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Nimrod’s Trace

Hunting Heritage Survival Fears
Focus on Young Nimrods

by Ron Moody

Attracting more young people to become new hunters is, beyond doubt, the biggest challenge every
adult nimrod wishes somebody else would solve.

The challenge is indeed serious — American hunters get older and fewer every year. And, the
recruitment deficit is one cloud over the future of hunting that just about everybody can see and
understand.

This subject of recruiting young hunters comes up a lot in rod & gun club dissertations and deer camp
think tanks: the consensus opinion seems to be that, “they ought to do something about that.”

Several important “theys” in the hunting community are making organized efforts to bring more youths
into hunting. There is reason to question whether some of those efforts are on the right track,
however.

State lawmakers are attacking the problem by passing new laws that:

1. Create more youth hunting opportunities with special seasons and liberal harvest rules such as
extra game tags, etc.

2. Cut the entry cost of hunting for youths with free or reduced fees and licenses.

3. Mitigate minimum age and hunter education requirements.
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Why Youths Don’t Become Hunters

The MAIN reason, however, too few youths take up hunting today is not because of legal barriers. It is
because too few adult hunters make a personal commitment to mentoring a youngster — particularly
outside their own household - into hunting.

Making hunting doable and fun can’t be achieved by putting a check in the mail, or by passing another
law. It's not our rules that deter new young hunters; it's our adult attitudes.

A new hunter is almost always a handmade product crafted by real people doing things together. That
most hunters don’t want to give up their own fun to mentor somebody else’s kid is understandable,
(perhaps: If hunting is just about having fun). But too many parent hunters also don’t mentor their
own kids.

The reason Hunter Education courses became mandatory in the first place was that society learned by
tragic experience that many hunter-parents could not, or would not, properly mentor their children as
safe, responsible hunters. As far as making young people into safe hunters is concerned, the 54-year
track record of Hunter Education speaks for itself.

The Hunting Family

The most powerful single tool for creating new hunters remains the hunting family. Whatever else we
do, we want to empower this tool. HOW we do that is the question. My belief is that we should wrap a
stronger hunting village around the family rather than simply tinkering with the rules.

Hunters who are unwilling to give themselves into a “village” of continuing supportive experience for
youths cannot be surprised if the now-isolated hunting family is unable to produce enough recruits to
keep the culture going (no matter how lenient the rules). As vital as it still is, the hunting family no
longer can do it alone.

And then there is everybody else. Youths who live in non-hunting families are unlikely to get an
invitation into the hunting community as long as hunters expect somebody else to extend the
invitation.

And, once a youth gets past adolescence as a non-hunter, she or he finds few hunting hands reaching
out by any means.

We know the social forces of our urban, techno-frenzied world are not friendly to earthy, agrarian
cultures such as hunting. I advocate a recruitment strategy that creates personal connection programs
designed so that hunters, as a community, can aggressively penetrate and counter those adverse
social forces.

The current rave, however, is to do more rule tinkering such as eliminating minimum age rules so that
younger children can hunt bigger game with their parent. My prediction is that 10 years from now we’'ll
see that this approach has done nothing to improve recruitment rates for new young hunters. In fact,
current laws leave plenty of opportunities for parents to introduce their very young children to the
hunting world without needing a big game license to do so.

Items 1 and 2 in the above list can help and certainly will not hurt the hunting family — particularly
where the family budget is tight and time-off for hunting is difficult. They do little, however, to connect
non-hunters to the sport unless a real, live mentor makes the connection happen.



Item 3 is more problematic. Reducing age requirements by way of ‘apprentice hunting’ programs may
be positive in a family where an adult really does mentor the youth, and the added younger years are
spent doing things the youngster likes to do. I see no evidence, however, that putting a youth on a
deer stand at age 8 instead of 12 makes them enjoy hunting more than if they had spent the same
years in the woods with dad or mom as an unlicensed buddy.

The catch is that adults have to know the difference between what they think the youngster OUGHT to
enjoy (thinking usually drawn from the parent’s own preferences) and what the youngster will see as
being more fun than staying home to play video games. Minus this wisdom the recruiting power of a
lower age requirement shrinks into the statistical woodwork.

‘Families Afield’

‘Families Afield" is a national effort by the United States Sportsmen’s Alliance, National Shooting Sports
Foundation and the National Wild Turkey Federation. Their worthy goal is to bring new hunters into
the sport.

This program, because large, reputable groups sponsor it, is gathering momentum and has caused the
passage of new laws in states like Ohio and Pennsylvania.

The program centers on creating an apprentice-hunting license for youths who are younger than the
legal minimum age to buy a regular hunting license. It also allows licensed, mentor hunters to take
apprentice hunters into the field prior to the completion of hunter education certification.

Because properly mentored youths are unlikely to get into unsafe situations I don't object to the
concept. I just don't think the statistics predict that targeting children under 12 with this kind of
program is going to make any difference in the long run.

Where this concept could make a huge positive difference is for non-hunters over 16 years of age.
Ironically, the ‘Families Afield’ program doesn't target that group. This was precisely the bill I proposed
to the 2005 Montana Legislature. It didn't pass, but the idea is still valid.

I do strongly disagree with the rhetoric of ‘Families Afield’ that requiring a Hunter Education class and
a hunting license constitute what the sponsors call “barriers to youth hunting” and “restrictive
requirements.”

“Families Afield” sponsors base their argument on one study they conducted, which purports to prove
that all we need to make safe, responsible hunters is a diligent adult mentor. Mandatory Hunter Ed
training is a liability to recruitment, according to their statistics.

First, I think their statistical analysis is wrong. Second, they disregard the aspect of mandatory hunter
education that positively recruits new hunters.

The reason I question the ‘Families Afield” use of statistics is because of another study done in 1997 by
Thomas Heberlein and Elizabeth Thomson, and published in the journal, *Human Dimensions of
Wildlife.”

In the 1997 study, first-level analysis of the effects of hunter education requirements on hunting
participation and recruitment matches what ‘Families Afield’ reports.



These researchers, however, went further. They found that simply comparing states with and without
H.E. requirements is misleading unless the study corrects for social forces that make one state
different from another.

In fact, the 1997 study reports that the same social forces, such as high urban populations,
intolerance for hunter misbehavior, poor access to opportunity, etc., that cause a state to impose
mandatory Hunter Ed in the first place also work to depress hunter recruitment regardless of
regulatory entry “barriers.”

After correcting for social variances, the 1997 study found that recruitment difference between states
with mandatory Hunter Ed and those without shrank to less than one percent.

Beyond statistics, mandatory Hunter Ed creates an accessible entry portal for youths who have no
family mentor and have to find Step-One on their own. And, passing Hunter Ed has persuaded many a
reluctant Mom to allow her child (whom she knows all too well) to go out the door with a firearm.

Least the ‘Families Afield’ folks leave this discussion feeling bruised, I do believe that experiments
should be pursued. I just think they have targeted the wrong age class for real results.

Another program, sponsored by the same groups is their ‘Trailblazer Adventure Program,” an education
program developed to introduce whole families to the outdoors. This is a great example of a
community connection program.

If the hunting family is our most powerful recruiting tool, then let’s recruit families. I like that idea.

Ron can be reached by email at couleeking@hotmail.com.
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