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Division of Wildlife 
• MISSION GOAL:  The Division of Wildlife will manage South 

Dakota’s wildlife and fisheries resources and their associated 
habitats for the their sustained and equitable use, and for the 
benefit, welfare, and enjoyment of the citizens of this state 
and it’s visitors. 
 

• MISSION STATEMENT:  “Serving People, Managing Wildlife” 
 

• OUR VALUES & GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
• Wildlife enhances the quality of life in South Dakota. 
• Wildlife is a public trust resource. 
• Hunting is a fundamental wildlife management practice and 

legitimate recreational activity. 
• Land stewardship and partnerships with private landowners are 

essential to sustaining wildlife for the future. 
 



Historical Abundance and 
Challenges 
• Both white-tailed deer and mule deer are native to South 

Dakota.  Historically abundant, but never as numerous as 
pronghorn and bison. 

• Settlement following the Homestead Act of 1862, the 
expansion of the railroad into South Dakota, and no game laws 
unfortunately allowed for market hunting and killing of many 
wildlife species, including deer. 
• According to historical records, deer east of the Missouri River 

disappeared between 1875 and 1880. 
• Deer west of the Missouri River, excluding the Black Hills, nearly 

all but disappeared by 1890. 
• Deer numbers in the Black Hills were significantly reduced by the 

1880s, by prospectors, market hunters, and settlers after the 
discovery of gold and the signing of a treaty with the Sioux in 
1877. 



Historical Abundance and 
Challenges 

• In 1883, the Government of the Dakota Territory prohibited 
hunting from January 1 – September 1, though deer numbers 
did not begin to increase until the Buck Law was enacted in 
1911 and 1921. 

• The Buck Law was amended in 1925 prohibiting deer hunting 
in all counties of the state except for those within the Black 
Hills. 

• It wasn’t until the 1940s when white-tailed deer began to 
occupy suitable habitat east of the Missouri River. 

• It wasn’t until 1965 when both white-tailed and mule deer 
could again be found in all counties west of the Missouri River. 

• There were hunting seasons before 1929 in the Black Hills, 
though records are vague and incomplete. 

• On the prairie, many different types of seasons with unit 
boundaries have been held since 1950. 



1950 Deer Seasons 

 



1951 Deer Seasons 

 



1952 Deer Seasons 
 



1970 Deer Seasons 

 



Current Deer Seasons 
• Firearm 

• West River Deer 
 Landowner-Own-Land 
 Free Antlerless 
 Special Buck 

• East River Deer 
 Landowner-Own-Land 
 Free Antlerless 
 Special Buck 

• Black Hills Deer 
• Archery 
• Muzzleloader 
• Youth 
• Mentor 
• National Wildlife Refuge 
• Custer State Park 

 



2014 Deer License Sales 

From a resident hunter standpoint, deer hunting is VERY important.  



Licenses, Tags, and Harvest 
 



Combined Deer Harvest 



White-tailed Deer Harvest 

2014: Antlerless = 14,553  
 Antlered = 26,972 
 Total = 41,525 



Mule Deer Harvest 

2014: Antlerless = 996 
 Antlered = 4,353 
 Total = 5,349 



West River Deer 
• Season Dates:  open for day for 16 consecutive days beginning on 

the Saturday 12 days prior to Thanksgiving (16-day season). 
• 2016:  November 12 - 27 
• 2017:  November 11 - 26 
• 2018:  November 10 – 25 
 

• Season Dates (WRD-30A and WRD-50A): open for four consecutive 
days beginning on the Saturday 19 days prior to Thanksgiving and for 
seven consecutive days beginning on the Monday three days prior to 
Thanksgiving (11-day season) 
• 2016:  November 5 – 8 and November 21 - 27 
• 2017:  November 4 -7 and November 20 - 26 
• 2018:  November 3 – 6 and November 19 – 25 
 

• Regulation change removed the 9-day antlerless deer season for the 
2015 season. 

  
 
 

 



West River Deer 
• Limited Access Units (LAU) 

• Units are 100% public ownership 
• Landowner preference does not apply 
• Currently, have 3 LAU’s and all included in West River Deer Season. 

• WRD-24B (Little Moreau GPA) 
• 10 "any whitetail deer" licenses  
• 10 "antlerless whitetail deer" licenses 
• Season Dates:  open for 23 consecutive days beginning on the first Saturday of 

November 
• WRD-27L (Hill Ranch GPA) 

• 15 "any deer" licenses 
• Season Dates:  same as regular West River Deer 

• WRD-35L (Custer National Forest) 
• "any deer" licenses and 200 "any whitetail deer" licenses 
• Season Dates:  same as regular West River Deer 

• Current objective is to limit the number of hunters to provide a high 
quality hunting experience. 

