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Choctaw Nation made history this past fall by administering our first hunting and fishing seasons. When the 
State of Oklahoma failed to renew the hunting and fishing licenses on December 31, 2021, tribal leadership 
exercised our sovereignty by ensuring the rights of tribal members to hunt and fish within the Choctaw 
Nation Reservation . The Choctaw Nation Wildlife Department was formed to conserve the fish and wildlife 
resources of the Reservation for future generations of tribal members. 

In what can take agencies years to achieve, the Environmental Protection Service accomplished the following 
in just a few short months:

• Established the need for a CNO Wildlife Department 
• Identified staff positions needed to begin a CNO Wildlife Department
• Established as a trusted resource for wildlife conservation in our communities
• Applied for and received the US Fish and Wildlife Service Tribal Wildlife Grant ($200,000)
• Updated the CNO Title 110 Fish, Game, and Animals Code
• Mailed out 38,000 letters to tribal households notifying them of upcoming changes to the hunting and 

fishing license requirements
• Collaborated with CNO departments to create a fish and game registration (check-in) system through 

the Chahta Achvffa membership portal

• Implemented the first CNO sanctioned hunting seasons for Choctaw Tribal members within the 
Reservation

• Coordinated with staff from the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation (ODWC) to share 
harvest data and reports to ensure the proper management of game species within the Reservation

HISTORY WAS MADE IN THE CHOCTAW NATION THIS PAST FALL



BLACK BEAR SEASON

The black bear population in the Choctaw Nation 
continues to be a success story in modern wildlife 

conservation. Once extirpated from Oklahoma due 
to over hunting, Southeast Oklahoma is now home 
to a healthy, growing population of black bears. The 
Oklahoma Department of Wildlife (ODWC) opened 
a black bear season in 2009. Originally the season 
was only available in McCurtain, Pushmataha, Latimer, 
and LeFlore. Since then, it has expanded to include 
all counties east of Highway 69/75 and south of I-40. 
By allowing a bear season and properly managing 

the big game species, successful and sustainable 
bear populations have been recorded since its 

implementation.

The inaugural Choctaw Nation archery black bear 
season began on October 1, 2022, and closed on 
October 16, 2022. The muzzleloader season began 
on October 22, 2022, and closed on October 30, 
2022, holding a quota of 20 bears. This quota was 
held in conjunction with ODWC’s 20 quota. CNO 
Wildlife associates and the ODWC kept open lines of 
communication to make sure the quota numbers were 
accurate and over harvesting did not occur.

Drought conditions during the late summer and early 
fall were indicative of a high harvest, as bears would 
be relying on bait piles to build up fat reserves for 

the coming winter. Most reports of acorn and mast 
production were bleak. Hunters reported having several 
bears on trail camera pictures and bait piles leading 

up to the opening of the season. Harvest it turns out, 

would be lighter than anticipated on during the opening 

weekend. Acorn and mast crops were underestimated. 
Oak trees showed their resilience and were still able 

to pull off a decent mast crop in some areas despite 

the intense drought. Once acorns fell just before the 
opening of the season, bears began leaving bait piles and 
gorging on the mast they were able to find. A total of 
8 black bears were harvested for the season. All were 
taken with archery equipment and no muzzleloader 
bears were reported. Bear sex breakdown was 
balanced at 4 female and 4 males.

One of the major concerns leading into the season 

was the high number of permits that the Choctaw 

Nation Wildlife Department issued. Permits were free 
of charge to tribal members but required members to 
view a conservation video through the Chahta Achvffa 

portal. A total of 1,123 black bear permits were issued 
to CNO members compared to the 530 black bear tags 
issued by ODWC. With the 200% increase in hunting 
pressure, there was concern of over harvesting being a 
possibility.

That turned out not to be the case. ODWC hunters 
had a success rate of 9.8% compared to the success 
rate of 0.7% for Choctaw tribal hunters. This data 
story tells us that sportsmen were either receiving 

bear permits due to the easy access or hunting bear 

opportunistically while deer hunting. It seems that the 
cost of the ODWC license limits it to hunters that 
are avidly pursuing bears where the percentage of 

CNO bear permit 

holders that may be 

considered avid bear 

hunters was much 

lower. The CNO 
wildlife department 

is gathering data 

to confirm these 
theories and will be 

looking at ways to 

improve the bear 

permitting process.

District 13 represents anyone who lives outside of the Choctaw Reservation



WHITETAIL DEER SEASON

Oklahoma has become one of the top hunting 

destinations for whitetail deer in the United 

States. Southeastern Oklahoma and the Choctaw 
Nation offer some of the best of the best when it 

comes to deer numbers and trophy potential. The 
Choctaw Nation has a diversity of prime whitetail 

habitats, from mature forests to mixed prairies. The 
agricultural and forestry roots of the region create 

ideal early successional habitat. 

