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Comparing annual variation in survival of white-tailed deer neonates
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Juvenile survival is sensitive to environmental conditions (e.g., winter severity, drought) and predation. Large annual variation in juvenile survival can have profound impacts on population dynamics. Our goal was to compare annual survival and subsequently identify important factors driving annual variation in survival to better manage our white-tailed deer population. We captured and GPS-collared 75 (37 males, 37 females, 1 unknown) and 82 (49 males, 33 females) newborn white-tailed deer fawns in 2021 and 2022, respectively. We aged and sexed fawns and also collected blood samples and morphological measurements before releasing. We monitored fawn survival and assigned cause-specific mortality for each mortality event. We had 25 mortalities in 2021: 17 predator-kills, 5 health-related, 2 vehicle collisions and 1 accident; whereas we had 39 mortalities in 2022: 33 predator-kills, 4 health-related, and 2 vehicle collisions. Interestingly, we observed about a 75% increase in predation from 2021 to 2022 with summer survival being about 78 and 57%, respectively. Using a two-sided fisher’s exact test, we found no difference of predation on sex in 2021 (P = 0.637), whereas we found a significant difference of predation on sex in 2022 (P ≤ 0.001) with male fawns being more vulnerable to predation. We hypothesize male fawns have higher activity at night, predisposing them to increased detection and risk of predation. Predation is often the leading cause of juvenile ungulate mortality, but further exploration is required to identify specific mechanisms (e.g., activity) that increase risk. We will monitor fawn survival and cause specific mortality for a 3rd year in spring 2023. However, extending this study for additional data collection will increase our understanding of the annual variation of fawn survival and the influence of environmental and demographic variables to examine the net impact on the population.
