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Congratulations!	If	you’re	reading	this	booklet,	you’ve	
taken	 the	first	 step	 to	becoming	a	new	hunter.	This	
guide	 was	 created	 to	 help	 you	 navigate	 challenges	
to	new	hunters,	especially	 in	Illinois.	Although	there	
is	much	more	information	out	there,	the	material	in	
this	handbook	should	give	you	a	good	start	on	your	
journey	to	becoming	a	successful	and	ethical	hunter!

introduction
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BEING AN ETHICAL HUNTER

1.	Respect Fair Chase:	assure	the	animal	has	a	 rea-
sonable	chance	to	naturally	escape.	

2.	Shot Placement:	do	not	take	a	shot	unless	you	can	
get	a	good	clean	shot	at	the	vital	region,	making	dis-
patch	as	quick	and	painless	as	possible.

3.	Fitness:	in	the	event	that	you	wound	your	prey,	you	
must	be	able	to	track	the	animal	over	various	terrain	
until	it	can	be	properly	dispatched.	

4.	Respect the Harvested Game:	 use	 every	 part	 of	
the	animal	that	can	be	used.	Do	not	display	the	an-
imal	in	a	way	that	non-hunters	would	find	offensive.	
Do	not	let	useable	parts	of	the	harvest	go	to	waste.
	
5.	Respect the Land:	 leave	habitat	 and	property	 as	
you	 found	 it.	 Pick	 up	 trash,	 discarded	 ammunition	
casings,	and	anything	you	brought	into	the	area.

6.	Be  Safe:	wear	proper	clothing	for	the	weather	con-
ditions	and	the	hunting	season.	Avoid	ingesting	any-

thing	that	could	impair	your	judgement.	
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Economic Benefits of Hunting
Hunters	 are	 the	 primary	
source	 of	 conservation	
funding,	 returning	 about	
$21	million	to	Illinois	con-
servation	 efforts	 in	 2016.	
Thanks	to	the	Federal	Aid	
in	Wildlife	Restoration	Act	
of	1936,	also	known	as	the	
Pittman-Robertson	Act,	an	
additional	 11%	 excise	 tax	
is	added	to	 the	cost	of	hunting	equipment	and	am-
munition.	Money	from	this	tax	is	returned	to	the	state	
to	 support	 wildlife	 habitat,	 public	 shooting	 areas,	
hunter	 education	 courses,	 and	 projects	 benefitting	
non-game	species.	Even	if	you	are	not	a	hunter,	you,	
too,	benefit	from	Pittman-Robertson	funds.	Activities	
like	hiking,	biking,	birdwatching,	and	a	variety	of	other	
outdoor	activities	that	can	be	enjoyed	on	public	wild-
life	management	areas	are	made	possible	by	funding	
contributed	by	hunters.

Illinois	 supports	 271,939	 hunters	 (2016),	 which	
equates	to	about	2%	of	Illinois’	total	population.	This	
is	less	than	half	of	the	5%	national	average.	The	num-
ber	of	Illinois	hunters	has	declined	steadily	over	time	
since	the	peak	in	1955,	decreasing	the	amount	of	rev-
enue	from	hunters.



8 9

Biological and Social Benefits of Hunting

There	is	a	long	tradition	of	sustainable	hunting	prac-
tices	and	conservative	use	of	wildlife	in	North	Amer-
ica.	As	 the	original	 device	behind	 the	North	Ameri-
can	conservation	movement,	hunting	represents	the	
three	pivotal	pillars	of	wildlife	management:	habitat,	
wildlife	populations,	and	people.

