From the Field:
Changes in ranges of
Florida Key deer—does
population density
matter?
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Abstract The relationship between population density and range size has long been debated.

Key words

While many studies have documented varying responses in range size to changes in pop-
ulation densities, most have been the result of experimental manipulation. We examined
the effects of long-term density changes in Florida Key deer (Odocoileus virginianus clav-
ium) on range and core-area sizes. We radiocollared Key deer as part of 2 separate
research projects conducted December 1968-June 1972, and January 1998-December
2001. We used a total of 96 (females, n=62; males, n=34) and 163 (females, n=88;
males, n=75) radiocollared Key deer to calculate annual and seasonal ranges and core
areas, respectively. Season and age were not important factors in describing ranges and
core areas of Key deer, while sex and period (early vs. current study) were important. On
average, male annual ranges (x=221 ha, current; =388 ha, early) were greater than
female annual ranges (=42 ha, current; x=101 ha, early), which might explain higher
male mortality due to roadkills. Early ranges and core areas were greater (=2x) than cur-
rent ranges and core areas. We suggest that increased deer densities may have resulted
in a decrease in Key deer ranges. Other factors influencing changes in Key deer ranges
included increased habitat quality and Key deer domestication over the last 30 years.

annual ranges, density effects, Florida Key deer, Odocoileus virginianus clavium, season-
al ranges, urban development, urban white-tailed deer

Understanding the relationship between density
and range size in some species is essential for inter-
preting ecosystem function. A positive relationship
could magnify the effects of an herbivore, carni-
vore, or disease vector as density increases, where-
as a negative relationship could diminish those
impacts (Anderson and May 1979, Hudson et al.
2002). Furthermore, the relationship between den-
sity and range size dictates the spatial scale and
intensity of an individual’s influence. For example,
a positive relationship between density and range
size would result in less intense impacts on larger
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scales (e.g., disease transmission), whereas a nega-
tive relationship would create disproportionately
intense impacts on smaller scales (e.g., herbivory).

Several studies suggest that range size of white-
tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) negatively
correlated with density (Bridges 1968, Smith 1970,
Henderson et al. 2000, Lesage et al. 2000), whereas
other studies suggest a positive relationship
(Tierson et al. 1985, McNulty et al. 1997, Kilpatrick
et al. 2001). Contradictory results reflect the com-
plex spatial and temporal interactions between
density, habitat quality, intraspecific competition,
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and deer behavior. Two competing hypotheses
commonly proposed in the literature include 1) a
reduction in density increases deer ranges due to
increased dispersal and available resources (“gas-
molecule” hypothesis, McNulty et al. 1997) or 2) a
reduction in density decreases deer ranges due to
philopatric behavior (Tierson et al. 1985, Kilpatrick
et al. 2001). In the case of urban white-tailed deer,
understanding the relationship between density
and range size is important, for example, in predict-
ing the effectiveness of herd-reduction treatments
(i.e., trap-and-removal programs, lethal methods)
(Henderson et al. 2000). Previous studies (McNulty
et al. 1997, Henderson et al. 2000, Kilpatrick et al.
2001) on urban white-tailed deer are a result of
range-size changes immediately (1-2 years) follow-
ing reductions in herd size due to hunting or trap-
ping. Intense, immediate hunting or trapping pres-
sure could have altered deer behavior, explaining
the mixed results observed in other studies
(Tierson et al. 1985, McNulty et al. 1997, Henderson
et al. 2000, Kilpatrick et al. 2001). We propose that
density change instigated by anthropogenic factors
in a system (i.e., hunters and trappers) might occur
at different rates and have different impacts than
density change instigated by natural or internal fac-
tors like gradual changes in forage and cover avail-
ability. In either case, potential temporal interac-
tions require further investigation of herd-reduc-
tion efforts and their effect on deer density over
longer periods (Henderson et al. 2000).

