
RED DEER IN THE NORTHERN SOUTH ISLAND 
REGION : THEIR EARLY IMPACT 

SYNOPSIS  

T h e  impact  of red deer o n  farm, forest and high coztntvy 
during the  peviod 1870-1940 i n  the Nelson region is outlined. 
V e r y  high numbers  of deer built u p  and caused extensivk davz- 
age to  crops, plantations and pasture. S o m e  examples of dam- 
age to  indigenous vegetation are recorded. Initially the most  
palatable species were taken,  bu t  latev marked changes became 
evident i n  the general composit ion and stvucture of man? 
v e g e t a t i o ~  types. 

INTRODUCTION 

In the early years of establishment, the red deer introduced 
in New Zealand were regarded by settlers as an asset to the 
community. The prospects for hunting, as well as the senti- 
mental, social and aesthetic attributes of the red deer were 
equally well recognized. Now, after 100 years of red deer 
occupation, and in the aftermath of serious over-population 
and profound effects upon habitat, new and different emphases 
are being placed on these animals. Despite the initial unani- 
mous appreciation of red deer, early reports of damage to 
crops soon engendered changes to the benevolent attitude. 

Red deer were released at Nelson City in 1861. The popula- 
tion increased rapidly and by the late 1870s deer had become 
locally numerous. About that time the first slight deer dam- 
age to crops was noted. For many years it was possible to 
keep damage to a minimum by using dogs to disperse animals 
trespassing on to the farmlands. By 1900, however, deer had 
increased to large populations in the Nelson-Waimea region. 
Large tracts of land had become overgrazed and an increased 
incidence of deer movement on to farmland, especially in 
winter, resulted in an upsurge of damage to crops and planta- 
tions. Despite frequent requests by landowners to have 
populations reduced, Acclimatisation Societies seldom pro- 
vided the necessary authority. The restricted shooting season 
of two months' duration was of little solace to landowners 
and, as populations increased still further in later years, the 
situation worsened accordingly. Sporadic poaching by land- 
owners and later, instances of wholesale slaughter, provoked 
the Nelson Acclimatisation Society into imposing heavy fines 
on offenders and also to prohibit the use of dogs to disperse 
deer. The only legal outlet available was to appeal directly 
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to the Minister of Internal Affairs, who was empowered to 
issue special permits for the destruction of deer causing 
damage on agricultural land. 

In the 1920s after the protection af red deer was discon- 
tinued, many landowners embarked on private deer destruc- 
tion campaigns in order to reduce the numbers impoverishine 
their proper.ties. Many thousands of deer were destroyed and 
the situation was somewhat alleviated for some landowners. 
In other areas, where the peak of the red deer populations 
was not attained until the 1930s, landowners continued to 
contend with damage to crom and competition by deer for 
grazing land. Throughout this period heavy depletion of the 
indigenous vegetation continued. 

DAMAGE TO CROPS AND PLANTATIONS 
Deer damage to crops was especially common in the Nelson 

area between 1900 and 1930. The Nelson Acclimatisation 
Society records numerous instances of damage: Whangamoa 
1904, Wakapuaka 1904, '05, '06, Happy Valley 1905, Lower 
Moutere 1908, '09, Teal Valley 1908, Bainham 1914, and Top- 
house 1916. As deer dispersed further from the liberation 
areas and numbers increased in outlying regions, the inci- 
dence of damage increased and spread accordingly. Extensive 
damage to crops occurred during the 1920s and 1930s in the 
following regions: Baton Valley, Wangapeka Valley, Tutaki, 
Matiri Valley, Maruia Valley, Tennyson Inlet, Tuna Bay, and 
the Waihopai and Avon Valleys. The worst instances of dam- 
age resulted typically from nocturnal depredations by large 
numbers of animals. Turnips, swedes and lucerne were par- 
ticularly favoured and in several instances the total loss of 
crops occurred. At Kikiwa foraging deer were discovered lying 
up in paddocks of oats throughout the day (Tomlinson, 1968). 

