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MEMORANDUM TO THE NATURAL RESOURCES COMMISSION 
 
Subject: Earn a Second Buck Pilot Program for Implementation in 2027 
 Wildlife Conservation Order Amendment No. 7 of 2026 
 FOR INFORMATION ONLY 
 
 
Authority: 
 
The Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Act, 1994 PA 451, authorizes the Director 
and the Commission to issue orders to manage wild animals in this state.   
 
Discussion and Background:
 
At the May 13, 2026, Natural Resources Commission (NRC) meeting, the NRC requested the 
Department present a framework for an earn-a-second-buck (EASB) pilot program within Zone 
3 at the July 8, 2026, NRC meeting, which will provide sufficient notice and consideration for 
action by the NRC prior to implementation during the 2027 deer hunting season. The NRC 
stated the framework shall include the following: 

• Require a restricted second buck tag with a 4-point antler point restriction (APR).  

• A geographic region of sufficient size at least one or more counties to present a science-
based evaluation of the regulations impact on antlerless harvest. 

• A duration for the pilot that is sufficient to present a science-based evaluation of the 
regulation impact on antlerless harvest. 

• A control area within Zone 3 for comparison. 

• An enforcement mechanism, including hunter reporting requirements for antlerless 
harvest and pre-pilot data to be collected on harvest in 2026. 

 
The Department reviewed this request and after further discussions with staff, developed the 
following EASB framework for potential implementation for the 2027 deer hunting season: 
 
NEW EASB Deer License Product 
At the time of purchase, an individual must choose whether they want to participate in the EASB 
pilot program. If they choose to participate in the EASB pilot program, then they must purchase 
the new EASB deer license product for $40 (residents and non-residents) or $28 (senior 
residents) which includes the following: 

• EASB Tag 1: A single deer license subject to the following requirements: 
o Lower Peninsula (LP): An antlered deer (no APRs, except for the 3-point APR 

established in deer management units 005, 010, 015, 024, 028, 040, 043, 045, 
051, 053, 057, 067, 083, 115, 145, and 245) OR an antlerless deer.  

o Upper Peninsula (UP): An antlered deer, subject to a 3-point APR OR an 
antlerless deer only during the early or late archery season.  

• EASB Tag 2: A universal antlerless deer license subject to the following requirements: 
o LP: An antlerless deer only. 
o UP: An antlerless deer only in areas where a universal antlerless deer license is 

valid.  
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To become eligible to purchase the EASB Tag 3 (Bonus Tag), an antlerless deer must be taken 
within the EASB pilot area and reported to the Department. The Bonus Tag is a second single 
deer license valid for an antlered deer with a 4-point APR (valid in both the UP and LP) OR an 
antlerless deer (valid in the LP and only during early or late archery seasons in UP), for the 
purchase of $20 (residents, including seniors) or $170 (non-residents). 

Pilot Treatment and Control Counties 
Data were compiled to evaluate numerous metrics for identifying pairings of pilot “treatment” 
and “control” counties. This paired approach has been used previously in regulatory 
comparisons, and the methodology has passed the peer-review process. Treatment counties 
are recommended for application of EASB regulations and stabilization of all other deer 
regulations to isolate the effects of EASB on influencing harvest outcomes. Control counties are 
recommended to remain free of EASB regulations and stabilization of all other deer regulations 
to serve as comparisons to their associated treatment county for the duration of the evaluation 
period. We recommend establishing five treatment counties to ensure we can collect an 
adequate amount of data even if unpredictable impacts complicate future evaluation of the 
impacts of EASB regulations on antlerless harvest (e.g., if future epizootic hemorrhagic disease 
outbreaks substantially impact deer populations and hunters harvest). 

Several counties in Zone 3 already have ongoing nonregulatory research designed to evaluate 
approaches for increasing antlerless deer harvest which would confound efforts to determine 
effectiveness of EASB. These counties include Bay, Clinton, Eaton, Gratiot, Huron, Ionia, Kent, 
Saginaw, Sanilac and Tuscola. All were excluded from consideration as EASB pilot or control 
counties.  

Metrics considered for identifying EASB treatment and control counties included the proportion 
of counties that are public and private land, the proportion of hunter harvest composed of 
antlerless and antlered deer, the number of permittees and deer removed under deer damage 
shooting permits (issued for crop damage), previous 10-year trends in deer-vehicle collisions, 
perceived previous 5-year population trends and desired future deer population trends identified 
by local biologists within the deer management unit narratives as recommended 2026-2028 
deer regulations were developed, and the proportion of counties categorized as agricultural, 
forested, and developed land. The recommended treatment and control areas also include 
counties where chronic wasting disease has and has not previously been detected in wild deer. 