• Starting in 2014, required archery, muzzleloader, youth and mentor 
hunters to have a “free” access permit to hunt these areas to 
monitor use and harvest by these user groups. 



West River Deer Units 



West River Deer 
• Past Season Structure 

• 2004 and prior – Licenses for antlerless only seasons were valid only 
on private land not leased for public hunting. 

• 2005 – Licenses for antlerless only seasons were valid on private and 
public lands. 

• Early to mid 2000s – Season was extended for one more week 
antlerless deer licenses. 

• 2005-2011 – All West River antlerless tags were valid in their 
respective units during the firearms antelope season. 

• 2012 and prior – Buck tags converted to antlerless deer tags for the 
antlerless season. 

• 2013 –  “Any” deer and “any whitetail” deer licenses no longer 
convert to “any antlerless” deer or “antlerless whitetail” deer 
licenses for the 9-day antlerless season starting on the Saturday after 
Christmas.  Only “any antlerless” deer or “antlerless whitetail” deer 
licenses are valid. 

• 2015 – The 9-day antlerless season starting on the Saturday after 
Christmas was eliminated for West River Deer, but retained for East 
River Deer. 



East River Deer 
• Season Dates: Open for 16 consecutive days beginning on the 

Saturday before Thanksgiving. (16-day season) 
• In addition, any hunter possessing a valid "antlerless deer" or 

"antlerless whitetail deer" tag in any East River unit may hunt for 
9 consecutive days beginning on the Saturday following 
Christmas. 
• 2016:  Nov. 19 – Dec. 4 

• Dec. 31 – Jan. 8 (Antlerless) 
• 2017:  Nov. 18 – Dec. 3 

• Dec. 30 – Jan. 7 (Antlerless) 
• 2018:  Nov. 17 – Dec. 2 

• Dec. 29 – Jan. 6 (Antlerless) 
 
 

 



East River Deer Units 



East River Deer 
• Past Season Structure 

• Mid 2000s – Northern and western units started one week earlier 
than southeastern units. 
 

• Early to mid 2000s – Season was extended for one more week 
antlerless deer licenses. 
 

• 2012 and prior – Buck tags converted to antlerless deer tags for the 
antlerless season. 
 

• 2013 –  “Any” deer and “any whitetail” deer licenses no longer 
convert to “any antlerless” deer or “antlerless whitetail” deer 
licenses for the 9-day antlerless season starting on the Saturday after 
Christmas.  Only “any antlerless” deer or “antlerless whitetail” deer 
licenses are valid. 
 

• 2015 – The 9-day antlerless season starting on the Saturday after 
Christmas was retained for East River Deer, but eliminated for West 
River Deer. 
 
 



Black Hills Deer 

• Current Season Structure 
• Season Dates: Open from November 1 – 

November 30. (30-day season) 
 
• 2015:  200 "any deer" licenses and 3,500 

"any whitetail deer" licenses available to 
residents; 8% available to nonresidents. 

 
 

 
 
 

 



Black Hills Deer 
• Past Season Structure 

• 1996-2006:  Point restriction on buck tags that required 2 points 
or better on one side. 

• Point restriction was removed after the 2006 hunting season. 
• The removal of the 2 point restriction was slightly controversial with 

some hunters, however, through public involvement it was explained 
that it was not the 2 point restriction that increased the mature buck 
numbers, it was limiting the number of licenses that increased both 
buck numbers and older bucks.  

 
• Statewide, unregulated user groups such as archery, 

muzzleloader, youth, and mentor deer hunters are obviously 
attracted to the Black Hills due to it’s natural beauty and vast 
amount of public land hunting opportunities. 

 
• First 3 mountain lion seasons overlapped with the Black Hills deer 

season. 
 



Black Hills Deer 
• Antlerless Deer Units 

                       2010 
Resident Licenses

Any D Any WT Atl Deer Atl Whitetail
01 11 03 13

BD1 100 100
BD2 100
BD3 100
BD4 100
BH1 400 4,000

TOTAL 400 4,000 100 400
Any D Any WT Atl Deer Atl Whitetail

01 11 03 13

Unit

Unit

Resident Licenses
Any D Any WT Atl Whitetail

01 11 13

BD1
BD2
BD3
BD4
BH1 200 3,500

TOTAL 200 3,500
Any D Any WT Atl Whitetail

01 11 13

Unit

Unit

2015 



Archery Deer 
• Season Dates: Opens on the fourth Saturday of September 

and remains open to January 15. 
• Only “any antlerless” deer licenses are valid from January 1-15. 