Forest plantations were particularly susceptible to damage 
by deer, since most were situated in unfenced marginal lane 
(Perham, 1922). At Rabbit Island extensive damage was caused 
to young trees between 1905 and 1916, and heavy reductions 
in the numbers of deer became necessary (Nelson Acclimatisa- 
tion Society Records, McKinnon and Coughlan, 1961). Simi- 
larly, at Hanmer State Forest damage to larch trees was noted 
in 1913 (McKinnon and Coughlan, 1960), virtually as soon as 
deer had entered the forest from the Nelson region (Clarke, 
1971). There, further damage was averted by erecting a high 
fence along the northern boundary of the forest. Orchards 
were similarly affected, and, in 1913, orchardists in the Tasman 
area were granted special permission to destroy deer that 
inflicted damage on fruit trees (Nelson Acclimatisation Society 
Records ) . 

DAMAGE TO INDIGENOUS VEGETATION 
It is important to note the influence of domestic stock and 

other animals on the indigenous vegetation prior to the in- 
flux of deer. Throughout the Nelson province, it was common 
practice from the 1860s until about 1920 to pasture stock in 
the more accessible alpine grasslands and in some forested 
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F I G .  1 :  Returning from a hunting trip in the Upper Wairau about 1911. 
Note the forest structure with the apparent abundance of  young trees. 

Photo by W. H. Murcott 

montane valleys. Many of these animals escaped to form feral 
populations, some of which survived until comparatively re- 
cent times. For example, wild cattle were present in the Upper 
Travers Valley in the late 1920s (D. R. Cummings, pers. comm.) 
and in the Upper Karamea River in 1933 (A. Brereton, pers. 
comm.). Wild sheep were considerably more numerous and 
widespread, particularly in Marlborough. Also, since very early 
times, sheep had been run on most of the grassed montane 
regions of inland Marlborough, and goats and rabbits were 
plentiful even prior to 1900. Chronic starvation had occurred 
among goats on the poorer mineral belt country of the Wai- 
roa River and Red Hills, in 1910 and 1918, respectively (C. 
Morrison, C. Carlson, pers. comm.). 

By the time deer reached these areas, stock and other ani- 
mals had already had a pronounced effect on the vegetation. 
Julius von Haast, when visiting Mt Robert in 1860, described 
the abundance of mosses and ferns in the forest and the per- 
fect carpets of white flowers (probably species of Celmisia and 
Gentians) and the masses of flower heads of Aciphylla spp. in 
the alpine grasslands, conveying an impression of a former 
more luxuriant vegetation. 

Despite the prior influence of stock and other animals, the 
added effects of deer on the indigenous vegetation were soon 
evident. Unlike stock, deer quickly became distributed over a 
wide range of habitats and utilized all available food re- 
sources. In the indigenous forests, ihe early decrease in oc- 
currence of highly palatable species, especially Griselinia lit- 
toralis (broadleaf), Neopanax colensoi ( three-finger ) and 
Coprosma foetidissima (stinkwood), was particularly notice- 
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able. Later, as regeneration of beech and other less plalatable 
species was removed, forests in many areas took on a notably 
open appearance. The remarkable rapidity with which this 
depletion occurred in some forests was shown by dramatic 
changes which were observed in the forest understoreys of 
the upper Wairau and lower Travers valleys, over three and 
four years, respectively (R. Johnson, A. Burkes, pers. comm.). 
In several of the drier south Nelson valleys, forest food re- 
sources were in places completely eliminated and clear browse 
lines established on the standing trees. In winter 1931, com- 
pacted snow in the forests of the upper Wairau River raised 
normal browse limits by 1 to 2 metres and trees (predomin- 
antly Nothofagus spp.) were stripped of foliage to an added 
height of 3 to 4 metres (M. R. Clarke, pers. comm.). To a cer- 
tain ex ten^, in the moister forested regions, the loss of forest 
understorey was compensated for by substantial increases of 
unpalatable species such as Psez~dozuinteva colorata (pepper- 
wood), Myvsine divavicata and Copvosina spp. (R. Archer, R. 
Large, S. A. Esler, pers. comm.). 