The Department recommends paired treatment and control counties as follows: 
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• Pair 1: Hillsdale (treatment) and Lenawee (control) 

• Pair 2: Kalamazoo (treatment) and Washtenaw (control) 

• Pair 3: Barry (treatment) and Allegan (control) 

• Pair 4: Ingham (treatment) and Isabella (control) 

• Pair 5: Lapeer (treatment) and Livingston (control) 
 

 
 
For a suitable science-based evaluation, a 5-year duration of regulations is recommended, 
which would entail EASB regulations remaining in place for the final two years of the 2026-2028 
deer regulations cycle and the entire 2029-2031 deer regulations cycle. However, given the 
timing of the regulations-setting process, evaluation would primarily be based on four years of 
data under the EASB regulations (2027-2030) plus pre-pilot data. 
 
Verification and Enforcement Mechanism 
The Department is developing communications, verification, and control systems to ensure 
hunters understand how and when they can become eligible to purchase the EASB Bonus Tag.  
As noted above, at the time of purchase, the hunter must choose whether or not they want to 
participate in the EASB pilot program. To become eligible to purchase and use the EASB Bonus 
Tag, the hunter must: 

• Purchase the EASB license product; 

• Harvest an antlerless deer in an EASB treatment county using their EASB Tag 1, EASB 
Tag 2, or a universal antlerless license;  

• Report antlerless harvest in an EASB treatment county; and 

• Receive a notification that an officer may follow up with the hunter to verify any report of 
antlerless deer harvest from an EASB treatment county that is made to qualify for the 
EASB Bonus Tag. 

 
The hunter will only be able to purchase the EASB Bonus Tag after completing the above list of 
requirements. Only one EASB Bonus Tag will be available per participating hunter. 
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The Department is exploring design elements and development costs for additional 
communication options. 

After EASB implementation during the 2027 deer season, Wildlife Division personnel will 
provide regular updates to Law Enforcement Division regarding customers that reported 
antlerless deer harvest in EASB treatment counties and purchased an EASB Bonus Tag. A 
selection of these customers will be contacted by conservation officers to follow up on the 
antlerless deer harvested from an EASB treatment county. The Department is working on how 
to best communicate with the public about the progress of the EASB pilot program and 
enforcement activities to promote both participation and compliance. 
 
Wildlife Division personnel are developing methods to objectively compare harvest outcomes 
between EASB treatment and control counties while also considering impacts of the transition to 
a single antlered deer limit across the LP apart from hunters taking advantage of EASB 
opportunities. The evaluation will include techniques validated through peer-reviewed science 
for estimating compliance with accurate reporting of qualifying harvest of antlerless deer from 
EASB treatment counties. Planning for the evaluation will continue for several months following 
final establishment of EASB regulations in August. 
 
Biological Impacts to the EASB Pilot Program 
The longest running application of EASB has been in Virginia. EASB was originally implemented 
in eight Virginia counties in 2008, and was in place in 2025 across 36 counties, 35 cities, and 
190 towns. Virginia’s goal was to increase the harvest ratio in EASB areas to ≥50% antlerless 
deer and subsequently reduce deer populations by sustaining this ratio over time. Some areas 
have had EASB regulations removed, and some of those have been reinstated even as new 
areas have been added. Virginia’s assessment indicated antlerless harvest initially increased in 
EASB areas compared to expected harvest levels, but these increases have declined over time. 
Virginia hunters receive all harvest tags at the start of their hunting season but are required to 
first harvest an antlerless deer before making legal use of additional tags for antlered deer. 
 
It is difficult to predict the outcomes of EASB on antlerless harvest and subsequent biological 
impacts in Michigan, particularly considering the additional harvest impacts that will occur under 
the new single antlered deer limit that will also come into effect with the 2027 deer hunting 
season across the LP outside of EASB treatment counties. However, the Department has prior 
experience with implementing “treatment” and “control” pilot assessments that withstood the 
scientific peer review process through the APR evaluation that occurred over the 2019-2022 
deer hunting seasons. The treatment and control design and proposed duration stated above 
should be sufficient to similarly evaluate biological impacts of EASB, even with the potential for 
unpredictable additional impacts, such as future additional confirmation of CWD positive 
counties or epizootic hemorrhagic disease outbreaks. Furthermore, by utilizing additional 
enforcement and communications efforts to promote hunter compliance and participation in the 
EASB pilot program, applying independent research efforts for estimating reporting compliance 
of antlerless deer truly harvested in EASB treatment counties, and otherwise depending on 
existing Department approaches for evaluating harvest outcomes, the EASB pilot program and 
evaluation will develop protocols to incorporate into all future Department recommendations for 
implementation of EASB in counties where it will be effective and necessary to help meet 
management needs. 
 