‘We evaluated changes in the ranges of the endan-
gered Florida Key deer (O. v. clavium) from
1968-2001. Key deer are the smallest subspecies of
white-tailed deer in the United States and endemic
to the Florida Keys on the southern end of penin-
sular Florida (Hardin et al. 1984). Approximately
75% of the overall deer population is found on 2
islands—Big Pine and No Name keys (Lopez 2001,
Lopez et al. 2003). Key deer were radiomarked as
part of 2 separate field studies (1968-1972, here-
after referred to as the early study; 1998-2001, here-
after referred to as the current study), which
offered a unique opportunity to evaluate changes
in Key deer ranges with a gradual population
increase. Lopez et al. (2004) reported the Key deer
population on these 2 islands increased 240%
between the current and early studies (population
estimate in 1971 =201 deer, 2001 =482 deer).
Further, few studies (Silvy 1975) have evaluated
Key deer ranges and core areas of this endangered
deer population, with no range studies in recent

years. Thus, our study objective was to evaluate
changes of Key deer annual and seasonal ranges
and core areas following a gradual population
increase (1968-2001).

Study area

The Florida Keys are a chain of small islands
approximately 200 km in length extending south-
west from peninsular Florida. Big Pine (2,548 ha)
and No Name (461 ha) keys are within the bound-
aries of the National Key Deer Refuge (NKDR),
Monroe County (Lopez 2001). Soils varied from
marl deposits to bare rock of the oolitic limestone
formation (Dickson 1955). Typically, island areas
near sea level (maritime zones) were comprised of
red mangrove (Rhizopbora mangle), black man-
grove (Avicennia germinans), white mangrove
(Laguncularia racemosa), and buttonwood
(Conocarpus erectus) forests. With increasing ele-
vation, maritime zones transited into hardwood
(e.g., gumbo limbo [Bursera simaruba], Jamaican
dogwood [Piscidia piscipula]) and pineland (e.g.,
slash pine [Pinus elliottii], saw palmetto [Serenoa
repens]) upland forests, with vegetation intolerant
of salt water (Dickson 1955, Folk 1991).
Approximately 24% of native vegetation areas were
developed in the last 50 years (Lopez 2001).

Methods

We captured Key deer as part of 2 separate
research projects conducted December 1968-June
1972 (Southern Illinois University-Carbondale
[SIU], Silvy 1975), and January 1998-December
2001 (Texas A&M University [TAMU], Lopez 2001)
on Big Pine and No Name keys. We captured deer
with portable drive nets (Silvy et al. 1975), drop
nets (Lopez et al. 1998), or by hand (Silvy 1975). We
physically restrained deer after capture, with an
average holding time of 10-15 minutes (no drugs
were used). We recorded sex, age, capture location,
body weight, radio frequency, and body condition
prior to release. We aged deer as fawns (<1 year),
yearlings (1-2 years old), and adults (>2 years old)
(Lopez 2001).

‘We marked Key deer with plastic neck collars (8
cm wide, primarily females of all age-classes),
leather antler collars (0.25 cm wide, yearling and
adult males only), or elastic expandable neck col-
lars (3 cm wide, primarily male fawns/yearlings)
(Silvy 1975, Lopez 2001). A battery-powered mor-



tality-sensitive radiotransmitter (425-450 g for plas-
tic neck collars, 15-20 g for elastic collars [AVM
Electronics  Corporation, Champaign, IIl.,
1968-1972]; 100-110 g for plastic neck collars,
10-20 g for antler transmitters and elastic collars
[Advanced Telemetry Systems, Isanti, Minn.,
1998-2000]) was attached to collar material. In
addition, each animal captured was ear-tattooed
(Silvy 1975). Methods used in the capture and han-
dling of Key deer in the current study were
approved by the TAMU Animal Care Committee
(2002-139). State approval was not required for the
first study, but animals were handled in the same
manner.

Methods used to collect radiotelemetry locations
were identical in both studies. We monitored radio-
collared deer 6-7 times per week at random inter-
vals (24-hour period was divided into 6 4-hour seg-
ments; we randomly selected one 4-hour segment
and located all deer during that time [Silvy 1975,
Lopez 2001]). We determined deer locations via
homing (approximately 15% were visuals) [Silvy
1975, White and Garrott 1990:42, Lopez 2001] and
entered them into a Geographical Information
System (GIS) using ArcView (Version 3.2) and
Microsoft Access (Version 97).

