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Luck wish when you open the gate. The biggest key is
selecting the right conditions and time of year for long
term stocking success with the best survivability.”

Clark recommends using a soft release pasture that
allows deer to be put into a transitional environment with
a mixed diet. “It’s fantastic if a person is able to do so.
Some ranches simply aren’t set up for it,” Clark said.
“Having the right habitat and environment lessens stress
on the animals enabling the deer to adapt more quickly.”

“My preference is releasing deer in the spring versus
summer or fall. My reasoning is that spring is a peaceful
time, both socially and nutritionally.” Clark added that
spring brings on natural vegetation regardless of where
you are; there are more available food sources with lower
fiber content and higher digestibility.

“To me, turning bucks out before breeding season can
be like turning sheep out to wolves although sometimes
it’s a necessity.” Clark concluded, “I just prefer spring
releases. There’s not as much competition for resources
and no breeding season stress. Deer released in the spring
have time to acclimate into a less hostile atmosphere.”

Sheldon Grothaus owns Texas Whitetail Breeders and
raises both whitetails and mule deer. He’s had great success
releasing an average of 300 deer per year over the last
decade. The majority of his business involves selling and
releasing deer. Grothaus says he’s had very good survival
rates with both bucks and does.

“It depends on the situation as to how you go about it,”
said Grothaus. “On my personal ranch, we open the trap
gate and let them mingle their way out. However, when I
sell deer, I recommend a somewhat soft release into a 2-5
acre trap. Leave the animals there at least a week to calm
down and rest up before turning out.”

“It’s an old wives’ tale about unloading them by a pond

and they’ll know where water is.” Grothaus said
preparation is most important, “What you’ll find is
sometimes the deer will walk fences. Putting temporary
water in corners can make a big difference.”

“None of my deer are bottle raised nor do I buy
Northern genetics to breed that particular influence into
my herd. In my opinion, deer that are too tame or have
northern blood don’t do as well in the brush,” Grothaus
stated. “That’s just my opinion and what works for me.”

“The time of release is influenced by your plans for the
animals. It depends on what you’re buying,” he said, “If does
are open, I recommend releasing them in October but prefer
bred does to be let loose in March. Stocker bucks should be
turned out in September before shedding their velvet.”

Daniel Senter is a wildlife biologist employed by Mike
Jensen’s Rhode Ranch. “I really believe using a soft release
pasture is the only way to go about releasing deer,” said
Senter. Ideally, something similar in size to a DMP pen works
well. We leave them in for a month or so and then just leave
the gate open.”
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“If you take deer out of a pen and drop them into the
unknown, it stresses them out. They may not find food
and water.” Speaking from experience, Senter stated, “It’s
possible in the first year to have a 40%-50% loss when deer
are simply turned out.”

“We learned the hard way but changed our methods. It’s
tough sometimes.” Senter says to his knowledge they
haven’t lost a single released deer to any stress related
situation in two years since implementing the soft release
method. He likes turning bucks out in early August so they
can rub out their antlers in the brush while adapting to
their environment.

A Dbit different approach comes from the owner of
Montgomery Ranch Properties at Azle, northwest of Fort
Worth. “My primary reason for breeding deer is for
genetics, for improving the quality of the deer on my
ranch although I do sell some. My underlying principle is
my desire for deer to remain wild,” said Don
Montgomery, a deer breeder for 20 years.

“I want deer to stay wild, not be made pets. We’ve had
to bottle raise a few here and there, but prefer not to. Our
deer aren’t so wild they hit the fence but they aren’t
gathered round begging for treats either.” Montgomery
stated it’s important deer have flight-from-predator
intuition to help their survival. “When I turn deer out,
they’re deer again. It’s amazing to see pen raised deer
revert back to their natural instincts.”

“My advice to anyone thinking about releasing pen
raised deer is that it depends on the purpose,” said
Montgomery. “It’s less stressful on bucks to be turned out
while still in velvet versus hard antler. Doing a soft release
is good but may not be necessary in all cases and depends
on the ages of deer being released.”

Dr, James Kroll is one of the three founding fathers of the
Texas Deer Association and is well-known for his extensive
knowledge of all things whitetail. He recalled a vital lesson
he learned as a child that also provides a quite interesting
theory in relationship to releasing pen raised deer.

“When I was a kid I read a book about hamsters and
decided I really wanted some,” Kroll said. “My dad said I
had to earn my own money. They cost $1.50 each. Well, 1
worked hard and saved until I had three dollars. After
paying for a pair, the lady at the pet store then asked how
much I wanted to spend on a cage.”

Kroll said he was disheartened as he had no money for
a cage; he hadn’t thought about the need for one. The lady
was nice enough to loan one temporarily. At home, Kroll
took an apple box, lined it with hardware cloth, put his
hamster pair in it and fell asleep watching them, so thrilled
by his new possessions.

To his surprise, the next morning there was a hole in the
box. His prized hamsters were gone. The moral of his story
holds a message he’s never forgotten: “Don’t get the
hamsters before the cage!” Even with the drought this past
year, and in some places two years, Kroll has achieved
almost 100% survival of releasing pen raised deer due to
“building the cage ahead of time.”

Kroll maintains that with proper preparation, work and
knowledge ahead of time there is no reason releasing pen
raised deer will be less than successful. “Think of it in
comparison to taking a city dude and suddenly dropping
him out in the country,” laughed

Kroll, adding, “If you prepare the urbanite for the
country and the habitat for its new resident then all will
be fine.”

The motto of this writer has always been: When in
doubt, read the directions! In this case, the directions are
to simply ask questions and/or request help from those
with experience. There are many deer breeders, buyers and
sellers before you who have learned the hard way and are
more than willing to assist you from repeating the
mistakes they have made.

The Texas Deer Association, Texas Parks and Wildlife
personnel, independent biologists and numerous other
knowledgeable people are out there waiting to assist you.
Use them to help yourself. Good luck and prosperous deer
management to you! '/] ,{J
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