• Available Licenses 
• Unlimited “any” deer licenses valid statewide (residents and 

nonresidents) 
• Unlimited “any” deer licenses valid for East River and for West River 

(residents and nonresidents) 
• A person may purchase one statewide “any” deer license or one East 

River “any” deer license and one West River “any” deer license. 
• Unlimited “antlerless whitetail” deer licenses valid statewide except 

where restricted (residents and nonresidents) 
• No person may purchase more than one “antlerless whitetail” deer 

license. 

• Free Access Permits 
• Varying number of free access permits available by lotter to license 

holders for Adams Homestead and Nature Preserve and Good Earth 
State Park 

 
 

 



Archery Deer 
• Past Season Structure 

• 2004 and prior – “antlerless” deer licenses were allocated at the unit 
level. 

• 2005 –  unlimited single and double tag “antlerless” deer licenses 
were available statewide. 

• 2007 – Increased the maximum number of “antlerless” licenses from 
2 to 5.   

• 2010 – Began restricting the statewide “antlerless” licenses.  No 
longer valid in the Black Hills and certain East River deer units. 

• 2010-2013 – Restricted area changed in geographic area. 
• 2011 – January season was changed from Jan. 1-31 to Jan. 1-15. 
• 2012 and prior – Buck tags converted to antlerless deer tags for the 

antlerless season. 
• 2013 –  “Any” deer licenses no longer convert to “any antlerless” 

deer licenses for the January season. 
• 2014 and 2015 

• “Any antlerless” deer license changed to “any whitetail” deer license. 
• Significant increase in geographic size of restricted area. 
• Decreased the maximum number of “antlerless” licenses from 5 to 3. 



2014 & 2015 Antlerless  
Archery Deer Unit 

 

Closed units have no firearm antlerless deer licenses  



Muzzleloader Deer 
• Season Dates: Opens December 1 and remains open to 

January 15. 
• Only “any antlerless” deer licenses are valid from January 1-15. 
 

• Available Licenses 
• 1,000 “any” deer licenses valid statewide (residents only) 
• Unlimited “antlerless whitetail” deer licenses valid open 

statewide except where restricted (residents and nonresidents) 
• No person may purchase more than one “antlerless whitetail” deer 

license. 
• A person may possess no more than two muzzleloader deer 

licenses, of which only one can be an “antlerless whitetail” deer 
license. 

 
 

 



Muzzleloader Deer 
• Past Season Structure 

• 2004 and prior – “antlerless” deer licenses were allocated at the 
unit level. 

• 2005 –  unlimited single and double tag “antlerless” deer licenses 
were available statewide. 

• 2007 – Increased the maximum number of “antlerless” licenses 
from 2 to 5.   

• 2010 – Began restricting the statewide “antlerless” licenses.  No 
longer valid in the Black Hills and certain East River deer units. 

• 2011 – January season was changed from Jan. 1-31 to Jan. 1-15. 
• 2010-2013 – Restricted area changed in geographic area. 
• 2014 and 2015 

• “any antlerless” deer license changed to “any whitetail” deer license. 
• Significant increase in geographic size of restricted area. 
• Decreased the maximum number of “antlerless” licenses from 5 to 2. 

 



2014 & 2015 Antlerless 
Muzzleloader Deer Unit 

 

Closed units have no firearm antlerless deer licenses  



Youth Deer 

• The youth deer hunting season is open beginning on the 
second Saturday of September to January 15 (in past season 
went through January 31).  (~120-125 day season) 

 
• An unlimited number of "antlerless deer" licenses are 

available for this season. 
 
• Any person who has reached the age of 12 years during the 

period September 1 to December 31, inclusive, and has not 
reached the age of 18 years by June 30, inclusive, may 
purchase a license and hunt the entire season. 

 
 

 
 



Youth Deer 
• Each licensee shall be accompanied by an adult while hunting. 
 
• Youth can also apply for limited-draw licenses in other deer 

seasons. 
 