Social Impacts to the EASB Pilot Program 
The primary social impacts of EASB independent of other concurrent significant deer 
regulations changes will occur through successful deployment of the implementation and 
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evaluation system. Customer service has been an important consideration informing the 
Department recommendations. Linking the Department retail sales system (RSS) to the existing 
deer harvest reporting system rather than requiring in-person deer check to verify qualifying 
harvest of antlerless deer will ensure much faster turnaround time for customers that wish to 
purchase an EASB Bonus Tag. Furthermore, this approach will apply the same harvest data 
collection methods in the EASB treatment counties and control counties. Enforcement and 
verification efforts to develop an adjustment factor to account for false reporting motivated by 
the EASB Bonus Tag opportunity will be completed by Department personnel following harvest 
reporting from EASB treatment counties. This will ensure the overall quality of data and 
comparability of data between treatment and control counties is suitable for evaluating the 
EASB pilot program. This would not be possible if a unique and more time-consuming method 
was required of hunters in the EASB treatment counties to report antlerless harvest to qualify for 
the EASB Bonus Tag. The Department will utilize time between the potential August 2026 final 
regulatory actions and the March 1, 2027 initiation of the 2027 deer hunting season license 
sales to implement system changes to the RSS and deer harvest reporting system and develop 
public communications regarding the new regulations and advance purchase decisions 
customers must make if they wish to participate in the EASB pilot program. This information will 
also need to help guide customer decisions based on other areas of the state where they intend 
to hunt deer (e.g., considering how the new EASB license product Tag 1 and Tag 2 can be used 
elsewhere in the LP and UP). 
 
Economic Impacts to the EASB Pilot Program 
Accurately determining the effectiveness of EASB regulations will be important for considering 
additional tools to increase antlerless harvest and reduce economic impacts from excessive 
deer damage and high rates of deer-vehicle collisions. The EASB pilot program evaluation will 
also be able to estimate the economic benefits of additional license sales through the purchase 
of EASB Bonus Tags, and any added costs to hunters from changing license purchases. The 
Department’s recommendations for implementation of this pilot program have also considered 
the economic impacts of system changes and administrative needs on the Department budget.  
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Relevant Divisions have contributed to the preparation of this order. This order is being 
submitted for information and consideration on July 8, 2026, at the Natural Resources 
Commission meeting. This item will appear on the Department’s June 29, 2026 calendar and 
may be eligible for approval on August 12, 2026.   
 
 
 

     
Sara Thompson, Chief    Brandon Kieft, Chief 
Wildlife Division     Law Enforcement Division 

    
Jeffery J. Stampfly, Chief    Kristen Kosick, Chief 
Forest Resources Division    Parks and Recreation Division 

    
Randall M. Claramunt, Chief    Jon Spieles, Chief 
Fisheries Division     Marketing and Outreach Division 

 for    
Dan Lord, Chief     Shannon Lott 
Finance and Operations Division   Natural Resources Deputy 

 
Kristin Phillips     
Chief Administrative Officer  
 
 
  



 

 

WILDLIFE CONSERVATION ORDER 
 

Amendment No. 7 of 2026 
 
By authority conferred on the Natural Resources Commission and the Director of the Department of 
Natural Resources by sections 40107 and 40113a of 1994 PA 451, MCL 324.40107 and 324.40113a, it is 
ordered that effective August 12, 2026, the following section(s) of the Wildlife Conservation Order shall 
read as follows: 
 

Section 3.101m below is effective March 1, 2027.  
3.101m Earn-a-second-buck pilot program and license products, type of deer that can be 
taken, exceptions; sunset.   

3.101m For the purposes of this section, the earn-a-second buck deer license product includes 
the following licenses: Earn-a-second buck single deer license, earn-a-second buck universal 
antlerless deer license, and the opportunity to purchase an earn-a-second buck second (bonus) 
deer license under subsection (2).  
 

(1) The kind of deer which may be taken during the respective open seasons and zones for each 
combination of season and deer license included in the earn-a-second-buck deer license product 
for the earn-a-second-buck pilot program is shown in the table below: 
 

Earn-A-Second-Buck Pilot Program and License Product 
License, Season, Zone, Deer to be Taken 

 

Type of license 
product 

Season in which 
used 

Zone in which 
used 

Kind of deer that may be taken 

Earn-a-second-
buck single 
deer license 

Liberty hunt and 
independence 
hunt 

Zones 1, 2, and 3 An antlerless or an antlered deer, 
subject to sections 3.101e and 
3.101g. Antler point restrictions do 
not apply. 

