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Rakiura Whitetail Deer: A Heritage Herd

The Stewart Island/Rakiura whitetail deer herd is one of New Zealand’s most iconic hunting re-
sources. 

Known as the grey ghosts of Rakiura, these elusive deer are both a treasure in New Zealand’s hunt-
ing heritage and a species of global significance. 

Introduced in 1905, it’s one of only two huntable populations of the species in the South Pacific. 
Rakiura whitetail deer are part of the island’s story, a treasured drawcard for around 3,500 visiting 
hunters each year, and a resource that supports the local community.

The vision of Predator Free Rakiura is to remove invasive species such as rats, possums, cats, and 
hedgehogs. While deer are not a target species, predator control operations have had significant 
unintended impacts on the whitetail herd across 43,000 hectares. Monitoring has recorded a 97% 
reduction in deer numbers in areas without deer repellent, and a 74% reduction even in areas where 
repellent was used.

The future of Rakiura’s whitetail deer herd needs a plan.
Working alongside those with an interest in the future of Rakiura, the Rakiura Whitetail Trust is 
developing a strategic framework for the active management of the whitetail herd. The goal is to 
ensure a healthy and sustainable deer population while supporting the wider objectives of predator 
eradication.
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The Rakiura Whitetail Trust

The Rakiura Whitetail Trust exists to safeguard the legendary herd of whitetail deer on Rakiura and 
ensure its future as a sustainable hunting resource.

Our mission is simple but vital: To ensure the continued survival of the Rakiura whitetail herd 
through science-led, community-driven conservation. We combine research, monitoring, and active 
management to keep the herd healthy and in balance with the island’s fragile ecosystems.

We believe hunters can and should be conservationists. By applying evidence, transparency, and 
collaboration, we aim to show what responsible, modern game management looks like in Aotearoa.

The Goal: A Thriving Rakiura

The Starting Point: A Strategic Framework

An island rich in indigenous species, where whitetail deer are successfully managed as a sustain-
able, high-quality hunting resource. 

This initiative is not about choosing deer over conservation. It is about working to find a way for a 
predator-free Rakiura and a sustainable whitetail herd to sit together. It will be a challenge, and it 
won’t be easy, but it will be worth it.

This document provides a starting point with aspirations and key considerations to support the 
development of a strategic framework for whitetail deer management on Rakiura. It has been 
developed by the Rakiura Whitetail Trust to support conversations with the local community, mana 
whenua, agencies, businesses and government. 

A series of documents are planned to support the development of the framework, which help 
answer these questions: 

1.	 What does good herd management look like?
2.	 What do we still need to learn about the herd and its habitat?
3.	 How will monitoring and management be funded?
4.	 How does this fit within a wider Rakiura biodiversity strategy?
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Objectives: Aligning Values

A sustainable future for Rakiura whitetail deer and achieving predator-free goals depends on 
aligning multiple values. Some of the things we could do include...

Quality hunting
•	 Maintain Rakiura as a premium, sus-

tainable hunting destination.

•	 Improve access and the hunting expe-
rience through a coordinated recre-
ational hunting system.

•	 Support healthy deer, quality meat 
and sustainable harvest.

Community value
•	 Ensure Rakiura’s whitetail herd con-

tinues to provide value for the island’s 
community.

•	 Help the community, mana whenua, 
and hunters all participate in active 
herd management that contributes to 
positive outcomes.

•	 Build long-term non-government fund-
ing support for active deer manage-
ment.

Conservation 
•	 Understand how deer affect indige-

nous vegetation.

•	 Use targeted management where 
needed to reduce browse pressure 
and support forest recovery.

•	 Build conservation-minded hunting 
practice through information, educa-
tion and outreach.

Mana whenua partnership
•	 Embrace mana whenua perspectives 

and cultural values, including relation-
ships with Rakiura, taonga species and 
the wider ecosystem, to help shape 
future whitetail management.

•	 Work together to understand deer im-
pacts, cultural values and opportunities 
for shared management.
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Research & Learning: 
Filling Critical Knowledge Gaps

Good management requires good information. Currently, important decisions about Rakiura 
whitetail are being made with incomplete information. Research and monitoring is needed to 
fill knowledge gaps. 

Hunting and herd dynamics
•	 What habitats do whitetail prefer?

•	 How do deer size, condition and breeding performance vary across the island?

•	 Where is hunting pressure strongest, and where is harvest more limited?

•	 What do hunters already know about whitetail and their impacts?

•	 What motivates hunters, and how willing are they to take part in active management?

Community and collaboration
•	 How do we accurately reflect the values of the local Rakiura community?

•	 What shared vision can hunters, mana whenua, residents and conservation interests support?

Conservation and ecosystems
•	 Can population management help vegetation recover?

•	 What deer abundance thresholds support both ecosystem recovery and sustainable hunting?

•	 If hunting alone is not enough to sustainably manage whitetail, what other tools might be acceptable and 

effective?

Predator Free compatibility
•	 Can predator eradication tools, methods and timing be adapted so Rakiura can pursue predator-free 

goals without unnecessarily risking the whitetail herd?
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What success looks like
•	 Whitetail deer and whitetail hunting remain an 

important part of Rakiura’s future.

•	 Hunting is high quality, well-coordinated and 
undertaken with management in mind.

•	 Indigenous ecosystems are protected and 
restored.

•	 Mana whenua, local community and stakehold-
er values are properly reflected.

•	 Predator-free progress and sustainable herd 
management are treated as connected goals, 
not competing ones.

Management:
Turning Vision Into Action

The Rakiura whitetail deer management framework must be practical, measurable and able 
to adapt as new information comes in. It should give people confidence that the herd is not 
simply being defended in principle but actively managed in a way that recognises the wider 
needs of Rakiura.

Possible management actions
•	 Coordinated recreational hunting that balances 

access, demand and hunter satisfaction.

•	 Hunter information and education that links 
hunting practice with conservation outcomes.

•	 Monitoring of deer condition, harvest, vegeta-
tion and other key ecological indicators.

•	 Targeted population management where evi-
dence shows it is needed.

•	 Regular reporting so the community and stake-
holders can see what is being learned and 
what is changing as a result.



7

Next Steps: Building Support for a Solution

A secure future for whitetail on Rakiura will need sustained investment and a source of non-
government funding that can support work across different sites and over time. Active 
management, monitoring and communication cannot rely on goodwill alone. 

Funding opportunities include philanthropic partnerships, commercial sponsorships, and outcome-
driven conservation funding.

Success will require clear storytelling, measurable outcomes and a focused approach to likely 
supporters.

Getting involved

Rakiura’s whitetail herd has been part of the island’s story for more than 120 years. With the right 
planning, science, community support and leadership, it can continue to have a valued place in 
Rakiura’s future.

Have your say, share local knowledge, support the work, or just find out more at  
whitetailtrust.org.nz. 
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Contact Us
rakiuradeer@gmail.com

021 1994 9123 
www.whitetailtrust.org.nz

        Rakiura Whitetail Trust

        @rakiuradeer

Rakiura’s Hunting Blocks

 


