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Chapter 5
MORE THAN JUST ELK ARE GROWING IN NUMBERS

In an article® by Tina Brunjes, big game coordinator with the Kentucky Department of
Fish and Wildlife Resources, Eastern elk disappeared from Kentucky before the Civil
War and by 1945, Kentucky’s deer herd numbered less than 2,000. With proper
management, the number of deer across Kentucky has grown to nearly a million and
consistently rank in the top 4 in the nation for trophy animals taken each year.

But there was a fear that by restoring elk in eastern Kentucky the deer herd would
decrease since some feared that both species would be competing for the same food and
space. That has not been the case. Ten years ago, when elk were released into the 16-
county restoration area, there were 28,800 deer in those counties. According to Dave
Baker with KDFWR, those numbers have grown to approximately 42,650 with nine of
the counties more than doubling in numbers and, in the case of Perry County the number
of deer has tripled, since 1996.
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Because of the work of Kentucky Department of Fish & Wildlife and partnerships with
RMEF, Daniel Boone National Forest Service, Kentucky Department of Parks, other
agencies, coal companies, and private landowners, both deer and elk are thriving as are
other game species such as eastern wild turkey, ruffed grouse, gray squirrel, raccoon,
rabbit and bobwhite quail. See article on the following page for more on land
reclamation for wildlife growth. The population of Black bear is also growing in eastern
Kentucky especially in the Letcher and Harlan Counties although, at this time, there is
not a bear hunting season.

A few of the non-game species of interest include resident and migratory songbirds, bats,
raptors, numerous small and mid-sized mammals and imperiled aquatic species.
Furbearers include coyote, red fox, gray fox, bobcat, beaver, river otter, muskrat, weasel
and mink.

Wildlife viewing and hunting are just a part of the $4.8 billion annual economic impact
that hunting, fishing, boating and wildlife watching has on the Commonwealth —
accounting for about half of the state’s $9 billion tourism industry
and creating over 60,000 jobs for Kentuckians.

STUDY OF ELK AND WILDLIFE VIEWING POTENTIAL FOR KENTUCKY



CHAPTER 5: GROWTH IN WILDLIFE POPULATION

The truth is, elk are fat and happy on today’s reclaimed mine sites. But with a few
basic changes in reclamation, we could create great habitat for songbirds, grouse, quail,
and a host of other—and the elk would be even fatter and happier.

The benefits to revising mine reclamation for wildlife are huge. Abundant populations
should lead to the creation of wildlife and outdoor-recreation tourism industries
—industries that may provide much needed economic development and diversity
in the coalfields and in the communities that support them.
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