• Changes to Season Structure 

• 2008 – up to 5 licenses valid statewide 
• 2009 – up to 2 licenses valid statewide 
• 2011 – 1 license valid statewide and 1 license valid statewide, 

except for the Black Hills Fire Protection District. 
• 2011 – January season was changed from Jan. 1-31 to Jan. 1-15. 
• 2014 – limited to 1 license valid statewide 
          

 



In 2014, the five deer management units with  
the highest reported harvest were the Black 
Hills, Minnehaha, Brown, Deuel, and Roberts. 

2008 – up to 5 licenses allowed 



 
• The 2008 South Dakota Legislative Session established the hunter 

mentoring program (Codified Law 41-6-81) for deer, pronghorn, and 
turkey hunting. 

 
• An unlimited number of "antlerless deer" licenses are available for 

this season. 
 
• The mentor deer hunting season is open beginning on the second 

Saturday of September to January 15 (in past season went through 
January 31).  (~120-125 day season) 

 
• A resident parent or guardian may purchase no more than one 

mentored "antlerless deer" license for a designated mentored youth 
who is at least 10 and younger than 16 years of age. 

 
• No youth participating in a mentored big game hunt may apply for a 

regular season license for that corresponding species and season.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Mentor Deer 



Mentor Deer 

In 2014, the five deer management units with  
the highest reported harvest were the Black 
Hills, Minnehaha, Beadle, Gregory, and Hamlin. 



National Wildlife Refuge Deer 
Sand Lake Refuge 

 

Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D RES RES RES RES NR NR NR NR
01 03 09 01 03 09 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags

Sand Lake Refuge
RFD-SL1 20 10 2 1 30 30 30 3 3 3
RFD-SL2 20 10 2 1 30 30 30 3 3 3
RFD-SL3 20 10 2 1 30 30 30 3 3 3
RFD-SL4 20 10 2 1 30 30 30 3 3 3
RFD-SL5 20 10 2 1 30 30 30 3 3 3

TOTAL 100 50 10 5 150 150 150 15 15 15
Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D RES RES RES RES NR NR NR NR

01 03 09 01 03 09 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags
165 165 165

Unit

Unit

License Totals

RES and NR:

Resident Licenses Nonresident Licenses

2015 Season Dates 
SL1:  November 14-18 (muzzleloader only) 
SL2:  November 19-23 
SL3:  November 24-29 
SL4:  Nov. 30 – Dec. 6 
SL5:  December 7-13 
*All unfilled Sand Lake Refuge “antlerless”  
deer tags were valid from Dec. 26 – Jan. 3. 



National Wildlife Refuge Deer 

 

Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D RES RES RES RES NR NR NR NR
01 03 09 01 03 09 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags

Waubay Refuge
RFD-WA1 10 1 10 10 10 1 1 1
RFD-WA2 10 1 10 10 10 1 1 1
RFD-WA3 10 1 10 10 10 1 1 1

TOTAL 30 3 30 30 30 3 3 3
Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D RES RES RES RES NR NR NR NR

01 03 09 01 03 09 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags
33 33 33

Unit

Unit

License Totals

RES and NR:

Resident Licenses Nonresident Licenses

Waubay Refuge 

 

2015 Season Dates 
WA1:  November 14-21 (muzzleloader only) 
WA2:  November 22-29 (muzzleloader only) 
WA3:  Nov. 30 – Dec. 6  



National Wildlife Refuge Deer 
Lacreek Refuge 

 

Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D RES RES RES RES NR NR NR NR
01 03 09 01 03 09 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags

Lacreek Refuge
RFD-LC1 15 2 15 15 15 2 2 2
RFD-LC2 15 2 15 15 15 2 2 2

TOTAL 30 4 30 30 30 4 4 4
Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D Any D Any Atl D 2 Any Atl D RES RES RES RES NR NR NR NR

01 03 09 01 03 09 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags 1-tag 2-tag Lic Tags
34 34 34

Unit

Unit

License Totals

RES and NR:

Resident Licenses Nonresident Licenses

2015 Season Dates 
LC1:  October 1 – 27 (muzzleloader only) 
LC2:  Nov. 25 – Dec. 1 (muzzleloader only) 



Custer State Park Deer 
• Season Dates:  open for 14 consecutive days beginning on the 

first Saturday of November.  (14 Day Season) 
• 2016:  November 5 - 18 
• 2017:  November 4 - 17 
• 2018:  November 3 – 16 

 
• With the following exception, the area within the boundaries 

of Custer State Park is open to hunting during any open 
season. No person may hunt any big game species within 200 
yards of any public access road or building in Custer State 
Park.  
 

