
Humane Deer Management: 
Organizing from the Ground Up

The Clifton Deer Story



Who We Are

Founders and Leadership Team:
A retired federal mediator

A social worker and university professor

A regulatory attorney

A scientist

2



Our Neighborhood

Clifton
– Historic 

urban 
neighbor-
hood in 
Cincinnati

– 3 neighbor-
hood parks
(~100 acres) 
heavily utilized by residents

– University, 2 colleges, 4 hospitals in immediately surrounding area

– Mostly upper middle class, progressive, reasonably open to new ideas
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Our Partners

• Manages more than 10% of 
public land in Cincinnati.

• Operates 49 parks, including 5 
nature centers, an arboretum and 
one of the largest public plant 
conservatories in the country.

• Rated “excellent” by the Trust for 
Public Land.

• Has conducted a deer culling 
program in selected city parks 
since 2007 (volunteer bow-
hunters since 2009)
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Where we are now

• Three field seasons under our belt

• ~91% of the adult doe population sterilized

• Population decline of ~19%
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How we got here (Controversy)

• Parks announced expansion of 
bow hunting program to 3 Clifton 
parks

• Hunters & protesters clash in 
public meetings 
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How we got here (Controversy)

7

• Range of passionate viewpoints: 
➢ Deer are “sacred” and must not be 

touched
➢ Deer were here first and humans 

should adapt
➢ Killing by archery is cruel & 

inhumane
➢ Parks staff lying about the 

problem, should be fired
➢ Hunting is traditional and noble
➢ Deer are source of food and for 

human recreation
➢ Deer are pests who destroy 

gardens



How we got here (Collaboration)

• Accepted ecological judgment of 
Parks (choose your battles!)

• Extensively researched options 

• Found & vetted WBI

• Obtained WBI’s site assessment  

• Spoke respectful of Parks to press 

• Approached Parks Director 
respectfully & with references

• Positioned ourselves as problem-
solvers
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How we got here (Collaboration)
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• Parks Board of Commissioners 
suspended bow hunting plans in 
Clifton & initiated collaboration in 
October 2014

• Criteria for development: Plan 
should be the one most likely of 
being: 

– Affordable (funded or fundable) 

– Approved by ODNR

– Successful in stabilizing and 
reducing deer population in the 
Clifton parks to an eco-
sustainable level



How we got here (Collaboration)
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• “Irreconcilable differences” 
among advocacy groups

• Two separate proposals 
submitted 

– Our sterilization plan

– Another group’s 
contraceptives plan

• Another emotional debate



How we got here (Approvals)
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Nuts and Bolts
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Or maybe just nuts ….
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Forming & Managing Your Non-Profit

Reasons to do it right:

• Your donors deserve and 
expect professionalism 
(they’re trusting you with 
their money!)  

• The government requires it 
(IRS, State Attorney 
General)

• You put your credibility
(and your deer) at risk by 
cutting corners 
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Organizing Your Non-Profit 
(Incorporation)

• Articles of Incorporation (your state will have its own rules)

– Consider your corporate name carefully 
• Are you excluding or offending 

potential allies?
• Is it memorable/intuitive?
• Is a domain name available? 

– Purpose Clause
• Ours: “to promote the use of humane 

methods of deer population management
and the ecological health of urban 
and suburban parks and communities” 

– Don’t forget “magic language” for 
tax exempt status (and don’t forget to follow it!)
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• Policies

– Conflict of Interest Policy  (Grantors, Gov’t may ask about this) 

– Expense Reimbursement Policy (avoid misunderstandings with your 
volunteers)

• Take advantage of non-profit resources

16

Organizing Your Non-Profit 
(Management)

• Board of Directors & Officers (we kept 
it small)

– Select leadership based on the 
skills you need (giving time or 
money does not give anyone the 
“right” to an official position)



Organizing Your Non-Profit (Tax exempt 
status)

• Get a Tax ID Number (EIN) from 
the IRS

• File for your 501(3)(c) tax 
exempt status

– How easy or hard this
is depends on your anticipated 
budget

• Be careful about soliciting or 
accepting donations before you 
have obtained your IRS 
determination letter!
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Budgeting

• Rules of Thumb:
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• Listen to the experts about what it 
will take to succeed (trying to do it 
on the cheap may backfire)

• Don’t forget local expenses:
• Corn for bait stations
• Any surgical or other supplies not 

provided by contractor (e.g., 
Oxygen Tank Rental)

• Website hosting and domain name
• Paper, envelopes and stamps
• Fundraising expenses

• Add a cushion for the unexpected if 
you can



Educating, Engaging, Fundraising (they go 
together!)

• Commit to transparency

• Be humble (this is 
research)

• Use your website to
tell stories & to educate

• Don’t let yourself be
baited on social media

• Meet people where they
are

• When soliciting donations:

– Consult the applicable charitable solicitation rules

– Skip the flashy stuff (it’s never worked for us ….) 

– Beware of the misleading “per deer” cost conversation   

– Say thank you for every contribution, no matter how small
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Managing Your Non-Profit’s Money

• Financial Statements

– Balance Sheet

– Statement of Operations

– Statement of Functional 
Expenses (Program, 
Management & General, 
Fundraising) 
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• Non-profit bank account

– Who can sign checks?

– Who will have access to the 
account?

– Who will keep the books?

– Internal controls are your friends!



Annual Reporting

• IRS: Form 990 

• State Attorney General Charitable Registration 

• Stakeholders

– Donors (including 
institutional 
grantors) 

– Volunteers

– General Public 

– City and State
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Preparing for Field Operations

• Select your bait locations
– Scouting out bait sites takes some work … start early!

– Foster good relationships with your bait site hosts (Chris bakes cookies 
& sends personalized cards)

• The baiting process (same time, same way, every day)
– Sweat the details

– Listen to the experts!
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Preparing for Field Operations

• Find your surgical site

• Engage the community

• Work with Law Enforcement

• Plan your media strategy

• Schedule your volunteers 
(use the Goldilocks’ Principle)
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Your goal is to give your capture and 
surgical teams the tools they need 
to succeed under what are likely to 
be adverse conditions



Surviving Field Operations

• Just breathe!
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After Field Operations

• Take stock while memories are fresh (what will you do 
differently next year)

• Reports to stakeholders

• Population survey 

• Start all over again ….
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What we’ve learned

29

Goals Matter
Passion is a two edged sword

Winning local approval was just the first 
step 



What does it take?

• Emotional intelligence

• Research and writing skills

• Grant writing skills

• Legal knowledge

• Management skills

• Time and commitment

• Basic accounting & financial skills 

• Mediation and negotiation skills

• Connection to students for 
volunteers

• Community/political connections 
and credibility
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For More Information . . .

Check out our website 
www.cliftondeer.org

Just ask!

We’re so pleased you came . . . Many 
Thanks!
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http://www.cliftondeer.org/