In	 the	 mid-1800’s	 conservationists	 and	 hunters	 re-
alized	they	needed	to	set	 limits	to	protect	declining	
wildlife	and	to	assume	the	role	of	managing	habitat.	
This	 led	to	the	development	of	the	North	American	
Model	 of	 Wildlife	 Conservation.	 The	 principles	 of	
the	Model	are	explained	more	thoroughly	in	a	set	of	
guidelines	known	as	the	Seven	Sisters	for	Conserva-
tion.
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The	State	of	Illinois	was	first	
opened	 to	 deer	 hunting	 in	
1957.	By	1976,	every	coun-
ty	 except	 four	 (Cook,	 DuP-
age,	 Kane	 and	 Lake)	 were	
opened	 to	 firearm	 deer	
hunting.	

The	number	of	white-tailed	
deer	 have	 increased	 sub-
stantially	 since	 the	 1950’s	
and	 this	 population	 increase	 has	 been	 mirrored	
by	 increases	 in	annual	hunter	harvests.	During	 the	
1980	firearm	season,	 just	under	21,000	deer	were	
harvested	 by	 nearly	 76,000	 hunters.	 In	 2005,	 over	
123,000	deer	were	harvested	by	329,000	hunters.	

A	 large	deer	population	provides	ample	hunting	op-
portunities	 for	 white-tailed	 deer.	 Higher	 deer	 num-
bers	have	also	contributed	to	increased	deer-vehicle	
accidents,	deer-to-human	conflict,	garden	and	 land-
scape	damage	and	many	other	issues	that	arise	with	
an	 overabundance	 of	 deer.	 To	 help	 limit	 this	 deer	
damage	and	to	reduce	deer	density,	deer	population	
control	is	necessary.	Regulated	hunting	provides	out-
door	 recreation	 to	 hundreds	 of	 thousands	 of	 deer	
hunters	in	Illinois	every	year	and	is	the	optimal	popu-
lation	management	tool	for	deer.	

illinois deer hunting
Use	 remote	 resources	 like	
Google	 Earth,	 ArcGIS,	 and	
phone	 apps	 to	 find	 areas	
with	good	habitat.

Make	 sure	 to	 ask	permission	on	private	 land.	 Land-
owner	 contact	 information	 can	 be	 found	 in	 tax	 re-
cords.

More	in-depth	scouting	techniques	can	be	found	for	
each	species	in	their	respective	sections	throughout	
this	guide.

general scouting tactics
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Deer Ecology
Habitat
Illinois	 deer	 occur	 in	
or	 near	 wooded	 areas,	
particularly	 woods	 that	
are	 adjacent	 to	 streams	
or	 farmland.	While	deer	
frequently	 forage	 away	
from	 woods,	 they	 re-
quire	 these	 wooded	
areas	 for	 survival.	 Deer	
are	 generalists	 and	 can	
thrive	 in	 a	 variety	 of	
habitats	 that	meet	 their	
needs.	Typically,	deer	select	areas	that	have	a	mix	of	
young	and	mature	forests	with	nearby	thick	grass	for	
cover.	When	looking	for	deer	habitat,	looks	for	travel	
corridors.	These	corridors	are	natural	funnels	that	are	
created	 by	 existing	 vegetation	 or	 topography.	 Deer	
follow	these	funnels	as	they	provide	safe	movement	
from	bedding	grounds	to	feeding	grounds.	These	fun-
nels	are	a	great	place	to	scout	and	look	for	deer	sign.	

deer sign
Looking	for	deer	sign	is	a	great	way	to	find	areas	with	
an	abundance	of	deer	activity.	Sign	can	also	reveal	
travel	corridors,	bedding	areas,	and	what	type	of	
deer	might	be	in	that	area.	

tracks scat

rubs scrapes

Deer	 tracks	 can	 show	 ac-
tive	 trails	 and	 directions	 of	
movement.

Similar	to	rabbit	scat.	Rabbit	
scat	 is	 coarse	 and	 rounded	
while	 deer	 is	 smooth	 and	
oval	shaped.

Bucks	will	 rub	 their	 antlers	
and	foreheads	against	trees	
removing	 the	 bark	 and	de-
positing	scent	in	the	process

Deer	will	remove	vegetation	
and	 deposit	 scent	 in	 these	
areas	marking	territory	and	
attracting	potential	mates.