We calculated Key deer ranges (95% probability
area) and core areas (50% probability area) using a
fixed-kernel home-range estimator (Worton 1989,
Seaman et al. 1998, 1999) with the animal move-
ment extension in ArcView (Hooge and Eichenlaub
1999). We defined ranges as 95% probability areas
and core areas as 50% probability areas determined
from radiolocations. We used calculation of the
smoothing parameter (kernel width) as described
by Silverman (1986) in generating kernel range esti-
mates.

We calculated annual ranges (ha) and core areas
(ha) by sex, age, and period (early, current). We
used only deer with >175 locations to calculate
annual estimates. We calculated seasonal ranges
(ha) and core areas (ha) by season, sex, age, and
period (early, current). We defined seasons as win-
ter (January-March, pre-fawning season), spring
(April-June, fawning season), summer July-
September, pre-breeding season), and autumn
(October-December, breeding season) (Silvy
1975). We used only deer with>50 locations in cal-
culating seasonal ranges as recommended by
Seaman et al. (1999). We tested differences in
ranges and core areas using an ANOVA, followed by
Tukey’s HSD for multiple comparisons to separate
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means when F-values were significant (P<0.05, Ott
1993).

Results

Ranges

We used a total of 96 (female adult, 7=51; female
yearling, 7=11; male adult, 7=26; male yearling, n=
6; male fawn, n=2; current, n=065, early n=31) and
163 (female adult, n=57; female yearling, n=21;
female fawn, 7=10; male adult,2=42; male yearling,
n=18; male fawn, n=15; current, n=109, early n=
54) radiocollared Key deer to calculate annual and
seasonal movements, respectively. The average
number of locations used to calculate seasonal
ranges and core areas was 76 (SD=14, range=
50-124), while the average number of locations
used to calculate annual ranges and core areas was
242 (SD 42, range=175-380).

Sex and period were important (range, F;,=
49.81,8.45, P<0.004; core area, Fy ,=28.38,4.02, P<
0.047) in describing Key deer annual ranges and
core areas while age was not important (range, F,=
0.16, P=0.850; core area, F,=1.38, P=0.255; Figure
1). In general, male annual ranges (x=221-388 ha)
were greater than female annual ranges (x=42-101),
and early ranges (x=101-388 ha) were greater than
current ranges (x=42-221 ha) (Figure 1).

For seasonal ranges, we also found that sex and
period were important (range, F; 3 =85.89, 16.36,P
<0.001; core area, Fy 3=55.39, 9.48, P<0.002) in
describing Key deer seasonal ranges and core areas
while season and age were not important (range,
Fy 3=2.54,2.47,P>0.056; core area, F; 3=1.94,1.02,
P>0.123;Figure 2). In general, male seasonal ranges
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Figure 1. Florida Key deer annual ranges (mean 95% range and
50% core areas, SE, ha) by sex and period, Big Pine Key,
1968-1972 and 1998-2001.
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Figure 2. Florida Key deer seasonal ranges (mean 95% proba-

bility area, SE) by sex and period, Big Pine Key, Florida,
1968-1972 and 1998-2001.

(*=102-309 ha) were greater than female seasonal
ranges (Xx=36-112 ha), and early deer ranges (%=
79-275 ha) were greater than current deer ranges
(x=34-172 ha) (Figure 2). Because we found that
ranges and core areas were influenced by sex in
our analyses, we compared period, age, and season
for each sex separately. For female seasonal ranges,
we found that period was important (range, F; =
41.71, P<0.001) while age and season were not
(range, F2,3=2.35, 1.80, P>0.098). For female sea-
sonal core areas, we found that period and age were
important (core area, F; ,=12.78, 7.41, P<0.001)
while season was not (core area, Fz= 1.56, P=
0.200). Male seasonal ranges differed among peri-
od, age, and season (range, F;  3=8.18,3.28, 2.67,P
<0.049); however, only period was an important
variable (core area, F;=5.97, P=0.016) in describ-
ing male core areas. Male summer and fall ranges
were greater (X=205 and 238 ha, respectively) com-
pared to winter and spring (=126 and 140 ha,
respectively, Figure 2).