Earn-a-second-
buck single 
deer license 

Bow and arrow 
only seasons 

Zone 1 An antlerless deer or an antlered 
deer which has at least 1 antler with 
3 or more antler points 1 or more 
inches in length.  
 

Earn-a-second-
buck single 
deer license 

Bow and arrow 
only seasons 

Zones 2 and 3 An antlerless deer or an antlered 
deer subject to the following: 
(a) Antler point restrictions apply as 
provided in subsection (3).  

Earn-a-second-
buck single 
deer license 

Firearm deer 
season, 
muzzleloading 
and black powder 
firearms only 
season   

Zone 1 An antlered deer which has at least 
1 antler with 3 or more antler points 
1 or more inches in length.  

Earn-a-second-
buck single 
deer license 

Firearm deer 

season, 

December firearm 

deer season   

Zones 2 and 3 An antlerless deer or an antlered 
deer subject to the following:   
(a) Antler point restrictions apply as 
provided in subsection (3). 

Earn-a-second 
buck universal 
antlerless deer 
license 

Liberty and 
independence 
hunt 

Zones 1, 2, and 3 An antlerless deer, subject to 
sections 3.101e and 3.101g. 

Earn-a-second 
buck universal 

Bow and arrow 
only seasons 

Zones 1, 2, and 3 An antlerless deer. 



 

 

antlerless deer 
license 

Earn-a-second 
buck universal 
antlerless deer 
license 

Firearm deer 
season, 
December firearm 
deer season  

Zones 2 and 3 An antlerless deer. 

Earn-a-second- 
buck second  
(bonus) deer 
license 

Liberty hunt, 
independence 
hunt 

Zones 1, 2, and 3 Subject to subsection (2), an 
antlerless deer or an antlered deer, 
subject to sections 3.101e and 
3.101g. Antler point restrictions do 
not apply. 

Earn-a-second- 
buck second  
(bonus) deer 
license 

Bow and arrow 
only seasons 

Zones 1, 2, and 3 Subject to subsection (2), an 
antlerless deer or an antlered deer 
which has at least 1 antler with 4 or 
more antler points 1 or more inches 
in length. 

Earn-a-second- 
buck second  
(bonus) deer 
license 

Firearm deer 
season, 
muzzleloading 
and black powder 
firearms only 
season   

Zone 1 Subject to subsection (2), an 
antlered deer which has at least 1 
antler with 4 or more antler points 1 
or more inches in length. 

Earn-a-second- 
buck second  
(bonus) deer 
license 

Firearm deer 
season, 
December firearm 
deer season  

Zones 2 and 3 Subject to subsection (2), an 
antlerless deer or an antlered deer 
which has at least 1 antler with 4 or 
more antler points 1 or more inches 
in length. 

 
(2) An individual must purchase the earn-a-second buck deer license product and take an 

antlerless deer with an earn-a-second buck deer license, an earn-a-second buck second (bonus) 
deer license, or a universal antlerless license in one of counties listed in subsection (2)(a) and 
report their antlerless deer harvest, subject to section 3.103, before taking an antlered deer with 
the earn-a-second buck second (bonus) deer license. 
 

(a) Barry, Hillsdale, Ingham, Kalamazoo or Lapeer county. 
 
(3) Notwithstanding any other provisions of this order, except sections 3.101e and 3.101g, in 

deer management units 005, 010, 015, 024, 028, 040, 043, 045, 051, 053, 057, 067, 083, 115, 145, and 
245, an individual possessing a earn-a-second-buck single deer license shall not take an antlered 
deer unless the deer has at least 1 antler with 3 or more antler points each 1 or more inches in 
length.   

 
(4) Individuals possessing an earn-a-second-buck single deer license or an earn-a-second-buck 

second (bonus) deer license are exempt from antler point restrictions during all deer seasons as 
listed in the table under subsection (1) if any of the following applies: 

 
(a) The individual is a youth 16 years of age and younger.  
 
(b) The individual is licensed under a base apprentice license.  

 
(5) This section shall sunset on January 2, 2032.   

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Issued on this 12th day of August, 2026.   
 
Approved as to matters over which the Natural Resources Commission has authority. 
 
 
 
      Rebecca Humphries, Chair 
      Natural Resources Commission 
 
 
Approved as to matters over which the Director has authority. 
 
 
 
      M. Scott Bowen 
      Director 
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