Deer Ecology
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Deer Ecology
feeding habits THE RUT

The	rut	is	the	mating	season	for	deer	and	is	character-
ized	by	an	increase	in	testosterone	creating	increased	
aggression	towards	other	bucks	and	an	increased	in-
terest	in	females.	Bucks	will	become	more	active	and	
less	casious	than	usual	as	they	have	one	thing	on	their	
mind:	find	as	many	does	as	they	can.		

The	 rut	 is	 not	 triggered	 by	 lunar	 phases,	 like	many	
hunters	believe,	but	is	trigger	by	a	reduced	photope-
riod	(day	length).	

Rut	 is	a	great	time	to	be	 in	the	woods	whether	you	
are	hunting	bucks	or	does.	This	time	of	year	daylight	
activity	picks	up	and	deer	are	much	more	active.	Call-
ing	and	different	lures	can	be	very	effective	this	time	
of	year.	The	Illinois	rut	falls	during	the	early	weeks	of	
November.	

Deer ecology
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deer hunting tactics

Most	 hunters	 concentrate	 their	 scouting	 and	 hunt-
ing	efforts	on	food	sources	and	the	occasional	travel	
route,	and	rightfully	so.	In	order	to	identify	these	trav-
el	routes	it	is	important	to	understand	a	deers	move-
ment	from	point	A	(bedding	area)	to	point	B	(feeding	
area).	Finding	a	bedding	area	can	be	tricky	but	can	be	
one	of	the	best	scouting	techniques	if	done	correctly	
and	carefully.	

Bedding	 areas	 are	 typically	 undisturbed	 areas	 that	
contain	protective	cover	with	easy	escape	routes	for	
the	deer.	This	could	be	tall	grasslands,	old	fields,	thick	
brushy	cover,	and	even	stand	agriculture	fields.	

In	order	 to	avoid	disturbing	bedded	deer,	pay	 close	
attention	to	the	wind,	wear	rubber	boots,	and	try	to	
scout	on	windy	or	rainy	days.	

pay attention to bedding areas

deer hunting tactics
choosing a location
After	 completing	 pre-season	 scouting	 and	 iden-
tifying	 potential	 bedding	 and	 feeding	 areas	 it	 is	
important	 to	 locate	 travel	 corridors	 and	 pinch	
points	 connecting	 the	 two	 areas.	 Travel	 corri-
dors	 can	 be	 easily	 identifiable	 by	 on-the-ground	
scouting	 and	 identifying	 constant	 use	 game	 trails.	

While	locating	travel	corridors	look	for	natural	or	
man-made	pinch	points	and	funnels.	These	pinch	
points	and	funnels	can	be	rivers,	topography,	roads	
and	a	variety	of	other	factors	that	influence	a	deer’s	
travel	route.	These	areas	effectively	“funnel”	deer	
movement	and	create	an	opportunity	for	hunters	
to	predict	where	deer	will	move	and	create	an	ideal	
spot	for	a	hunter	to	setup	within	range	of	the	pinch	
point.
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Deer hunting tactics

One	 overlooked	 factor	 that	 can	 quickly	 ruin	 a	 deer	
hunt	is	setting	up	using	an	incorrect	direction	of	the	
wind.	Pre-season	and	in-season	scouting	will	give	you	
an	idea	of	where	and	how	deer	are	moving	through	
the	area.	Make	sure	to	avoid	setting	up-wind	of	where	
you	think	the	deer	will	be	coming	from.	

