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O
ver the past 20 years, bowhunt-
ing has become more prevalent
in urban and suburban areas

alike. In most urban areas where
bowhunting is allowed, bowhunters are a
critical tool in slowing the spread of Lyme
disease, reducing the number of deer-
vehicle collisions and reducing deer dam-
age to residential and commercial land-
scape plantings. State agencies with
urban bowhunting programs typically
provide increased numbers of permits,
especially antlerless tags, to encourage
bowhunters who are willing to hunt and
who have access, to take as many deer as
possible.These supplemental and special
permits allow urban bowhunters to take
many deer without using their regular,
state-issued bowhunting tags.This provi-
sion allows bowhunters to help manage
deer in urban areas, yet these same
bowhunters have the chance to enjoy the
solitude of hunting in more rural areas as
well.

Bowhunters as Sharp Shooters?
Many people have heard of urban

areas where wildlife managers have
called for the use of sharpshooters to kill
resident deer. In my experience, I’ve
known of FBI units, SWAT teams, off-duty
police volunteers,highly trained individu-
als with the Federal Wildlife Services pro-
gram, and even private contractors who
have been used as sharpshooters. With
these types of sharpshooters, costs are
high – both in terms of dollars and in
terms of the time spent by law enforce-
ment personnel on deer control rather
than on higher priority public safety
duties.

Another problem is that once deer
populations have been reduced,there is a
long term need to maintain the popula-
tions through some method of deer
removal. Sharpshooting is usually highly
efficient in removing large numbers of
deer quickly and bowhunting has proven

to be an efficient, effective and socially
acceptable method of maintaining deer
populations. In these situations,
bowhunters have been used as sharp-
shooters and hunt in specific areas,
removing a certain number of deer, the
age and sex of whom are predetermined
each year by agency managers.

Today, there are bowhunters who
annually take shooting proficiency tests,
attend mandatory meetings and meet
with landowners to arrange for hunting
access. These bowhunters often shoot
many deer in all seasons except the late
spring and early summer fawning season.
Most of these bowhunters enjoy the ser-
vice they provide, are able to donate
meat to local charities and are proud to
show many urban residents how
bowhunting can be used as a quiet, yet
effective method for deer removal.

Challenges to Bowhunting
When we began using bowhunters

to manage urban deer populations, we
encountered expected protests from ani-
mal rights groups and claims that using
birth control or deer control devices
would solve the problems of residents
plagued by deer. When bowhunting was
proposed we heard a chorus of wild
claims about wounding, which were all
laid to rest first by our Minnesota Camp
Ripley deer wounding study and second,
by the hunting records of bowhunters in
urban environments. Frankly, many of the
animal rights folks have been against the
killing of any animals for any reason.

Along the way several groups have
taken various local authorities to court in
an effort to stop urban management pro-
grams – none have done so successfully,
to my knowledge.I’ve been an expert wit-
ness in several of these cases and, after
the first few cases were litigated, judges
have usually offered summary judgments
supporting the use of hunting to manage
urban deer.

Many urban residents voiced safety
concerns related to deer removal by
bowhunting. Many of those folks were
not familiar with bowhunting and want-
ed to be sure their families and pets
would be safe. Most of these people have
learned that bowhunting is quiet, effec-
tive and selective. In fact, in some urban
areas, residents who have never hunted
and who had concerns about bowhunt-
ing are now coordinating with
bowhunters to remove deer from their
properties as a routine matter.

A Legal Threat in Virginia
One of the best urban bowhunting

programs operates in Virginia in the sub-
urbs west of Washington D.C. The group
calls itself the Suburban Whitetail
Management of Northern Virginia
(SWMNV) and has established an impres-
sive record providing relief to homeown-
ers who live in the shadow of the Capitol.
SWMNV has become so credible that the
Virginia Department of Game and Inland
Fisheries (VDGIF) lists the group in their
annual hunting guide and Fairfax County
(one of the primary counties in Northern
Virginia) recommends SWMNV to local
residents.

In the city of Mclean in 2004,SWMNV
made arrangements with a landowner to
remove deer from his small acreage. The
homeowner informed his neighbors that
bowhunters would soon be on his prop-
erty taking deer and he wanted them to
understand what he was doing and why.
Unfortunately, his next door neighbor
was an anti-hunter. Quickly, she com-
pelled a few neighbors to join her in filing
a complaint, seeking a permanent injunc-
tion to stop the bowhunting program.

After being contacted by the
SWMNV, I offered the ATA’s help. First we
evaluated the situation, developed a sub-
stantive review of the scientific and tech-
nical literature about urban deer, and
then notified the ATA legal firm of Odin,
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Feldman and Pittleman of Fairfax,Virginia
and asked Edward “Sunny” Cameron to
lead our efforts to defend bowhunting.
ATA agreed to pay all the legal fees in the
case as well as provide experts, support-
ing documents and information,and help
guide the overall strategy in the case.

Unfortunately, the Virginia attorney
general chose not to enter the case and
forced us to subpoena the Director of the
VDGIF in order to have him testify as to
how the state uses bowhunting to man-
age deer.We also called the wildlife biolo-
gist/manager who testified that
bowhunting was not only an effective
means of controlling deer problems but
was preferred in Fairfax County.