Discussion

As expected, we found that male ranges and core
areas were significantly larger than female ranges
and core areas (Figure 1). Larger male ranges have
been reported in numerous white-tailed deer stud-
ies (Gavin et al. 1984, Mott et al. 1985, Tierson et al.
1985, Beier and McCullough 1990). In addition, in
a review of reported white-tailed ranges, Demarais
et al. (2000) concluded that average male ranges
were nearly double those of female ranges. Similar
results were found in our study, where Key deer
male ranges were 4-5 times greater than female
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ranges. Lopez et al. (2003) reported that survival
for females was higher than male survival and that
approximately 50% of Key deer mortality was
attributed to road mortality. Our study supports the
premise that larger male ranges increase the risk of
male Key deer to deer-vehicle collisions (Lopez et
al. 2003). We also found seasonal differences in
male Key deer ranges, with ranges increasing dur-
ing the pre-breeding and breeding season (Figure
2). Further, our study supports findings from previ-
ous studies of white-tailed deer (Silvy 1975, Tierson
et al. 1985, Beier and McCullough 1990, Lopez
2001) that report increased male ranges during the
breeding season.

We observed decreased Key deer ranges and
core areas for both sexes from 1968-2001. We
attribute the decrease in Key deer ranges to
changes in population density, habitat quality, and
deer-human interactions. First, our study suggests
that range size might be negatively correlated with
deer densities (Bridges 1968, Smith 1970,
Marchinton and Hirth 1984, Henderson et al. 2000,
Lesage et al. 2000). We hypothesize that as Key deer
densities increased, ranges decreased due to limited
space and possibly greater reproductive opportuni-
ties in smaller areas. The complex interactions
between ranges and density, however, do not pre-
clude other factors that may explain the decrease in
deer ranges. Folk and Klimstra (1991) suggested
that Key deer domestication and supplemental
feeding would lead to smaller range sizes. Since
1970 nearly 24% of natural areas were developed
on Big Pine and No Name keys along with a 10-fold
increase in the human population (Lopez 2001). A
reduction of Key deer ranges also might be
explained by increased habitat quality due to a
greater amount of “edges,” and localized food (i.e.,
ornamental plants, supplemental feeding) and
water (i.e., bird baths, pet dishes) resources (Lopez
2001). Collectively, we propose that changes in
population density along with increased habitat
quality and Key deer domestication over the last 30
years have resulted in decreased Key deer ranges.

Management implications

Contradictory results in white-tailed deer studies
illustrate the complex spatial and temporal interac-
tions between density, habitat quality, and intraspe-
cific competition (Tierson et al. 1985, McNulty et al.
1997, Henderson et al. 2000, Lesage et al. 2000,
Kilpatrick et al. 2001). Our study suggests a nega-



tive relationship between these factors and range
sizes. For wildlife managers, understanding this
relationship is important in addressing potential
impacts of high densities to habitat quality or in
understanding the function of disease transmission.
In the short term, a positive relationship in deer
density and ranges may occur (Tierson et al. 1985,
Kilpatrick et al. 2001); however, in the long term
this relationship may change and become negative
as deer populations acclimate to environmental
changes. Our study suggests that ultimately a nega-
tive response between range size and deer density
would be expected. For urban white-tailed deer
managers, understanding such an expected
response is important in, for example, the planning
of herd-reduction efforts particularly in determin-
ing the frequency of such treatments.

Acknowledgments. Thanks to student interns
who assisted in the collection of field data, and K.
Miller, D. Murray, and one anonymous reviewer for
constructive criticism in the preparation of this
manuscript. Funding was provided by Texas A&M
University System, Rob and Bessie Welder Wildlife
Foundation, Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation
Commission, and United States Fish and Wildlife
Service (Special Use Permit No. 97-14). Special
thanks are extended to the staff of the National Key
Deer Refuge, Monroe County, Florida. This manu-
script is supported by the Welder Wildlife
Foundation, Contribution No. 624.

Literature cited

ANDERSON, R. M., AND R. M. MaAY. 1979. Population biology of
infectious diseases: part I. Nature 280:361-367.

BEIER, P,AND D.R. McCuULLOUGH. 1990. Factors influencing white-
tailed deer activity patterns and habitat use. Wildlife
Monographs 109:1-51.

