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Please Don’t Feed the Deer 

Regan Berkley, Regional Wildlife Manager, IDFG McCall  

 

McCall’s first “real” winter in several years has prompted a few well-meaning residents to put 

hay or grain out for the resident town deer herd.  While peoples’ hearts are in the right place, we 

at Idaho Fish and Game urge residents to avoid feeding deer for several reasons. 

 

First, feeding in town adjacent to streets can pose a hazard to drivers.  We’ve all seen deer 

wandering through town on icy roads during winter, but we should avoid deliberately giving 

them a reason to congregate there.   

 

Second, when deer congregate or return time and again to feed at the exact same spot, predators 

learn and take advantage of this behavior. We’ve already had reports of mountain lion tracks in 

town this winter.  Deer are mountain lions’ primary prey, and cougars will exploit the food 

source that is most available to them.  Mountain lions likely wander through McCall from time 

to time throughout the year, but they are likely to spend more time in town when their prey 

source is concentrated around a few feed sources.   

 

Ironically, feeding can be detrimental to deer.  Deer are “browsers” – which means they tend to 

nibble at tips of branches, buds, and shrub leaves.  “Feed” does not typically fit neatly into this 

diet, as it’s largely comprised of hay or alfalfa, and sometimes grain products.  Deer digestive 

systems are equipped to deal with small bits of low-quality food during winter.  Large amounts 

of high-quality food can overwhelm their rumens, and can actually lead to death in some cases, 

simply because their tummies are full of food they cannot process.  

  

Feeding deer erodes their instincts to find their own food sources.  Granted, these are “town 

deer” that have learned to live near humans. However, when they are feeding on the shrubs and 

small trees that occur throughout town and along our river corridors, they are still foraging for 

their own foods. Winter is one way that nature helps keep animal populations in balance with 

available habitat.  Though it is hard to see, hard winters mean that more animals may die.  This 

process makes “space” in the herd and on the landscape for more deer in subsequent years, 

leading to an overall healthier herd.   

  

We understand that it is hard to watch deer struggling to move through deep snow to find food 

during winter.  However, feeding comes with its own pitfalls, and we advise against it.  Feel free 

to contact us with questions at the McCall IDFG office: 634-8137. 

 