Incorrect wind

correct wind

pay attention to the wind

Deer licenses, permits, and seasons
To	find	current	information	
on	 hunting	 regulations,	
seasons,	 and	 other	 valu-
able	 information	 use	 the	
updated	 Illinois	 Digest	 of	
Hunting	and	Trapping	Reg-
ulations.	This	digest	can	be	
found	at	local	DNR	sites/of-
fices,	sporting	good	stores,	
or	 online	 at:	 www.dnr.illi-
nois.gov/hunting/

In	the	digest	you	will	find	a	table	that	lists	all	deer	sea-
sons,	 shooting	hours,	and	bag	 limits.	 It	 is	 important	
to	remember	that	many	of	the	deer	tags	are	award-
ed	via	an	online	lottery	system.	Application	deadlines	
fluctuate	annually	so	its	important	to	check	the	dates	
in	the	updated	digest.	
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legal deer hunting methods
crossbow Compound Bow

handgun

Shotgun

muzzleloader

Recurve Bow

Difficulty Difficulty

Difficulty Difficulty

Difficulty Difficulty
Consult	the	updated	Illinois	DNR	hunting	regulations	for	more	information	on	legal	
deer	hunting	methods

shot placement
To	harvest	an	animal	with	a	single	shot	is	the	goal	of	
every	ethical	hunter.	It	is	important	to	study	the	anat-
omy	of	deer	and	know	where	the	vital	organs	are	in	
relation	to	the	body.	Any	slight	change	in	orientation	
can	 alter	 a	 hunter’s	 perception	as	 to	where	 the	or-
gans	are	positioned.	

When	placing	a	shot,	we	want	to	the	hit	heart	and/or	
lungs	of	a	deer.	This	will	ensure	a	quick	harvest	and	
will	 also	ensure	 that	 the	 recovery	and	 tracking	pro-
cess	 is	minimal	and	quick.	Practicing	with	your	fire-
arm/archery	 equipment	 is	 imperative	 to	make	 sure	
you	 are	 comfortable	 with	 your	 equipment	 and	 can	
place	an	accurate	shot	where	it	needs	to	be.	Far	too	
many	 hunters	 set	 off	 into	 the	 woods	 without	 ade-
quate	practice.	
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DEER FIELD DRESSING
Field	dressing	 is	 the	 important	process	of	 removing	
the	 internal	 organs	 from	harvested	 game.	 This	 pre-
vents	 bacterial	 contamination	 of	 the	meat,	 ensures	
rapid	heat	loss,	and	also	reduces	the	overall	weight	of	
the	animal	making	it	easier	to	retrieve.	

Step	1:	Position	the	deer	with	the	hind	legs	down	hill.	Make	
a	shallow	incision	in	the	skin	from	between	the	hind	all	the	
way	up	through	the	chest	area

Step	2:	Tease	open	the	abdominal	cavity	to	expose	the	en-
trails,	making	sure	not	to	puncture	the	stomach

Step	3:	Allow	the	entrails	to	fall	out	of	the	body	cavity	and	
cut	through	one	side	of	 the	rib	cage	to	expose	the	chest	
cavity

Step	4:	Cut	around	the	anus	to	detach	the	excretory	tract

Step	5:	Remove	all	entrails	 from	the	deer	and	dispose	of	
according	to	landowner	preference	
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DEER quartering
Quartering	a	deer	isn’t	difficult,	but	can	be	intimidat-
ing.	With	some	basic	anatomy	knowledge	the	process	
can	be	completed	with	only	a	knife.	Many	hunters	cut	
through	the	deer’s	bones	with	a	saw,	but	all	this	does	
is	throw	bone	fragements	into	the	meat,	and	is	an	un-
necessary	step.

Step	1:	After	the	animal	is	field	dressed,	begin	skinning	the	
deer.	Most	people	prefer	 to	have	deer	hung	by	 the	back	
legs	for	this	process.	

Step	2:	 Initial	 cuts	 for	 skinning	are	 required	around	each	
leg.	From	here,	begin	working	the	hide	away	from	the	deer.	

25

Step	 3:	 Remove	 the	 backstraps,	 along	 either	 side	 of	 the	
spine,	and	the	tenderloins	 found	 inside	the	rib	cage.	The	
neck	meat	can	also	be	removed	at	this	time.	

