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candidate firm to conduct the project at Point Reyes, was interviewed about the deer eradication 
project.  His comments included, “All you need is for one surviving pregnant doe and you’re 
buggered” (Slobig 2007), meaning that the effort would be unsuccessful.  The models of deer 
response to eradication effort used in the EIS confirm this.  In previously published articles, 
those models predicted a rapid resurgence of the fallow deer population if even 20 does were left 
when eradication efforts were ended (Gogan et al. 2001).  Even if a contraceptive program were 
concomitantly undertaken on the Vedanta Society property, some number of fertile deer would 
return to the Park property because contraceptive programs are not 100% effective.  And the ef-
fect of emigration from outside the boundaries (the outside refugium) of Point Reyes would 
make the futility of an eradication objective complete.    
 
The three essential criteria described by Bomford and O’Brien (1995) for the success of an 
eradication program are not met in the case of these non-native deer at Point Reyes National Sea-
shore.  This is most clear for fallow deer, a conclusion that is even supported by the models re-
lied upon in the EIS (Gogan et al. 2001).  Gogan et al. (2001) conclude, “Complete removal of 
fallow deer from PRNS is more problematic, given their greater number, wider distribution, and 
range onto lands not administered by NPS.”  Even with the proposed program of contraception, 
fallow deer cannot be eliminated from Park property for any period of time.  Furthermore, the 
public outcry at the inhumane treatment of deer already killed as part of the program indicates 
that the socio-political environment is not supportive of the project.  On the other hand, contra-
ception can be a major impediment to population growth even when significantly less than 100% 
of the female deer are treated. 
 
In another leading scientific journal, Meyers et al. (2000) present a different set of requirements 
for consideration of eradication as a policy option: 
 

• Adequate funding is available; 
• Proponents have adequate authority to implement all necessary actions; 
• The biology of the species must make it susceptible to the control program (e.g., verte-

brates that can be attracted to bait stations); 
• Reinvasion must be prevented; 
• The species can be detected at low densities; and 
• The ecosystem is managed following removal if the species removed is a keystone. 

 
The Point Reyes non-native deer management plan fails to meet these criteria as well.  The 
ranges of both species extend beyond the Park’s boundaries and control, ensuring that the Park 
lacks the authority to take all necessary actions, thereby guaranteeing that deer will repopulate 
the area.   
 
If eradication is not feasible, other options to address documented environmental harms caused 
by non-native species include population suppression, slowing the spread of the species, and bio-
logical controls (e.g. promoting or introducing a predator or parasite of the species) (Myers et al. 
2000).  The urgency and extent of control methods for any established and acclimated species 
should be commensurate with the documented environmental impacts of the species (as is being 
accomplished with white-tailed deer at Fire Island National Seashore).  Control efforts should 
concentrate on reducing these impacts rather than on pursuing a goal of largely futile and eco-
nomically wasteful eradication.  In this case, the biological impact of the species can easily be 
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resolved through population control rather than elimination, and cultural and historic values of 
these species can be preserved for the surrounding communities and the Seashore in perpetuity.   
 
 
3. Axis and fallow deer are an Important Cultural and Historic Resource in Point Reyes 

and Surrounding Environs, and Should be Managed as an Integral Component of Park 
Resources  

Fallow and axis deer were brought to Point Reyes National Seashore by a rancher in 1948, be-
fore the creation of Point Reyes National Seashore and Golden Gate National Recreation Area 
(GGNRA). Millard “Doc” Ottinger received several of each species from the zoo, which had too 
many. Ottinger set them free around Mount Vision for viewing with the idea that they might be 
hunted if the population grew too large.  Constant hunting kept the herds small until the Park 
Service bought the Ottinger Ranch in 1965 and prohibited further hunting. The herds increased. 
 
By 1976, after a series of hearings, the Citizens Advisory Commission to the GGNRA and the 
Point Reyes National Seashore endorsed a plan for the park to limit each herd to 350 deer 
through regular culling. However, that plan failed as the National Seashore administration redi-
rected its culling funds to other functions. By 1984, the herds had grown to 750 fallow and 500 
axis deer.  
 
Since their introduction, the deer have naturalized and acclimated to the area where they are im-
mensely popular with local residents and park visitors. Even Park Service officials have recog-
nized the public’s enjoyment of the animals; a Park Service panel chairman in 1993 complained 
that allowing the fallow and axis to live was “due entirely to public interest in viewing them.”  
Indeed, generations of school children have enjoyed and grown to love these wonderful ambas-
sadors of a wild and natural world.   
 
Local residents, including many ranchers and hunters, have voiced their interest in maintaining 
the deer population at Point Reyes. As businessman and former rancher, and fourth generation 
resident, Fred Rodoni describes in a recent letter, “I grew up with these animals; I’ve seen the 
yearlings frolic and play on sunny afternoons. I’ve seen the bucks clash for superiority. My 
cousin and I risked our own safety to separate two fallow bucks hopelessly tied together with 
plastic jay rope discarded by a careless rancher. I’ve shot and eaten a number of deer in my life. 
Yet, I strongly oppose the Park Services cruel and useless policy to exterminate these majestic 
animals” (Rodoni 2008 (attached)).  
 
