Climate Change Biggest Threat to Deer, Moose
by Keith Shortfall
November 15, 2013 - A new report from the National Wildlife Federation concludes that climate change is already putting stress on deer, moose, and other "big game" across the U.S.  This is likely to cause continued decline in populations along the southern end of the animals' range.  The lead author of the report says the effects are having an impact in Maine and New Hampshire, and states should take steps to prepare these species for rapid changes in the ecosystem.
The report, titled "Nowhere to Run: Big Game Wildlife in a Warming World," concludes that climate change is the biggest threat now facing deer, moose and other so called "big game" across the U.S.
"We're seeing impacts on species from moose, such as in Maine and New Hampshire, all the way across the country to pronghorn and mule deer, as well as whitetail deer, believe it or not," says Dr. Doug Inkley, the National Wildlife Federation's senior scientist, and lead author of the report.
The report concludes that the warming world is making conditions favorable for insects and parasites, which are killing these large animals in the southern extremes of their natural range.
"Think of the deer tick and Lyme disease: the range of the deer tick is expected to expand by 50% to the north, up into Canada, over the next 50 or so years," Dr. Inkley says.  "It also is going to increase the number of ticks in these areas, and therefore increase the risk of exposure of people to Lyme disease, when they're out enjoying the outdoors, as they always have."
For moose in New Hampshire, ticks are taking a toll.  "Over the last decade, we've had a 40% decline in our moose population, dropping from about 7,500 moose in the late 90's to about 4,400 moose now," says Eric Orff, a former state wildlife biologist in New Hampshire, who now serves as that state's outreach consultant for the National Wildlife Federation.  
Orff says ticks are allowed to thrive and multiply, thanks to milder winters and early springs.  "And then in late fall - typically November - these baby ticks are 'questing' - they're looking for another moose to climb on to continue their life cycle," he says.  "And here again, if we have a late fall, like we're having right now, with no snow in November, literally tens of thousands of these ticks climb onto our moose, resulting in high mortalities the following winter."
Orff says it's estimated that, in a normal winter that follows a mild winter, almost all of the calves born that spring will die, as well as about 20% of the adults.  The sheer number of ticks, says Orff, drives the moose to harm themselves.
"They actually try to rub the ticks off, and so they rub their fur off against trees," Orff says.  "I've been in the woods and seen where moose have rubbed themselves against trees, and actually the snow will be covered with blood and some ticks.  And it exposes them to, then, winter stress.  And also, in a young moose, in a calf moose, they may have to replace their blood supply twice-over to survive.  And, of course, many can't do that.  So that's why the high mortality in the younger moose."
One registered master Maine guide, however, doubts that climate change is to blame for what's ailing big game species in Maine.  Tenley Bennett says there are other stresses on moose, including a parasite called "brainworm," that was brought into the north woods more than a century ago by deer.
"In the 1800's when logging practices and logging moved northward and opened the forests, the deer came with it, and brought the brainworm," Bennett says.  "And that has impacted our moose population, but deer have come north, not because of climate change, but because of human factors."
Bennett, who is also the manager of Fish River Lodge in Eagle Lake, says the biggest threat to big game wildlife is not climate change, but what she calls "ballot box biology, and what happens when the political system starts to get involved with wildlife management.  And I think we all have to recognize the importance of scientific study and rely on proven methods for wildlife management, and not necessarily on theories."
Dr. Doug Inkley of the National Wildlife Federation acknowledges that there are other pressures at work on big game species in the U.S., but says what's happening to these animals across the southern extremes of their natural range is clear evidence of a link to climate change.
"It is very complex," he says.  "I wouldn't attribute everything to climate change, but I would say that it is a factor that is now something that needs to be considered.  And what's happening in New Hamsphire, I'm afraid, is going to move further up into Maine, and I understand that it's harder to find a moose now in southern Maine than it used to be."
The study recommends that the U.S. take the lead on a global effort to reduce carbon emissions, and that states consider climate change as an important factor in their wildlife management plans.
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