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It’s late winter, and food plot managers are turning their 
thoughts toward spring and summer plantings. For many manag-
ers this brings up an important question: how do you establish 
warm-season annual crops like cowpeas, soybeans and lablab 
before the deer can wipe them out? The answer to this question 
usually involves both population management and food plot 
management. On the food plot management side of the equation, 
QDMA has tested many of the best options for protecting warm-
season legumes until they are ready to withstand browse pressure 
and found success with all of them. 

Warm-season annual legumes are among plant species that 
follow a germination pattern in which the first two leaves of the 
plant grow above ground (see the illustration on the facing page 
provided by the Potash and Phosphate Institute). If this young 
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growth is browsed, the plant dies. With grasses and some other 
groups of plants, the first two leaves remain protected below 
ground – these plants can survive early browsing and rebound. 
Perennial legumes like clovers are so small at emergence that they 
“fly below the radar” until they become established, but warm-
season annuals don’t have time to spare and are large enough to 
be noticed by deer at a vulnerable stage. Even light browsing by 
deer in a new stand of cowpeas or other warm-season legumes 
can have a significant impact on the long-term success of the plot 

SometimeS, Succeeding with warm-SeaSon food plotS  
involveS keeping deer out.

Above: The high-density suburban deer population that uses 
QDMA’s National Headquarters would never have allowed this plot 
of sorghum, sunflowers, cowpeas and soybeans to become established 
if it wasn’t for the electric fence that protects it.

Defensive 
fooD Plotting
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through herd and habitat manage-
ment, and until the local deer popu-
lation is brought into balance with 
the available habitat and resources, 
anything you do to protect food 
plots in early stages of growth is 
only a stop-gap measure. If you have 
had trouble producing successful 
warm-season plots because of browse 
pressure, your first step should be 
to evaluate deer density and habitat 
quality (using the input of a profes-
sional wildlife biologist if necessary) 
and develop a plan to achieve bal-
ance between the two.

Even where deer densities are 

First two leaves (cotyledons) 
are above ground (legumes 
such as beans, peas, etc.)

Cotyledons remain protected 
below ground (small grains, 
grasses, and others)

by thinning the number of plants 
that survive to maturity. Small food 
plots may be totally lost, and in 
larger plots the plants growing close 
to cover may be severely thinned. 
Where deer densities are too high for 
the carrying capacity of the habitat, 
even very large fields of unprotected 
crops can be destroyed before they 
become established. 

Overbrowsing problems like 
this are often due to high deer densi-
ties, a lack of natural or agricultural 
food sources, low habitat quality, or 
all of the above. A successful QDM 
program should be working toward 
improvement in all of these areas 

“Reversible” fences are permanent structures with hinge systems (two styles shown inset) that allow the lower panels to be raised or lowered. 
The fence is closed while a vulnerable crop becomes established, and the lower panel is raised to allow deer in when the crop is ready to with-
stand browse pressure. This is the most expensive option for protecting food plots and is not mobile, but it lasts the longest.

hardy jackson

Continued.potash and phosphate institute
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closer to or in balance with available 
food resources, early browsing of some 
plot species may be a problem. To grow 
these crops successfully, you will need 
to protect them long enough for the 
plants to become established and capa-
ble of withstanding browse pressure. 

Mixtures
In areas where habitat quality is 

high and deer populations are bal-
anced, a simple food plot mixture may 
be all that’s needed to increase survival 
of warm-season legumes. Instead of 
planting pure stands, plant the legumes 
among other crops that can help shel-
ter them until they become established. A perfect mixture out 
of the Mixtures chapter in Quality Food Plots is 7 lbs./acre grain 
sorghum, 15 lbs./acre Quail Haven soybeans and 15 lbs./acre 
iron-and-clay cowpeas. Grain sorghum is seldom browsed by deer 
until it matures and produces a seed-head. Instead it acts a “nurse 
crop” that protects and shelters the soybeans and cowpeas, and 
the legumes produce nitrogen that benefits the sorghum.

Repellents
If you need more protection than a mixture can offer, the 

next step up in cost is repellents. Commercial products are avail-
able to temporarily repel deer from food plots, though their effec-
tiveness may vary with deer density and weather. 

One type of repellent is slow-
release, organic fertilizer produced 
from treated human sewage. Several 
brand name products are produced by 
wastewater treatment plants around 
the country and are usually available 
at home and garden centers. The fertil-
izer is broadcast on crops at a rate of 
about 250 lbs./acre. At an analysis of 
6-2-0, organic fertilizers supplement 
but do not replace complete fertilizers. 
One brand, Milorganite, was tested 
by University of Georgia researchers 
and found to significantly reduce deer 
browsing of soybeans (see “Research 
Briefs” in the June 2005 issue of 

Quality Whitetails). This effect dissipated with time. Researchers 
found that a reapplication was needed after about 14 days to 
extend the repellent effect. 