The spectacular decrease of Gingiditrnz wonfanurn (ani- 
seed), Anisotome aromatics and A. pilifera in the alpine regions 
of South Nelson was perhaps the most widely observed effect 
of deer on the composition of alpine vegetation. Prior to 
occupatior, by deer, these species were particularly abundant, 
especially on outlier ranges of the Spenser Mountains (except 
where cattle and sheep had grazed), but within 10 to 20 years 
of occupation, they had been virtually eliminated ( N .  Mc- 
Gonachie, D. W. Oxnam, D. W. Winn, pers. comm.). In the 
early 1 9 0 0 ~ ~  it was not uncommon to shoot exceedinglv fat 
deer whose stomach contents consisted almost entirely of 
Gingidium lnontanum (D. W. Winn, pers. comm.). Other 
species particularly favoured were Ranunculz~s insignis and 
species of AciphyZIa, Genfiana and Celmisia, and these were 
also markedly reduced. 

Often, heavy use by deer resulted in the complete destruc- 
tion of a particular vegetation zone. Ample observaljons of 
this nature are available but the well-documented records of 
R. Griffith serve as an example. In 1917, on the slopes of Mt 
Patriach in the Mt Arthur Range, he noted the difficulty of 
passage to the alpine grassland; bordering the timberline 
was a belt of alpine scrub (mainly Hebe spp.) some 3 to 4 
metres high and 70 to 130 metres wide. On frequent return 
visits to the same point, he subsequently witnessed increased 
tracking, browsing and bark stripping until in 1940 the scrub- 
land was completely succeeded by alpine grassland. 

The depletion by deer of highly palatable food from alpine 
areas resulted in considerable re~ercussions for runholders. 
Many areas which had been utiliied since the 1860s for sum- 
mer grazing of stock, and also much marginal land bordering 
forested areas, were necessarily abandoned. Where competi- 
tion from deer was less severe, it was sometimes necessary 
only to reduce the numbers of stock. Perham (1922) consider- 
ed that the displacement of stock was the most serious eco- 
nomic loss incurred by farmers as a result of deer. Farms 
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FIG.  2: A view across the windswept tussock tops on Beeby's Range in 
1919. The tussock slopes appear in inarlcecl contrast to their present 

depleted condition . 
Photo by Mrs R. A. Clarke 

situated in high country valleys, with only restricted local 
winter range for deer, were the most seriously affected. At 
Lake Rotoiti one runholder was forced to abandon an entire 
property owing to over-grazing by deer. 

High numbers of deer also frequently delayed or prevented 
the establishment of grazing land from felled or burned forest. 
At Tophouse, following a large forest fire in 1928, deer were 
seen in unusually high numbers and some areas of farmland 
became so heavily overgrazed as to require the withdrawal 
of sheep (V. NichdIs, pers. comm.). D. W. Oxnam considered 
that, in the Murchison district, hundreds of acres of newly 
burned and felled bush clearings had been abandoned, owing 
to overgrazing by deer. Without further attention these lands 
soon deteriorated to scrub and bracken. 

Much of the high-country land that had been grazed by stock 
since the early times deteriorated rapidly when subjected to 
year-round use by deer. This is illustrated by the situation in 
the Leslie River, where, des ite many years of annual summer 
grazing by cattle, the intro c!' uced grasses continued to flourish 
in lush swards, but by summer 1925, about 12 years after 
occupation by deer, these swards had been reduced to a turf 
(A. Brereton, pers. comm.) . 

These few records illustrate the impact of the red deer on 
their habitat. The red deer populations, after various periods 
from initial colonization, reached a eak and then slowly de- 
clined. During these periods of peac !' numbers, excessive de- 
mands on the vegetation were made, and its composition and 
structure were in many cases completely changed. After 1945, 
a decline in the number of deer resulted in a more equable 
use of the habitat. Nevertheless, damage to vegetation con- 
tinued, but the direct indications of it were much less obvious 
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than in the earlier years. Today, because of ciiminishing aware- 
ness of the former condition of the vegetation, and in some 
areas partial recovery of the habitat, these early effects of the 
red deer are not nearly so easily observed. One of the last 
direct indications of the earlier impact of the red deer is the 
deeply entrenched trails in the mountains; these trails are 
also rapidly vanishing. 
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