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In recent scouting trips I have noticed scarcity and abundance, areas of haves and have-nots.  The higher on the ridges you go less mass seems available.  More than likely the higher elevation nut-bearing trees never rebounded from the early freeze.  The ensuing drought did not help matters much either.  These conditions can force deer out of their usual seasonal patterns and into scavenger mode.  The silver lining to all of this is that if you find some available forage, the whitetails will eventually make their way to it.  Out of necessity, the deer should be on the move more often than in recent years.  Especially when we get into the late fall and the green forests have turned brown.  

As hunters, how can we take advantage of our recent severe weather?  Make the most of your early season scouting and find the most popular routes taken by foraging deer.  Even sparsely traveled lanes will eventually be trafficked when tough times get tougher.  In fall, the whitetail’s diet begins to shift and knowing what the deer are looking for will make it easier for you to find them.  If early fall brings some rain, cool season grasses will break their dormancy and being to grow, this is when rye and grain cover will be most sought after.  Sweet clovers will also be on the menu.  As fall progresses, look to oaks for leaves and acorns and honeylocust’s seedpods to be targeted as they begin to drop.  In fields with fescue, many farmers know that after the first frost the grass becomes more palatable to livestock, but you need to realize that frost also makes more deer seek fescue as forage.
So get out there and inventory the forage to help your harvest.  A good field test to determine if you are in a high yielding acorn area is to put your foot down.  If you find more than 10 acorns in an area the size of your footprint you are in the right spot, less than 10, keep looking.

Hemorrhagic Disease Found in the Area

Hemorrhagic Disease is a sometimes fatal virus of whitetail deer spread by biting midges also known as no-see-ums or sand gnats.  With the extreme heat of this summer more and more deer have been taking time to cool off near ponds and in streams making them prone to cross paths with these insects.  It has been reported and confirmed by state biologists that some deer carcasses found in Scott County, VA this month were infected with the virus that causes Hemorrhagic Disease.  Before you get alarmed, realize that this is not a new occurrence.  In late summer through October the stresses of the season take their toll on the whitetail’s immune system and a number of deer contract Hemorrhagic Disease, also referred to as Bluetongue Virus.  The biting midges that carry the virus are most prevalent at this time of year, but the first freeze destroys the population and brings an end to the outbreak of Hemorrhagic Disease.

While you are out in the woods scouting this time of year up until hunting season, there are some signs to look for to spot infected animals.  Depending on the severity and stage of the virus the outward signs range from a swollen neck, tongue, or eyelids to deer that show difficulty breathing and loss of appetite.  The fatal strains of this disease can kill weakened deer within 1 to 3 days.  Deer with a stronger immune system will last weeks with the virus before succumbing to its symptoms.  The carcasses are often found near water sources since the deer are seeking relief from their high fevers.  If you find a deer carcass you are advised to keep your distance and immediately inform your local game and fish department of the deer’s location for their record keeping.

There is less to be worried about than many realize.  Hemorrhagic Disease surfaces nearly every year and many deer survive the infection.  In fact, in most cases only 25% of the deer population will be faced with the virus and many of those will survive.  One in every four years will have a more widespread outbreak but, to date, there is no evidence that deer populations are severely hindered by Hemorrhagic Disease.  Handling deer or eating venison from infected deer cannot transmit the virus to humans.  Also, for the most part livestock are not affected by Bluetongue Virus or Hemorrhagic Disease.  Hemorrhagic Disease antibodies are present in cattle.  Sheep are affected by Hemorrhagic Disease much like deer, but fatalities are rare. 

The rumors have already started but armed with more knowledge about Hemorrhagic Disease hopefully you will be able to rest a little easier as season approaches.

