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Wildlife Damage Management in Tree Fruits 

Peter H. Butchko 
US Department of Agriculture – Wildlife Services 

2803 Jolly Road, Suite 100 
Okemos, MI  48864 

517-336-1928 
peter.h.butchko@aphis.usda.gov 

 

Introduction:  While there is rarely a solution for wildlife damage that is completely effective, easy and 

cheap, there are options that can provide some relief. Much like all of pest management, wildlife damage 

management decisions are likely to be driven by economics. 

 

A. The first step in successful damage management is to identify the species causing the damage.  This is 

not only important in devising a management plan, it will be important in considering what permits 

are needed, if any.   

 

B. In addressing any wildlife damage situation, there are three general approaches that one can take.  

They are:  

1) Manage the crop or site 

2) Manage the wildlife causing damage 

3) Install a barrier between the crop and the wildlife 

 

There are many methods within each approach to choose from and selecting the most appropriate 

methods will be based on the details of the particular situation.  If at all possible, there will likely be 

advantages in using multiple methods, either in combination or in sequence.  Rarely does just one 

single method work by itself for a long period of time.  Implementing a combination of methods 

forms an integrated wildlife damage management plan. 

 

1)  Manage the crop or site 

This refers to anything effort directed at the resource to make it less attractive or vulnerable.  

Examples would include perhaps choosing varieties that are less vulnerable to wildlife damage or 

selecting production sites that has fewer wildlife threats.  Unfortunately, as it relates to tree fruit, 

there is no method that appears to be effective in this approach.   

2) Manage the wildlife causing damage 

This refers to anything directed toward the wildlife causing the damage to reduce the damage by 

reducing the numbers of wildlife.  Examples of this are harassment, trapping and shooting.  These 

methods tend to be labor intensive and, in some cases, controversial. 
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3) Install a barrier between the crop and the wildlife 

Installing a physical barrier such as fencing or netting to deny wildlife the access to the crop can 

be effective.  It has the advantage of providing protection day or night without extra effort from 

the producer.  The disadvantage is there will likely be some significant up-front costs; however, 

these costs may be able to be spread over many years the barrier will function. 

 

C. Depredation permits for birds 

1. Just about all birds are protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act.  However, the law provides 

for the taking of protected birds through a depredation permit which is issued by the US Fish and 

Wildlife Service (FWS).  The permit allows for the taking of a certain number of a certain species 

at a specified location(s). 

2. Some bird species such as the non-native pigeon, English sparrow and starling are not protected 

and can be taken without a federal permit.  Likewise, crows, red-winged blackbirds and grackles 

can be taken without a permit when doing or about to do damage to agriculture. 

3. No permit is required to simply harass protected birds. 

4. The FWS requires that the applicant to have tried some non-lethal methods, e.g. harassment, 

before they issue a permit to allow use lethal take. 

5. The FWS will allow bird carcasses to be displayed for the deterrent effective.  Otherwise, 

carcasses will need to be burned or buried. 

6. The FWS charges $100 for the permit which is valid for up to one year and can be renewed. 

7. The depredation permits are obtained with an application available from USDA-WS who will 

make an evaluation of the application and forward everything to FWS. 

 

D.  Depredation permits for mammals 

1. Permits to take protected mammals such as deer are a matter for the state wildlife agency.  

Consult the agency in your state to find out the regulations that apply.  Deer harvested during the 

legal hunting seasons may also reduce damage. 

 

E.  Resources 

 

1. USDA-Wildlife Services toll free number: 1-866-487-3297 

This number will connect you to the state office of Wildlife Services in the state where you are 

dialing.  Wildlife Services employees there will be able to answer questions and explain pertinent 

state laws and regulations. 

 

2. Internet Center for Wildlife Damage Management - http://icwdm.org/ 

This web site is the joint effort of four universities and contains an enormous wealth of 

information.  The centerpiece of the site is a handbook “The Prevention and Control of Wildlife 

Damage” is found here: http://icwdm.org/handbook/index.asp#di  
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