The critical point in the case came
when the judge agreed to visit the prop-
erty in question to provide perspective
for the decisions he was being asked to
make. Upon seeing the long rectangular
lot which sloped sharply downhill behind
the house to a creek and upon seeing the
densely wooded hillside where no homes
were visible in any direction, the judge
promptly dismissed the case.

This case was important to
bowhunting because it involved a home-
owner trying to stop a neighbor from tak-
ing legal steps to control and manage a
problem on their property. In other
words, our landowner followed the rec-
ommendations of state and local author-
ities, took steps to inform his neighbors
about his bowhunting efforts and he and
the SWMNV bowhunters prepared a
highly professional deer removal pro-
gram.Yet,because his neighbor didn’t like
bowhunting, she felt she could stop his
ability to take deer.

A second case recently developed in
Reston, an urban area in Fairfax County,
Virginia. The area in question is not an
incorporated city but is managed by a
Homeowners Association (HOA). Two
homeowners who lived in Reston grew
tired of landscape planting devastation
and frequent encounters with deer while
driving, and explored how to reduce deer
numbers near their homes. Acting on the
advice of VDGIF and Fairfax County
authorities, the homeowners began
working with SWMNV bowhunters and
were quietly yet effectively taking deer
from their properties.

In 2006, the HOA began to control
hunting by changing the basic home-
owners’ agreement based on a majority

vote of residents. The change required
homeowners to apply to hunt deer and
gain approval of the HOA Board in order
to hunt. In late 2006 the two landowners
had properly filed their applications and
shared their plans with HOA staff yet
were told they would not be able to hunt
on their properties.

As in Mclean, I believed in providing
financial support and strategic assistance
to defend bowhunting.This case was sim-
ilar to the Mclean case except that our
landowners had to file the complaint
with the court seeking to have the deci-
sion of the HOA rescinded.The legal argu-
ments are that: 1) the HOA has no stand-
ing to regulate or control deer hunting –
that authority rests with the VDGIF and,to
a lesser degree, Fairfax County; and, 2) the
HOA has a contractual relationship with
residents and, through that contract, resi-
dents cannot lose constitutional rights. In
this case, Virginia passed a constitutional
amendment in 1998 protecting the right
to hunt in the state and we believe that
extends to Reston residents, especially
since the VDGIF has listed Reston as an
area open to legal bowhunting. In addi-
tion,Fairfax County,the local government
authority with jurisdiction, has also rec-
ommended bowhunting be used in
Reston to control deer problems.

This case will go to trial December 11
and 12 in Fairfax County court and all
signs indicate the HOA is planning to
fight this case to the bitter end. As in the
last urban bowhunting case, the Virginia
attorney general has refused to enter the
case despite the strong support of the
VDGIF Chief of Wildlife. On a positive
note, the Association of Fish and Wildlife
Agencies (AFWA),the NRA and Safari Club
International have been working with
ATA on the case and I’ve received positive
comments and support from many other
hunting and conservation organizations.

The key issue in this case is,“Can a pri-
vate association supersede the authority
of the state and local governments with
regard to hunting?” In addition, can the
HOA use a contractual relationship to
determine what property owners can do
to manage publicly managed resources
or, more accurately, what are the obliga-
tions of private HOA’s regarding the man-
agement of public resources on proper-
ties under their general authority? No
matter what, this case will have ramifica-
tions for people living in the tens of thou-

sands of private communities in many
states.

Conclusion
I hope you’re pleased that a portion

of the revenues from the ATA Trade Show
are going to protect and grow bowhunt-
ing. In addition to fighting to maintain
bowhunting in these two court cases in
Virginia, we’re:

Working with the shooting sports
roundtable to implement an MOU agree-
ment protecting, maintaining and expand-
ing access for hunters and shooting on
Federal public lands;

Working with the U.S. Forest Service to
develop and implement a plan and policies
that will provide a process for managing
shooting on Forest Service lands;

Working with the Hunting and
Shooting Sports Participation Committee
of the Association of Fish and Wildlife
Agencies to help state agencies maintain
and enhance bowhunting;

Working with individual state agencies
as they evaluate their bowhunting regula-
tions, seasons and general hunting pro-
grams;

Working with local governments and
organizations to ensure archers and
bowhunters can shoot and hunt in urban
and suburban neighborhoods where
wildlife professionals feel archery is safe;

Working with bowhunters and ATA
members to help eliminate, prevent or oth-
erwise stop the adoption of ordinances
and/or regulations that reduce or eliminate
opportunities to bowhunt or shoot safely in
communities.

We believe bowhunting in urban
and suburban areas is rapidly becoming
the most common hunting location for
many bowhunters. Studies have shown
that most bowhunters hunt within 20
miles of home and that rural residents are
migrating to the suburbs which means
most will be hunting in places where fair-
ly high numbers of people live. For those
of you who are lucky enough to be able
to bowhunt in rural or wilderness areas
please take the time to lend your support
to your urban bowhunting friends.

If you have questions or need help
with a local bowhunting or archery
shooting problem, please call Kelly Kelly
at 507-877-5300 (toll free at 866-266-
2776) or you can email her at kellykel-
ly@bowhuntingpreservation.org.
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Don’t miss the ATA Great Giveaway 2008 where an incredible collection of prizes, hunts, ATVs,
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2007 Realtree Camo Harley-Davidson
Ridden by Andy Ross on TV’s Maximum Archery

One lucky winner will ride away with this 
ultimate prize valued at $32,000.
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