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barriers or just walk around them, entering at the gates. Motorists 
driving by on Interstate 270 see deer grazing like cows. About 200 
live here and Naugle knows each of them. More importantly, they 
know him, which has made his job difficult.

While PZP is in the experimental stage, record-keeping require-
ments mean every one of the NIST deer has had to be darted with a 
tranquilizer and tagged before being vaccinated. In the early years, 
deer had to be darted again soon after because the first dose of PZP 
had to be immediately followed by a booster. Today, a new formula-

tion with timed-release pellets means does don’t have to be darted 
again for two to three years. But then the challenge comes: Each 
time deer are darted, they grow warier. After 20 years, the deer at 
NIST are pretty damn smart, says Naugle; they long ago stopped 
coming to bait or entering a box trap. “When I first started I could 
dart 10 to 15 a day. Now I’m lucky if I get two.”

In February it’s finally warm and dry enough to resume darting 
deer (tranquilized deer might suffer hypothermia in cold or rain). 
On this day, Naugle is trying to dart deer who have lost ear tags or 
never had them. First he takes some practice shots. (Hitting the 
mark is tricky. The gun fires at a low velocity and the dart is big and 
heavy. Unlike a bullet, it travels slowly, rising and then falling in an 
arc, so a darter has to get within 20 to 30 yards even without wind.) 
Then Naugle begins a slow and patient tour of the campus in an 
all-terrain vehicle, the darting gun, a converted .22, balanced neatly 
between the corner of the windshield and his thumb.

He quickly spots a doe he’s looking for. But the deer, who’s been 
darted before, spots him too. And so when he is getting just about 
close enough to dart her, she descends a steep slope with other deer, 
crosses a stream, and starts grazing on a hill on the other side, out 
of range. Naugle can’t follow, so he circles around until he’s 
approaching her from the other side. He’s just drawing near when, 
as before, she evades him, bounding off with the herd back across 
the stream. Naugle sighs. That day he never does get her. Instead, an 
hour later, rounding a clump of trees on another part of the campus, 
he sights a doe who has never been tagged, shoots, and watches as 
the deer walks off a little ways, staggers, and then goes down in the 
winter-pale grass. After waiting 20 minutes to make sure she’s out, 
he approaches. A buck stands nearby. “You nut,” Naugle says to the 
deer. “What you doing? Protecting her?” He slips a mask over the 
doe’s eyes so she doesn’t startle, pulls her tongue out of her mouth, 
takes her temperature, checks her heart rate, and puts a tag in her 

ear. Bold black numerals spell out 
the number of deer Naugle has 
darted at NIST: 991.

Naugle grew up in southern 
Pennsylvania and would hunt in 
the mountains, pursuing deer 
when they were much harder to 
find. While he was earning a 
degree in wildlife management 
from Penn State, one of his profes-
sors introduced him to Jay 
Kirkpatrick, director of the 
Science and Conservation Center 
in Montana, who produces PZP, 
or porcine zona pellucida (it’s cur-
rently derived from pigs, but The 
HSUS is pursuing development of 
a nonanimal alternative). The vac-
cine causes female mammals to 
produce antibodies that prevent 
conception. For this reason, it’s 
called immunocontraception. In 
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SAFETY IN NUMBERS

As does treated with PZP on Fripp Island, S.C., stopped having fawns, the 
number of deer dropped from almost 600 to around 300. On nearby Hunting 
Island, where does were not treated, the deer population rose slightly.
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