunting to cull herds as well as more stewardship; 
 

Want all hunting to stop in the belief that the forest can heal itself. 
 

Grassroots presents these viewpoints in a three-part series starting today. 
 

Keep the status quo, including deer hunting 
 

At the turn of the 20th century New Jersey‟s forests were clearcut. 
 

“It‟s hard to imagine. Eastern forest was gone. A lot of the wood was needed for fuel, steel furnaces and 

for industry,” said John Rogalo, a vice president of the New Jersey State Federation of Sportsmen‟s 

Clubs. 
 

By 1900 deer had been wiped out from Pennsylvania and New York, according to a history of whitetail 

deer in the Northeast. In those days killing one made front-page news. 
 

To understand today‟s situation with abundant deer eating away native plants in the forest understory 

requires a look at what happened in the past century: 
 

The New Jersey forest regenerated, attracting deer again with it young, succulent native plants. The deer 

had the food they needed and found themselves safe from their fiercest predators — the mountain lion 

and wolf. 
 

The deer kept eating and the forest kept maturing. For decades. 
 

“Our forests in the Highlands all developed around the same time,” said Jon Wagar, vice president of 

conservation programs for Conservation Resources. “The forests are all even-aged. They all have similar 

issues.” 
 

The trees are 80 to 110 years old, Rogalo said, because of New Jersey‟s propensity to preserve open space 

and not allow logging. 
 

“That‟s not good,” according to Rogalo, who has a degree in wildlife biology. He explained that different 

forms of life — plants, insects and animals — depend on forests in different stages of development, or 

successions, as they‟re called. 
 

Deer conundrum 
 

The deer problem began gradually when homes and businesses were built statewide. The resulting 

suburban landscape edges remain an endless food supply for deer even in wintertime, according to Emile 

DeVito, manager of science and stewardship for New Jersey Conservation Foundation. With the added 

habitat, deer are more likely to birth twins or triplets. 
 

“A doe averages 1.7 fawns per year every year,” Rogalo said. “Then her fawns start having fawns; they 

get pregnant at six months in good habitat.” 
 

The more deer, the more native plants they eat. That same suburban landscaping edge helped introduce 

invasive plants into the forest. The presence of such plants as Asian honeysuckles, winged euonymus, 

Japanese barberry, and Oriental bittersweet vine further stressed the native plants. 
 

“There‟s a war going on between the native and invasive plants,” De Vito said. “As soon as the deer 

become too abundant, they flip the equation and the native species can‟t win.” 
 

Carole Stanko, deer biologist with the New Jersey Division of Fish and Wildlife, said New Jersey‟s deer 

hunting season, one of the most liberal in the nation, is enough to curtail the problem. 
 

“We have a five-and-a-half month deer season that opens the second week in September and closes the 



third Saturday in February,” Stanko said. “In two-thirds of the state we have an unlimited antlerless bag 

limit, which means hunters could take a thousand deer if they wanted to. 
 

“We do not have a deer overpopulation everywhere in the state,” she added. “In areas where hunters can 

get at the deer, they‟re in control.” 
 

Rogalo agrees hunters alone can keep the deer population in check. Deer reproduce so prolifically, he 

said, that they can sustain having 30 to 40 percent of the herd removed every year. 
 

“That‟s about what hunters do,” he said. 
 

Of the 112,000 estimated deer in huntable areas of the state last year, hunters harvested 55,404, according 

to the state fish and wildlife division. An additional 30,866 deer were killed in car collisions, according to 

an annual report issued by State Farm Insurance. 
 

Recreational hunting not enough 
 

But DeVito and others who want to restore New Jersey forests are unhappy with the status quo. 

Recreational hunting is not killing enough deer, they say, and the state needs a stewardship plan for the 

750,000 open acres it owns. 
 

“There are a lot of professionals at work within the state Department of Environmental Protection that do 

management work, but there are no stewardship plans for state lands,” Wagar said. 
 

Neither is there a state law in place to call for such plans. 
 