PlotSaver (www.messinawildlife.com) and Biologic’s Plot 
Protector (www.mossyoakbiologic.com) are repellent systems 
that involve a ribbon “fence” staked around the perimeter of a 
plot. The ribbon is sprayed with a liquid repellent. 

Liquid repellents and Milorganite were tested at QDMA’s 
National Headquarters near Athens, Georgia, in the summer of 
2005 (see the October 2005 issue of Quality Whitetails). Both 
reduced early browsing of warm-season mixes compared to plots 
that were not protected. However, the deer density in the subur-

This photo was taken in 2005 when QDMA tested 
a chemical repellent system, which allowed the test 
plot to become established while unprotected por-

tions of the plot were overbrowsed.

Continued.
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ban woodlands surrounding QDMA Headquarters is high, and 
re-application of both repellents was necessary. The effect of the 
Milorganite wore off more quickly than the liquid repellent. 

Permanent Fences
Putting up a permanent fence around a food plot is the most 

expensive option, but it is a one-time cost since the fenced field 
can be used again and again. Fences are also nearly foolproof at 
keeping deer out regardless of deer density or weather conditions. 
“Reversible” fences are designed so that deer can easily be admit-
ted to the plot once the crop is established. 

Some fence systems are designed to drop the top 2 or 3 feet 
of fence to allow deer to jump over. This is effective for mature 
deer, but fawns may not be able to get into the food plot to feed 
and stay with their does (However this method works well to pre-
vent feral hogs from entering the plot). The best method is to lift 
the bottom 3 feet from the ground, allowing deer to go under the 
fence. The bottom segment will be independent of the permanent 
upper section of the fence, and by using metal clips or wire to 
attach or detach the fence, you can lower or lift it as needed. Some 
fences use a hinge system to lift the bottom segments. Whatever 
design you use, be sure the fence opens completely all the way 
into the corner posts and does not taper downward at the corners. 
If deer are forced out quickly by a predator, they usually run for 
the corners and can get caught in the bottom segment that tapers 
down to the corner post.

Although this design is highly effective, it is a costly venture 
at between $3.50 and $4.50/ linear foot to erect metal deer fenc-
ing. Luckily, there are newer options building on the idea of the 
reversible fence that are less expensive and also portable. These 
include electric and plastic fencing.

Electric Fencing
In 2007, QDMA tested both electric and plastic fencing on 

warm-seasing food plots at the National Headquarters site, and 
the test sites were on display at our spring 2007 field day. 

Bill Mattison, a field coordinator for Gallagher Animal 

Bill Mattison of Gallagher Animal Management Systems installs an electric fence around a newly planted plot at QDMA Headquarters. The 
system included a single-strand outer fence and a double-strand inner fence of “Turbo Tape,” powered by a solar panel (center of photo). 
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Management Systems (www.gallagherusa.
com), installed a solar powered Gallagher 
food plot protector fence around a quarter 
acre of a warm-season mix that included cow-
peas, soybeans, grain sorghum and sunflow-
ers. Additionally the plot contained chicory 
that persisted from an earlier cool-season 
planting in the same plot. Gallagher makes a 
wide range of electric fences for livestock, but 
the fence installed by Bill was designed for 
deer. It involves a three-dimensional design 
with a single-strand, outer fence of “Turbo 
Tape” that is 18 inches high, and a double-
strand, inner fence that is 24 inches high. The 
two fences are placed 3 feet apart. According 
to Gallagher, even though deer can easily 
jump either fence, the three-dimensional 
aspect of the placement of the inner and outer 
fences prevents them from attempting the 
jump, and the electric current in the flexible 
fiberglass tape is also an obvious deterrent if 
the deer touch the fence. 

Although the drought of 2007 was hard on food plots in the 
Southeast, the results of the QDMA test were clear. By the time 
the crop matured, a decent stand of sunflowers, grain sorghum, 
cowpeas and soybeans stood inside the electric fence. Outside 
the fence, where the plot was exposed to the high deer density on 
this property, only grain sorghum remained. Also, the remnant 
chicory inside the fence matured and produced bolts and flowers 
despite the drought, a testament to the 
drought-tolerance of this crop. Outside 
the fence, the chicory was kept at a short 
height and never produced bolts or flow-
ers. Deer were never observed inside the 
fence, and no evidence of browsing was 
found inside. However, once the fence was 
removed completely, deer moved into the 
formerly protected area in less than a day 
and began to feed.

