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Context

The Lake Sumner Recreational Hunting Area (RHA) was gazetted in 1981 
primarily to provide additional opportunities for recreational hunters in 
the years of strong Wild Animal Recovery Operations (WARO) and low 
deer numbers. WARO remains excluded from the area and it is a popular 
location for red deer hunting in Canterbury. The deer are thought to be a 
mix of the Poulter and Lewis Pass/Molesworth bloodlines. Lake Sumner 
RHA has the benefit of being relatively accessible and close to road ends 
(Lewis Pass Highway and Lake Sumner Road) meaning that hundreds of 
hunters annually walk or fly into the area to hunt for both elusive trophy 
stags and meat animals. 

Local hunters, Department of Conservation (DOC) staff, adjoining 
landowners, helicopter operators, and other RHA users have reported an 
increase in deer numbers over recent years. The Conservation Act 1987 
specifies that Conservation Parks shall be managed to protect natural 
resources first, and the Wild Animal Control Act 1977 specifies that the 
maintenance of land, vegetation and natural waters in a satisfactory state 
is the primary goal of management in an RHA. Indications are that habitat 
condition may be deteriorating due to this deer population increase. 



Improving the Habitat – Improving the Herd

The Lake Sumner RHA was designated to facilitate recreational hunting. 
Hence, there is a responsibility for the hunting sector to participate in 
management of the RHA. The Game Animal Council (GAC) is seeking 
to initiate proactive management to achieve positive outcomes for both 
recreational hunting and native species conservation. 

It is proposed to apply adaptive management principles to move the 
population to a lower-density, high-quality red deer herd. This will 
produce better conditioned meat animals and potentially superior trophy 
animals, while providing a healthier habitat and achieving the biodiversity 
preservation objectives of the RHA.  

The long-term goal is development and implementation of a science-
backed RHA management strategy. In the interim, it is necessary to limit 
any further increase in deer numbers and to reduce the breeding capacity 
of the herd. 

The following short-term initiatives are planned to be implemented by 
30 June 2022.

Project Objectives

1. Contribute to shifting the demographics of the Lake Sumner RHA red 
deer herd by removing a proportion of the breeding hinds.

2.  Gather baseline data from the animals seen and managed to 
contribute to future decision-making.

3. Compare the costs of deer removal by organised experienced 
recreational ground hunters and commercial aerial control alternatives.

We do not know exactly how many deer are in the RHA so we have used 
currently available information on red deer herd population biology to 
model management scenarios and the possible effects of removing a 
proportion of mature hinds from the population. 



Implementation

The GAC in collaboration with DOC, New Zealand Deerstalkers 
Association (NZDA), local landowners and recreational hunters is 
implementing a trial deer management project in the Lake Sumner RHA 
in 2022. Being a recreational hunting area, management of wild animals 
should be carried out through recreational ground-based hunting in the 
first instance, and other options explored only if this is shown to  
be unsuccessful.

Management Project Stage 1

• An initial ground-based, hinds-only management hunt will take place 
utilising experienced recreational hunters to remove a proportion of 
the mature hinds. The GAC is working with NZDA, recreational hunters, 
DOC, and landowners to facilitate this management hunt.

• The target area will be divided into 17 blocks and 2 hunters will be 
allocated to each block. The hunt is timed to be conducted (weather 
permitting) between 27 May and 6 June 2022

• Data will be collected on animals seen including number, location, sex 
and estimated age class.

• Where practical, we will collect the bottom jaw and the uterus from 
the hinds harvested. This will provide valuable information on age, 
condition, and reproductive status. This information will be valuable for 
monitoring current and future status of Lake Sumner RHA deer, and for 
indicating changes in environmental condition.

• The costs of the operation and the amount of hunter effort will also be 
quantified.

• The operation is timed to avoid the main Roar hunting period and to 
give the deer time to settle down.

• Importantly, harvesting only hinds has no detectable effect on the 
number of mature stags, so trophy hunting won’t be affected.

If successful, this operation will both lower the overall size of the herd 
and reduce the number of fawns born later this year, limiting population 
growth for the next three to five years. This will allow time to develop a 
longer-term RHA management strategy. 

Further Potential Management Options 

• If deemed necessary after analysis of data collected during the 
ground-based management operation, i.e., if the ground hunters do not 
remove sufficient deer to meet the management objectives, the GAC 
will consider facilitating an aerial venison recovery “meat for charity” 
project. The meat would be donated for charitable purposes (similar to 
the Fiordland Wapiti Foundation/GAC/DOC venison project in 2020). 
Data on the hinds harvested would also be collected, as in Stage 1.

This project is pursuant to the Game Animal Council Act 2013, section 7(b)(g) and (h).