DeVito stood in the forest at Berkshire Valley State Wildlife Management Area in Roxbury on a site that 

is hunted but is nevertheless 40 percent void of native plants and 30 percent invaded. 
 

“The first response from the state of New Jersey is, „We have great rules. The hunters will control the 

deer, and everything will be fine,‟” DeVito said, holding out his arms in either direction. “The State of 

New Jersey accepts this as fine, and it‟s not fine.” 
 

He guesstimated that currently one-third of the New Jersey Highlands forests are 80 to 100 percent 

invaded and almost empty of anything except the most common native species. 
 

The state could be better at addressing ecological threats such as overabundant whitetail deer and invasive 

plants, Wagar explained, and be proactive instead of reactionary when landscapes become degraded. 
 

“The state realizes it should be having these comprehensive stewardship plans for the Highlands,” he 

added. “It absolutely wants to make them, but it doesn‟t have the staffing to be able to do it.” 
 

Many forested areas and ecosystems in the state are in “a very impaired and unhealthy state” due to years 

of underfunding state land management agencies, according to Tom Gilbert, chairman of the New Jersey 

Keep It Green Coalition. 
 

In 1999 the DEP‟s Office of Natural and Historic Resources had a $49 million budget to steward what 

was then 578,000 open acres, according to Margaret O‟Gorman, executive director of the Conserve 

Wildlife Foundation of New Jersey. 
 

Today, she said, the same office is managing 750,000 acres with the same amount of money, which 

represents a decrease in funds since the acreage increased and no accounting has been made for cost 

increases over the past decade. 
 

Staffing in the DEP‟s Division of Parks and Forestry has, through attrition, been reduced by one-third in 

the past decade, according to O‟Gorman. 

 

'Catastrophic loss of plants' 
 



By now, though, with deer running rampant and no stewardship plans in place, the situation has 

grown urgent, according to Leslie Sauer of Sergeantsville, author of “The Once and Future Forest.” 
 

“If the state does not get around to dealing with deer,” Sauer said, “we’re going to need an awful lot 

more deer management because the catastrophe of the loss of plants in the last 20 years is almost 

beyond description.” 
 

Additionally, federal money used to restore private forests in New Jersey — namely, the Landowner 

Incentive Program and Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program — is drying up, despite support for both in the 

New Jersey conservationist community. 
 

LIP lost all its funding several years ago, according to Tim Dunne, state resource conservationist with the 

Natural Resources Conservation Service, which administered both programs. WHIP funding was reduced 

to 15 to 20 percent the last few years, but may face much steeper cuts in 2012. 
 

Sauer calls for a renewed sense of the value of native landscapes, while she and others focus on 

ways to fund the kind of forest stewardship that recognizes the many ecological services forests 

provide — from carbon sequestration and watershed management, to conserving native plants and 

animals. 

 

Rogalo suggests revitalizing the timber industry in New Jersey may help. 
 

“Trees have always been part of the economy of New Jersey,” he said. “For whatever reason, that‟s been 

ignored for the last 30 years, at least.” 
 

Loggers, he said, can pay the state for the right to cut down trees and then take the wood. 
 

Indeed Senate Bill 1954, now in committee, calls on the DEP to develop a forestry harvest program to 

provide for the harvesting of trees on state lands. 
 

But first there must be, Sauer said, an understanding that to be truly sustainable, forestry on public lands 

must adequately protect all native species from deer overbrowse as well as invasive plant species. 
 

To date, she added, neither has happened. 
 

Next week: Part 2: Hunt to cull deer herds while stewarding forest lands. 

Learn more 

To learn more about deer and forest ecology, check out these books: 

 

The Science of Overabundance: Deer Ecology and Population Management (Smithsonian Institution 

Scholarly Press, $22), edited by William McShea, Brian Underwood, John Rappole, and William Palmer 

 

The Once and Future Forest: A Guide to Forest Restoration Strategies (Island Press, $43), by Leslie 

Jones Sauer 

 

Lorraine Ash: 9730-428-6660; lash@njpressmedia.com 
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