Unlike a permanent fence, an electric 
fence like the one tested at QDMA head-
quarters can be removed and used again 
in future years. According to Gallagher, 
the outer fence can be removed and the 
arrangement of the inner fence tapes 
altered to create a barrier to feral hogs 
while admitting deer to the plot. 

Plastic Fencing
The second test conducted at QDMA 

headquarters in 2007 used a 71⁄2-foot high 
plastic barrier to keep deer out of a differ-
ent warm-season food plot of lablab, grain 
sorghum, cowpeas and burgundy beans. 
The system was installed by wildlife biolo-
gist Rans Thomas of Tecomate Wildlife 
Systems, who had witnessed the effective-
ness of permanent reversible fences in 
South Texas and wanted to find a more 

affordable and even portable alternative to permanent fencing. 
After researching plastic fencing products being used to keep 
deer out of suburban gardens and flower beds, he found a type of 
plastic fence that he said is strong enough to serve as a barrier to 
deer and durable enough to withstand weather conditions over 
years of re-use. Following testing of the fence system on large deer 
hunting properties, the system is now being offered by Tecomate 

The results of the electric-fence test were clear. Outside the fence (left of photo) only 
grain sorghum survived. Inside, all species were represented, including sunflowers, cow-
peas and soybeans. At this point, the fence was removed to admit deer into the plot.

Continued.
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(www.tecomate.com) as a “Plot D-Fence” kit that includes fence material, zip ties 
and metal ground stakes for securing the bottom of the fence. 

The fence system installed at QDMA headquarters included metal T-posts 
placed 15 to 20 feet apart. The black plastic fencing material was unrolled and 
attached to the posts with zip ties. The lower edge of the plastic fence was pinned 
to the ground at regular intervals with metal stakes to prevent animals from going 
under the fence. Finally, streamers of blue and white plastic flagging tape were tied 

to the fence at regular intervals to increase 
the visibility of the fence and prevent deer 
from accidentally running into it from the 
outside.

As with the electric fence, the effec-
tiveness of the plastic fence in this par-
ticular test was 100 percent. Outside the 
fence, only the grain sorghum made it to 
maturity. The legumes were all browsed 
and gone within days of germinating. 
Inside the fence, a lush mixture of all 
plant species was growing, and the viny 
lablab even grew up and over the top of 
the plastic fence (and was browsed from 
the outside by deer).

If you use electric or plastic fencing, 
it may be a good idea to place the fence 
where no crops have been planted, or use 
herbicide to maintain a clean area along 
the fence. This prevents vegetation from 
growing into the fence, which makes it 
more difficult to remove or re-arrange the 
fence. In the case of electric fences, dense 
vegetation may also break the circuit and 
reduce electrical current. 

 Once the food plot crop was mature, 
testing of the plastic fence continued. 
The metal stakes were removed and the 
fence was rolled up from the bottom and 
secured with zip ties along two opposite 

Left: Rans Thomas of Tecomate installs a plastic Plot D-Fence system at QDMA 
Headquarters, assisted by UGA wildlife student and QDMA employee Philip Ford. 
Above: Inspecting the plot weeks later, Philip stands outside the fence, where only sor-
ghum remains. Behind him, inside the fence, is a thick patch of lablab, cowpeas and 
burgundy beans. 
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sides of the square test plot. Trail cameras revealed deer moving 
under the fences to feed a few days later. Given the high deer den-
sities at QDMA headquarters and the small size of the test plot 
(about two tenths of an acre), deer quickly stripped the lablab, 
cowpeas and burgundy beans of their foliage. Once this hap-
pened, the plastic fence was unrolled and secured again, allowing 
the crop inside to recover, which it did. This process was repeated 
throughout late summer. Each time the fence was rolled up, deer 

moved quickly back into the plot to feed. 
Both electric and plastic fencing 

options are far more affordable than per-
manent fencing, at around $1 per foot 
of fence or less. Each has its advantages. 
Electric fencing can be configured to admit 
deer while excluding other animals like 
feral hogs. Plastic fencing can be more 
easily opened and closed to manage deer 
access. Both can be used again and again, 
even for applications beyond the warm 
season, such as protecting small parts of 
crops like corn until winter weather is at 
its worst. 

Conclusion
If you are having trouble establishing 

warm-season food plots because the deer 
won’t give you a chance, you first need to 
consider appropriate population manage-
ment. But increasing the quality of your 

deer habitat while you address deer density is also important, and 
quality food plots are an important part of improving local nutri-
tion. Mixtures, repellents or fencing, or some combination of all 
of these, may be the tools you need to get the job done. 

About the Author: Lindsay Thomas Jr. is the managing editor of 
Quality Whitetails. 

Once the crop was mature, the plastic fence was rolled up to admit deer. When the crop in 
the test plot needed a rest again, the fence was easily rolled down. 
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