• 2015:  10 "any whitetail deer" licenses and 20 "antlerless 
whitetail deer" muzzleloader licenses. 
 
 
 



Custer State Park Deer 
Year  Apps  Licenses    
2004  757  52     
2005  876  50     
2006  1,016  37     
2007  1,203  37     
2008  1,088  47    
2009  1,667  47    
2010  1,336  47     
2011  1,831  47     
2012  1,825  12     
2013  1,474  30    
2014  1,755  30     

 



Special Buck 
• A deer hunting license which allows a person to hunt in all West 

River Deer or East River Deer units on private land only. 
 
•  The license is valid for one "any deer" for the dates of each 

respective hunting season.  
 
• Both residents and nonresidents are eligible for West River Special 

Buck licenses. East River Special Buck licenses are available to South 
Dakota residents only.  

 
• Residents may apply for both East River AND West River Special Buck 

licenses, however, an individual can only possess one. The draw for 
East River Special Buck licenses is conducted first. Applicants who 
draw an East River will not be eligible for West River. 



Special Buck 
• West River Special Buck 

• Resident and nonresident "special any deer" license allocation is 
the greater of four percent of the total West River resident deer 
licenses which include an "any deer" tag allocated in the previous 
year or 500 resident and 500 nonresident licenses. 

 
• East River Special Buck 

• Resident "special any deer" license allocation is the greater of 
four percent of the total East River deer licenses which included 
an "any deer" tag allocated in the previous year or 500 resident 
licenses. 

 
 

 



Special Buck 

                Resident Licenses        Nonresident Licenses   

    Licenses 1st Draw Unsuccessful Licenses 1st Draw Unsuccessful 

Season Year Available Applications Applicants Available Applications Applicants 

West River 2009 500 491 0 500 717 217 

  2010 500 499 0 500 737 237 

  2011 500 499 0 500 808 308 

  2012 500 627 127 500 884 384 

  2013 500 689 189 500 848 348 

  2014 500 567 67 500 778 278 

  

East River 2009 400 724 324 No nonresident licenses offered ER 

  2010 500 731 231       

  2011 500 757 257       

  2012 500 918 418       

  2013 687 891 204       

  2014 656 728 72       

Supply vs. Demand 



Landowner-Own Land 
• A resident farmer or rancher must own or lease for agricultural 

purposes a minimum of 160 acres of privately-owned farm or ranch 
land and actually reside on the land, or be an owner- operator of the 
land, to qualify.  
 

• This license restricts the holder to the taking of deer as designated 
on the license only from the privately-owned farm or ranch lands 
owned or leased by the resident farmer or rancher.  

 
• Landowners may purchase at a reduced price a 1-tag any-deer 

license or a 2-tag license that has one any-deer tag plus one any-
antlerless deer tag for East River and West River Deer seasons. 
 

• The applicant may not already have a license for the regular season 
that allows for the harvest of a buck. 



Landowner-Own Land 



Landowner Free Antlerless 
Deer 
• Authorized by the South Dakota legislative session (Codified 

Law 41-6-19.8) in 2011. 
 

• Administrative Rule 41:06:01:13.  Designation of areas where 
free antlerless deer licenses can be used by farmers and 
ranchers. 
• May be issued to any qualifying farmer or rancher for use in the 

West River, East River, Youth, Archery, and Muzzleloader deer 
hunting units where at least one antlerless deer tag is available 
after the second lottery drawing from the previous year East River 
and West River deer seasons. However, no such free antlerless 
license is valid in counties where antlerless archery or a 
muzzleloader license is restricted. The requirements and 
equipment restrictions for each deer season apply to any free 
antlerless license issued. 



Landowner Free Antlerless 
Deer 

• Due to the conditions found in administrative rule, no free antlerless deer 
licenses were made available for the 2014 and 2015 West River Deer, East 
River Deer, Archery Deer, Muzzleloader Deer, and Youth Deer hunting 
seasons. 

 



Nonresident Eligibility 
• Unlimited archery deer licenses (buck and antlerless) 
 
• Unlimited muzzleloader antlerless deer licenses 
 
• Up to 8% of the licenses established in each unit for the Black 

Hills Deer, West River Deer, and National Wildlife Refuge Deer. 
 
• Not eligible for East River Deer except for licenses unsold after 

the second lotter drawing. 



Questions?? 
 
 

Photo © Dean Pearson 
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