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Discouraging Deer in Your Garden 
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On a walk around the property this week-end, I noticed lots of hoof prints in the mulch around some of our spruce trees. 

Some growth on recently planted daylilies has been clipped. The next thing will be “rubs” on my spruce trees in the lower 

yard. I have left some “sacrificial” offerings to the deer as they travel the well-worn path from the creek to the field next 

to our home. I have tried several of the home-remedies on some of the trees, but realized that if I don’t treat the entire 

planting, the deer will just head for an un-treated tree. 

  

On a garden trip to George Washington’s Mt. Vernon a few years ago, I purchased a small Horse Chestnut Tree and 

planted it along the tree line and dangerously close to the deer trail. So far there have been no rubs, but the tomato cage 

that had protected it somehow got mangled by a passing deer. 

 

We have an area in the lower yard where beloved pets are buried. I decided to plant hostas there since it was shaded by the 

trees. What was I thinking? The pet cemetery is close to the deer path! Now they stop and munch on hostas as they walk 

by! It’s tough to keep your garden from becoming a deer buffet, but the plants you choose can help tip the odds in your 

favor. The following are known deer-resistant varieties, remember although, deer will eat anything if they are hungry 

enough: Allium, Anise Hyssop, Astilbe, Bee Balm, Black-eyed Susan, Columbine, Coneflower, Daffodil, Dianthus, Ferns, 

Foxglove, Gayfeather, Hyacinth, Iris, Lady’s Mantle, Lamb’s Ears Lenten Rose, Lily of the Valley, Monkshood, Oriental 

Poppy, Russian Sage, Shasta Daisy, and Yarrow.  

  

Did you happen to notice that Hostas are not on the list? Yes…..I planted deer “candy” right next to their path! Life 

lessons happen even when you are gardening! 

 

According to Factsheet W-5-200, Preventing and Controlling Deer Damage, (available at ohioline.osu.edu) White-

tailed deer were nearly extirpated from much of the eastern United States in the early 1900’s because of habitat changes 

and overhunting. However, numbers of deer have increased throughout Ohio and the East as forests matured over the past 

century and appropriate hunting seasons were established. The white-tailed deer is now among the most common 

mammals in the state. Although hunters and nature enthusiasts may enjoy the sight of deer, this animal has presented 

some problems throughout the state. Deer are involved in vehicular collisions, over browsing of parks and reserves, and 

damage to a variety of crops, gardens, nurseries, and trees. Damage by deer can be identified by the jagged or torn surface 

on twigs or stems that they browse (compared to the clean-cut surface left by rabbits and rodents). Deer tracks are also 

easily identified. 

  

As with all nuisance wildlife problems and damage concerns, changing your level of tolerance is the easiest solution. 

However, you must ultimately decide what level of damage warrants action. If you choose to manage your deer problems, 

remember that there seldom are quick solutions. The key to success is persistence. 

  

Damage Prevention and Control tactics include: Exclusion, Habitat Modification, Scare Tactics, Repellents and Toxicants, 

and shooting. (Be sure to check with the Division of Wildlife for hunting regulations and limits.) The Ohio Division of 

Wildlife also has a very informative publication on Deer Damage Control (Publication 138). 

  

 



 
 

When you are considering the purchase of new ornamental plants for your landscape you can refer to the handy list 

included with the OSUE Fact Sheet.  Plant species are grouped together by how frequently they have been damaged by 

deer. The “Rarely Damaged” list includes: Barberry, Common Barberry, Paper Birch, Common Boxwood, Russian Olive, 

American Holly, Drooping Leucothoe, Colorado Blue Spruce and Japanese Pieris.   

  

Marne Titchenell of Ohio State University, a wildlife program specialist in OSU’s College of Food, Agricultural, and 

Environmental Sciences, recently offered some tips on minimizing the impact of deer in our landscapes to my favorite 

garden author and blogger, Margaret Roach. 

  

Titchenell explains that we need to correctly assess the damage and make sure we know who did the damage. Get down 

and look at the damage and what is left on the plants. If it is deer damage you will find some jagged edges. That has to do 

with the deer’s dentition. They have bottom incisors but nothing on top, so they are going to grasp a plant and pull it, and 

that plant’s going to tear – no matter what part of the plant it is, leaf or branch. 

  

We all know that we are heading into a time when some of the biggest damage can be done, especially to the woody 

plants. The breeding season known as rut often causes an increase in movement, especially in male deer, as they are 

searching for females. Those males are polishing up those antlers to make them look all nice and shiny for the females and 

that’s when we start to see rubbing damage. That is the males rubbing that velvet off their antlers in preparation for the 

breeding season. This rubbing can actually continue through the breeding season – through December and sometimes into 

January. What’s going on there is the males have glands in their foreheads, and they will rub them on trees, leaving a 

scent mark, and that serves as communication, communicating their presence and their social status to other males in the 

area. 

  

What is a gardener to do? Exclusion – some sort of fencing – first for individual plant protection. On a larger scale it 

would be putting up a fence around the property, which could be very costly.  

  

The second defense that Titchenell recommends is some sort of repellent. She encourages people to look at the label and 

the active ingredient. Look for eggs. Or the other ingredient would be hot pepper-which may be called capsaicin. You will 

see a lot of commercially available repellents using both of those active ingredients. That’s because that’s what 

researchers are saying works best.  

  

Check the internet and you will find a long list of books about Deer-Resistant Landscaping, but the bottom line is deer 

will eat almost anything if they choose to do so. I have learned that I need to choose my battles, and try to be smarter 

about the plants that I choose for my gardens. So much to consider…how often does it bloom, will it survive a drought, or 

freezing temperatures, are the leaves attractive, and is it on the “deer candy” list? 

 

 
 

 