BriDGES, R.J. 1968. Individual white-tailed deer movement and
related behavior during the winter and spring in northwest-
ern Florida. Thesis, University of Georgia, Athens, USA.

DEMARATS, S., K. V. MILLER, AND H. A. JACOBSON. 2000. White-tailed
deer. Pages 601-628 in S. Demarais and P. R. Krausman, edi-
tors. Ecology and management of large mammals in North
America. Prentice-Hall, Upper Saddle River, New Jersey, USA.

DicksoN, J. D, III. 1955. An ecological study of the Key deer.
Florida Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission Technical
Bulletin 3,Tallahassee, USA.

Foik, M. L. 1991. Habitat of the Key deer. Dissertation, Southern
Illinois University, Carbondale, USA.

Fork, M. L.,AND W. D. KLiMSTRA.  1991. Urbanization and domesti-
cation of the Key deer (Odocoileus virginianus clavium).
Florida Field Naturalist 19:1-9.

GaviN, T. A., L. H. SURING, P A. Vons, AND E. C. MesLow. 1984.
Population characteristics, spatial organization, and natural

347

From the Field ¢ Lopez et al.

mortality in the Columbian white-tailed deer. Wildlife
Monographs 91.

HARDIN, J. W., W. D. KuMSTRA, AND N. J. Sivy. 1984. Florida Keys.
Pages 381-390 in L. K. Halls, editor. White-tailed deer: ecolo-
gy and management. Stackpole Books, Harrisburg,
Pennsylvania, USA.

HENDERSON, D. W., R. J. WARREN, J. A. CROMWELL, AND R. J. HAMILTON.
2000. Responses of urban deer to a 50% reduction in local
herd density. Wildlife Society Bulletin 28:902-910.

HOOGE, B. N., AND B. EICHENLAUB. 1999. Animal movement exten-
sion to ArcView, version 1.1. Alaska Biological Center, United
States Geological Survey,Anchorage, USA.

Hupson, P. J., A. Rizzoul, B. T. GRENFELL, H. HEESTERBEEK, AND A. P.
DossoN. 2002. The ecology of wildlife diseases. Oxford
University Press, New York, New York, USA.

KiLpaTRICK, H. ., S. M. SPOHR,AND K. K. LiMA. 2001. Effects of pop-
ulation reduction on home ranges of female white-tailed deer
at high densities. Canadian Journal of Zoology 79:949-954.

LESAGE, L., M. CRETE, J. HuOT, A. DUMONT, AND J. P. OUELLET. 2000.
Seasonal home range size and philopatry in two northern
white-tailed deer populations. Canadian Journal of Zoology
78:1930-1940.

Lopez, R. R. 2001. Population ecology of Florida Key deer.
Dissertation, Texas A&M University, College Station, USA.
Lopez, R.R., N.]J. Sivy, B. L. PIERCE, P A. FRANK, M. T. WILSON,AND K. M.
BURKE. 2004. Population density of the endangered Florida

Key deer. Journal of Wildlife Management 68:570-575.

Lopez, R. R., N. J. SiLvy, J. D. SEBESTA, S. D. HIGGS, AND M. SALAZAR.
1998. A portable drop net for capturing urban deer.
Proceedings of the Southeastern Association of Fish and
Wildlife Agencies 52:206-209.

LopPez, R. R., M. E. VIERA, N. J. SiLvY, P. A. FRANK, S. W. WHISENANT, AND
D.A.Jongs. 2003. Survival, mortality, and life expectancy of
Florida Key deer. Journal of Wildlife Management 67:34-45.

MARCHINTON, R. L., AND D. H. HIRTH. 1984. Behavior. Pages
129-168 in L. K. Halls, editor. White-tailed deer: ecology and
management. Stackpole Books, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania,
USA.

McNurry, S. A., W. E PORTER, N. E. MATHEWS, AND J. A. HiLL.  1997.
Localized management for reducing white-tailed deer popu-
lations. Wildlife Society Bulletin 25:265-271.

Morrt, S. E.,R. L.TUCKER, D. C. GUYNN,AND H.A.JACOBSON. 1985. Use
of Mississippi bottomland hardwoods by white-tailed deer.
Proceedings of the Southeastern Association of Fish and
Wildlife Agencies 39:403-411.