These sentiments and the history join the issue.  There are numerous non-native species in Point 
Reyes National Seashore and in other parks across the country.  In Point Reyes we can start with 
thousands of livestock, as well as others.  The ones the Park Service wants to eliminate, they 
brand as “exotic” or “invasive” to encourage negative attitudes.  The ones they do not want to 
campaign against, they just ignore.  So Point Reyes officials ignore the cattle and numerous natu-
ralized non-native species, while they launch a destructive campaign to eradicate fallow and axis 
deer (See Rodoni 2008, attached).   
 
The truth is that the deer preceded the Point Reyes National Seashore to Marin County by many 
many years.  The deer are important to the local community, to its culture and its identity and its 
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5. Conclusion 

Undertaking immunocontraception represents a commitment to indefinitely managing the fallow 
and axis deer at Point Reyes National Seashore.  It seems, however, that a commitment to indefi-
nite management has already been made by undertaking an eradication program that is almost 
certain to fail.  Moreover, the deer themselves offer cultural, historical and educational values to 
the Marin County area that are worthy of fostering and preserving in their own right.  A contra-
ceptive management program will allow those values to flourish while achieving and maintain-
ing a desired population level for each species.  Moreover, such a contraception program has the 
potential to be fully applied on inholdings within the Park and extended through non-federal co-
operators to deer that have expanded their ranges beyond the Park boundaries.  By doing so, an 
immunocontraceptive approach has the potential to achieve the biological goals desired by Park 
managers in a sustainable manner and over a greater geographic area. 
 
Adoption and funding of a contraceptive approach for management of axis and fallow deer at 
Point Reyes National Seashore depends on the level of institutional and political support that can 
be generated for it.  This review illustrates that a nonlethal approach is feasible and for the areas 
of highest density, essential to gaining access to inholdings.  The three objections to use of im-
munocontraception expressed in the EIS no longer apply to the current situation.  
 
First, the EIS claimed there were too many deer to implement a contraceptive program.  For bet-
ter or worse, the number of deer has already been reduced to perhaps as few as a combined total 
of 190 for both species.    Although a logistical challenge, as long term population goals for each 
species are determined, it should be possible to treat upwards of 90% of axis and fallow does us-
ing resources that would have otherwise been dedicated to tracking down and killing all deer 
(bucks included).  Booster shots can be delivered remotely and repeated blood draws to deter-
mine hormone levels are not needed for use of the PZP vaccine (Kirkpatrick et al. 1996). In do-
ing so, an immunocontraceptive approach has the potential to achieve the biological goals 
desired by Park managers (e.g., reduction in ground disturbance at leks, decreased competition 
with native ungulates, reduced vegetation disturbance) in a sustainable manner and over a greater 
geographic area. 
 
Second, the EIS claimed that the variable breeding seasons of axis deer preclude use of a contra-
ceptive approach.  This is incorrect.  Indeed, The HSUS experience shows that a PZP vaccination 
program can be started at any time with the adjuvants that we now use, regardless of the breeding 
biology of axis deer.  PZP is currently delivered with an initial injection with Freund’s Modified 
Adjuvant, and a follow-up injection with Freund’s Incomplete Adjuvant (Lyda et al. 2005).  
These adjuvants avoid the problems associated with Freund’s Complete Adjuvant, which was 
used in previous research (Deigert et al. 2003).   
 
Third, the EIS claimed that a contraceptive program could not reduce the population of each spe-
cies to 350 individuals.  Axis deer are already far far below this threshold (perhaps 30 or less) 
and a conscientiously applied PZP contraceptive program could easily stabilize the population at 
a desired level.  Fallow deer are now at an estimated 160 individuals (or fewer), and likewise 
could be managed to a desired population level through a PZP contraceptive program.  This 
would represent a large-scale effort, but would be feasible, especially given the recent develop-
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ment of timed release PZP vaccine pellets (Turner et al. 2007).  With cooperation from inholding 
landowners, institutional commitment, and adequate funding, such a program has a greater pos-
sibility of long-term attainment of biological goals for the Point Reyes National Seashore and 
surrounding areas than does continuing a futile and divisive lethal management program into the 
indefinite future. 
 