Step	4:	Remove	front	legs.	Each	of	the	deer’s	legs	are	held	
together	by	a	ball-and-socket	joint.		Removing	the	legs	is	as	
simple	as	slicing	away	the	muscle	and	separating	the	joints.
Remove	the	back	legs.	

Step	5:	The	remaining	meat--ribs,	flanks,	brisket,	etc.--	can	
be	trimmed	away	at	this	point.
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deer hunting equipment checklist
clothing
•	 Camouflage	coat
•	 Camouflage	pants
•	 Camouflage	hat
•	 Blaze	orange	(depend-

ing	on	season,	this	
may	or	may	not	be	
required)

•	 Boots
•	 Gloves
Basic Hunting Gear
•	 Applicable	licenses/

permits
•	 Backpack/fanny	pack
•	 Hunting	knife
•	 Firearm	and	ammo	

OR	bow	and	arrows
•	 Flashlight/headlamp
•	 Maps
•	 First	aid	kit
•	 Binoculars
•	 Water
Calls & lures (optional)
•	 Grunt	call
•	 Doe	bleat
•	 Rattling	antlers
•	 Doe	estrous

optional accessories
•	 Handsaw
•	 GPS	unit
•	 Hunting	blind	&	chairs
•	 Treestand	and	safety	

harness
•	 Range	finder	(useful	

for	achery	hunting)
•	 Scent	control	spray/

cover	scent
•	 Basic	firearm/bow	

maintenance	kit
•	 Snacks
•	 Water
•	 Knife	sharpener
•	 Deer	cart/sled

deer hunting knowledge check

Answers	on	page	32

1. What natural event triggers rut?
	 A.	Lunar	phases	 	 B.	Temperature
	 C.	Availability	of	food	 D.	Photoperiods
2. White-tailed deer possess horns. 
 A.	True	 	 	 B.	False
3. It is necessary to remove the tarsal glands prior to 
skinning the deer.
	 A.	True	 	 	 B.	False
4. It is necessary to “bleed out” a deer when field dress-
ing.
	 A.	True	 	 	 B.	False
5. What white-tail sense is most important for 
hunters to overcome?
	 A.	Smell		 	 B.	Hearing
	 C.	Vision	 	 D.	Taste
6. What age can a doe become pregnant? 
	 A.	6-8	months	 	 B.	1.5	year
	 C.	2.5	years	 	 D.	3.5	years
7. Typically, what percentage of all visits to scrapes 
does a buck make during DAYLIGHT hours?
	 A.	0%	 	 	 B.	5-10%
	 C.	15-20%	 	 D.	30-35%
8. What is the gestation period for white-tailed 
does?
	 A.	91	days	 	 B.	154	days
	 C.	178	days	 	 D.	201	days
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deer recipes deer recipes
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deer recipes deer recipes
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knowledge check answers
1. What natural event triggers rut?
	 A.	Lunar	phases	 	 B.	Temperature
	 C.	Availability	of	food	 D.	Photoperiods
2. White-tailed deer possess horns. 
 A.	True	 	 	 B.	False
3. It is necessary to remove the tarsal glands prior to 
skinning the deer.
	 A.	True	 	 	 B.	False
4. It is necessary to “bleed out” a deer when field dress-
ing.
	 A.	True	 	 	 B.	False
5. What white-tail sense is most important for 
hunters to overcome?
	 A.	Smell		 	 B.	Hearing
	 C.	Vision	 	 D.	Taste
6. What age can a doe become pregnant? 
	 A.	6-8	months	 	 B.	1.5	year
	 C.	2.5	years	 	 D.	3.5	years
7. Typically, what percentage of all visits to scrapes 
does a buck make during DAYLIGHT hours?
	 A.	0%	 	 	 B.	5-10%
	 C.	15-20%	 	 D.	30-35%
8. What is the gestation period for white-tailed 
does?
	 A.	91	days	 	 B.	154	days
	 C.	178	days	 	 D.	201	days