Ot1T, R. L. 1993. An introduction to statistical methods and data
analysis. Fourth edition. Duxbury Press, Belmont, California,
USA.

SEAMAN, D. E., B. GRIFFITH, AND R.A. POWELL. 1998. KERNELHR: a
program for estimating animal home ranges. Wildlife Society
Bulletin 26:95-100

SEAMAN, D. E., J. J. MILLSPAUGH, B. J. KERNOHAN, G. C. BRUNDIGE, K. J.
RAEDEKE,AND R.A. GITZEN. 1999. Effects of sample size on ker-
nel home range estimates. Journal of Wildlife Management
63:739-747.

SILVERMAN, B.W. 1986. Density estimation for statistics and data
analysis. Chapman and Hall, London, England.

Sivy, N.J. 1975. Population density, movements, and habitat uti-
lization of Key deer, Odocoileus virginianus clavium.
Dissertation, Southern Illinois University, Carbondale, USA.

SiLvy, N.J.,J.W. HARDIN,AND W. D. KLIMSTRA. 1975. Use of a portable
net to capture free-ranging deer. Wildlife Society Bulletin 3:
27-29.



348 wildlife Society Bulletin 2005, 33(1):343-348

Smith, EH.,JrR. 1970. Daily and seasonal variation in movements
of white-tailed deer on Elgin Air Force Base, Florida. Thesis,
University of Georgia, Athens, USA.

TiersON, W. C., G. E MATTFELD, R. W. SAGE, AND D. E BEHREND. 1985.
Seasonal movements and home ranges of white-tailed deer in
the Adirondacks. Journal of Wildlife Management 49:
760-769.

‘WHITE, G. C.,AND R.A. GARROTT. 1990. Analysis of wildlife radio-
tracking data. Academic Press, San Diego, California, USA.
WORTON, B. J. 1989. Kernel methods for estimating the utiliza-
tion distribution in home-range studies. Ecology 70:

164-168.

Address for Roel R. Lopez, Patricia M. Harveson, M. Nils
Peterson, and Nova J. Silvy: Department of Wildlife and
Fisheries Sciences, Texas A&M University, College Station, TX
77843, USA; e-mail for Lopez: roel@tamu.edu. Address for
Philip A. Frank: United States Fish and Wildlife Service,
National Key Deer Refuge, Big Pine Key, FL 33043, USA.

Roel R. Lopez (photo) is an assistant professor with the
Department of Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences at Texas A&M

University. His previous employment was with the United

States Fish and Wildlife Service’s National Key Deer Refuge. He
received his B.S. in forestry from Stephen F. Austin State
University and his M.S. and Ph.D. from Texas A&M University.
His research interests are in urban wildlife ecology, deer ecolo-
gy, wildlife population dynamics, and habitat management.
Patricia M. Harveson is a Ph.D. student in the Department of
Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences at Texas A&M University. She
received a B.S. in biology from Tarleton State University and an
M.S. in range and wildlife management from Texas A&M
University-Kingsville. Patricia is currently working on the con-
servation and ecology of Florida Key deer. Her research inter-
ests include conservation biology, population modeling, and
GIS. M. Nils Peterson is currently a Ph.D. student in the
Department of Fisheries and Wildlife at Michigan State
University. His research project is evaluating the effects of
household dynamics on wildlife. Nils received his B.S. and
M.S. degrees in wildlife and fisheries sciences from Texas A&M
University. Nova J. Silvy is a Regents Professor with the
Department of Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences at Texas A&M
University. He received his B.S. and M.S. from Kansas State
University and his Ph.D. from Southern lllinois University-
Carbondale. Nova served as President of The Wildlife Society
in 2000-2001 and received the Aldo Leopold Award in 2003.
His research focus is upland gamebird ecology. Philip A. Frank
is the Florida Keys Project Leader, United States Fish and
Wildlife Service. He is responsible for overseeing and imple-
menting recovery actions for threatened and endangered
species in the Florida Keys. He received his B.S. in biology from
Indiana University, his M.S. in zoology from University of South
Florida, and his Ph.D. in wildlife ecology from University of
Florida.