Finally, deer preceded Point Reyes National Seashore to Marin County by many many years.  
Axis and fallow deer are important to the local community, to its culture, its identity and its his-
tory.  Trish Carney (Carney 2008) has just published a photographic essay of these creatures, and 
the community is uniting to urge an end to the killing of these animals.  Given the low number of 
deer remaining and the advances in immunocontraceptive technology through PZP, the National 
Parks Service should immediately end the lethal control of deer at Point Reyes National Seashore 
and develop a comprehensive management plan that is designed to achieve biological vegetative 
objectives, while supporting a genetically robust populations of these deer at PRNS and envi-
rons, in perpetuity.  In other National Seashores and Park units where locally important animal 
populations or activities precede the Park, they may be accommodated or “grandfathered” into 
the enabling legislation, often with an imprimatur designating the favored animals as important 
“cultural and historic resources”.  This is what happened with the wild horses when Assateague 
Island National Seashore was created (September 21, 1965, Public Law 89-195).   And when the 
Superintendent of Cape Lookout National Seashore would not accept something similar to pre-
serve its wild horses, Congressman Walter Jones added specific provisions to the enabling legis-
lation for Cape Lookout National Seashore to insure that its wild horses would always have a 
home on the Shackleford Banks portion of Cape Lookout (March 10, 1966, Public Law 89-366; 
August 13,1999, Public Law 105-229).    
 
This is exactly what should happen to ensure the protection and compassionate management of 
fallow and axis deer in and around Point Reyes National Seashore.  Although it could be ex-
panded and embellished, the following language, or something similar, should accomplish the 
objective if attached to legislation that passes and is signed into law:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notwithstanding any provision of law, the National Park Service is hereby prohibited from 
expending funds or conducting activities for the purpose of killing axis or fallow deer at 
Point Reyes National Seashore as part of any program to control non-native species and is 
hereby directed to prepare and implement, with appropriate community involvement, a 
comprehensive plan to limit ecological change caused by these species to biologically com-
patible levels through humane non-lethal methods.  Fallow and axis deer represent a cul-
tural and historic resource in Point Reyes National Seashore and surrounding areas, and 
they should be subject to humane and compassionate management that preserves these 
animals with robust genetic viability in perpetuity.  The comprehensive management plan 
should reflect that goal. 
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“Fallow and Axis Deer Should Be Saved”  
 

by Fred Rodoni, Jr. 
 
 

The Fallow and Axis deer have co-existed beautifully with the native black tail for 60 years. There is 
very little competition between them because there is so much food and they have very different di-
ets. From Mt. Vision to Bolinas, the grass is so tall you can’t even see the deer. Why do you think 
the Vision Fire burned 8,800 acres in less than 24 hours? All Axis and Fallow and Black-tail are in 
prime fat condition. There could be three times as many deer and there still would not be a food 
shortage.  
I was born here in 1947, about the same time the Axis and Fallow were introduced. I leased land from 
the Park Service for twenty years for a small scale beef cow and calf operation. My ancestors were 
one of the first ranching families to settle in the Olema Valley, arriving in 1864. I’ve been all over 
this land even before it was a park and to this day I’m out in the park all year long. I do have a 
wealth of firsthand knowledge. I grew up with these animals; I’ve seen the yearlings frolic and play 
on many a sunny afternoon; I’ve seen the bucks clash for superiority. My cousin and I risked our own 
safety to separate two Fallow bucks hopelessly tied together with plastic hay rope discarded by a care-
less rancher. And, I’ve shot and eaten a number of deer in my life. Yet I strongly oppose the Park 
Service’s cruel and useless policy to exterminate these majestic animals. 
Already over 700 animals have been slaughtered, by Park Service count, and those remaining will 
likely be killed this spring, even though the Park plan said there would be a gradual reduction over 12 
years. The Park Service says their extermination plan is necessary to preserve the natural biological 
systems. Yet, they continually ignore the fact there are 10,000 non-native Holstein and Angus cows 
and a couple hundred horses in the park. Thousands of acres of natural flora and fauna habitat are 
plowed every year to plant non-native hay silage and there are hundreds of acres of Eucalyptus 
groves and other non-native plants. The Park Service is proud of its own non-native Morgan horse 
ranch. The Axis and Fallow deer are so far down the list on environmental impact that it’s mind bog-
gling they have been singled out for extermination. Actually, Fallow deer were first introduced to this 
country by George Washington at Mt. Vernon. Surely they deserve more respect!  Over the years, 
many ranchers and outdoorsmen have found large numbers of dead deer left in fields or dumped in 
remote gullies.  This is the dark side of the story.  
The bright side of the story is that so many people have treasured these animals over the years. One 
of my 90 year old father’s happiest moments in the last ten years of his life has been to visit my 
mother’s grave in Olema and see the Fallow deer in the Olema Valley. Sometimes they wouldn’t be 
there and he would worry something had happened to them. I would tell him not to worry, they 
move around depending on the season. I don’t have the heart to tell him what’s happened now.   
I am one of many local residents who are letting our elected representatives know that killing the 
remaining deer is cruel, illogical, and unnecessary and urging them to put a stop to the upcoming 
slaughter this spring. Please join us in our quest to save these beautiful and harmless animals.  
 
 


