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Recent trends in mule deer numbers statewide



Mule deer trends by administrative region

No estimates yet for 2026



Total numbers of deer hunters by residency



Non-resident deer license purchase trend



Resident deer license purchase trend



Hunter Days in Block Management Areas by 
residency, Regions 3 through 7



Recent changes by Fish and Wildlife 
Commission in addition to legislative changes
• Nonresident access to multiple deer licenses restricted by 

legislative action in 2023
• Residents may purchase no more than three deer licenses
• Reduced available nonresident deer licenses by about 2,500
• Restrictions on numbers and open areas for antlerless 

licenses



Future
• Favorable winter, cautiously optimistic outlook for the year
• Development and adoption of Mule Deer Plan prior to next biennial 

season setting process
• Guidance for the agency, transparency for the public
• Harvest, habitat, health

• Continued focus on human dimensions elements, to include non-
resident participation and overall hunting crowding perceptions

• Upcoming management experiments to inform future actions



Upcoming mule deer research in Montana
• Nick DeCesare, FWP wildlife research biologist

Shawn Stewart



Past research led to current monitoring program



Monitoring = aerial surveys + harvest
*Info on 
WHAT is 
happening



Monitoring = aerial surveys + harvest + collars
*Info on 
WHAT is 
happening

*Adds info 
about WHY



Monitoring = aerial surveys + harvest + collars

*Mirroring work going on in neighboring states 
(CO, ID, UT, WY)

*Response to both internal and external (CAC) 
requests for new investments to bring best 
available data to management 

*Info on 
WHAT is 
happening

*Adds info 
about WHY



5-year study, starting FY27, ‘collar-based monitoring’

Shawn Stewart



5-year study, starting FY27, ‘collar-based monitoring’

Mike Thompson

*Mix of long-term and 
short-term study areas
*Does, bucks & fawns
*Working with biologists 
from all 7 regions + 
UM/MSU
*Range of conditions
  - predation, nutrition
  - CWD, status/trend



5-year study, starting FY27, ‘collar-based monitoring’

Shawn Stewart

New data for deer management
-Annual and winter survival rates by age-sex
-Causes of mortality by age-sex
-Nutritional plane (fawn weights, rump fat)
-Weather indices (drought, winter severity)
-Seasonal movement and migration
-Validation/update to current monitoring 
and management paradigm



From research to management
*Still work to do regarding incorporation of new data and tools 
into management actions

*Intent to continue this work beyond 5-year research project

Brent Lonner



Collaboration
*Opportunity for 
partnership with 
MDF, others
*Public-facing
*Will be a big lift



Thank you
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