A severe drought plagued the Choctaw Nation 

Reservation during the summer and early fall 

of 2022. Preferred browse was limited for deer. 
Water sources were scarce as livestock ponds and 
ephemeral creeks dried up. However, deer numbers 
did not seem to be affected with a slightly lower 

numbers of fawns being reported from hunters that 

seemed to increase during the hunting season. Oak 
trees were able to produce mast and soft mast was 

present. Deer concentrated on these food sources 
and on supplemental feed locations provided by 

hunters. The overall season limit for Choctaw deer 
hunters was 6 deer with no more than 2 antlered.

ARCHERY

Archery season ran concurrently with the state 

season (October 1-January 15). Choctaw archery 
hunters were able to harvest 6 deer, no more than 2 
antlered. 

317 antlerless and 334 antlered deer were taken by 
CNO archers registering through the Chahta Achvffa 

for a total of 651 deer. The percentage of antlerless 
harvest was 48.6% which is a positive statistic. 
Hunters are being encouraged to harvest antlerless 

deer to keep the population in check and within 

carrying capacity. In many areas of the CNO, sex 
ratios are skewed heavily towards the female side. 
This unbalance can present challenges to managers 
and have negative consequences for populations. 

Archery is quickly gaining in popularity, and it is great 
to see hunters taking advantage of the opportunity 

to harvest antlerless deer.

YOUTH DEER GUN

The CNO youth deer gun season ran from October 
14-16, 2022. Mild weather and plentiful deer 
populations makes this a great way to introduce 

youth to hunting. CNO members under 18 years 
of age were eligible to hunt during this season. The 
season limit was 2 deer with no more than 1 being 
antlered. Weather conditions were favorable for this 
season and deer were concentrated on food sources. 

CNO youth were able to harvest 123 antlerless deer 
and 91 antlered deer for a total of 214 deer.

MUZZLELOADER

Muzzleloader season ran concurrently with the state 
season, opening on October 22, 2022 and closing 
on October 30, 2022. The muzzleloader season limit 
was 2 deer with no more than 1 antlered deer. This 
differed slightly from the state season where only 

1 antlerless and 1 antlered could be harvested. The 
difference gave Choctaw hunters more opportunity 

to harvest antlerless deer and hopefully took some 

pressure off of younger bucks for hunters looking 
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to fill their freezers. Choctaw muzzleloader hunters 
began the season with high temperatures and high 

winds. This led to slower deer movement and less 
harvest than expected.

CNO muzzleloader hunters checked in 115 
antlerless and 173 antlered deer for a total of 
288 deer through the Chahta Achvffa portal. Most 
hunters reported delayed rutting activity and slower 

movement than normally experienced this time of 

the year.

GUN

Modern deer gun season began on November 

19, 2022 and ran through December 4, 2022. The 
gun season limit was 2 deer with no more than 1 
antlered deer. This differed slightly from the state 
season where only 1 antlerless and 1 antlered could 
be harvested. The difference gave Choctaw hunters 
more opportunity to harvest antlerless deer and 

hopefully took some pressure off younger bucks 

for hunters looking to fill their freezers. Hunters 
reported seeing a lot of chasing and rutting activity in 

the first half of the season and it slowly tapered off 
during the second week. Weather was very favorable 
for most of the season with colder temperatures and 

mostly dry conditions.

CNO gun hunters were able to harvest 415 antlerless 
and 716 antlered deer for a total of 1,131 deer.

HOLIDAY ANTLERLESS DEER GUN

Deer harvested during this season do not count 
towards the hunters combined season bag limit. 
CNO members were able to harvest 2 “bonus” 
antlerless deer from December 18-31, 2022, with 
a modern gun. This gives hunters the opportunity 
to spend time with family while hunting during the 

holiday season. Once again, this season builds upon 
the management goal of taking more antlerless deer 

from the herd creating a more balanced sex ratio and 

healthier deer.

CNO members took advantage of this additional 

opportunity and harvested 134 antlerless deer. 



Whitetail deer populations within the CNO continue 
to thrive. Summer and early fall saw extremely dry 
conditions which stressed deer during that time. 
Fall rain and oak mast crops were a welcome relief 
for deer during this tough time. Despite the tough 
conditions, most deer were in good to fair shape. 
Many landowners and hunters have begun managing 
their lands with wildlife in mind which leads to 
better habitat. Better habitat can support higher deer 
numbers even in extreme conditions. Many hunters 
and landowners are also supplemental feeding deer 
year around. Drought conditions did lead to less cover 
(grass, leaves, and underbrush) which made deer more 
visible for hunters. Deer were also on their feet more 
as they were searching for food and water

With all seasons combined, CNO members harvested 
1,116 antlerless deer and 1,328 antlered deer for a 
total of 2,444 deer. Antlerless deer accounted for 
45.7% of the harvest. Antlerless harvest will continue 
to be emphasized as it is imperative to the health of 
the deer herd. Oklahoma is poised to break the all-
time harvest record with over 130,000 deer harvested 
statewide. CNO and ODWC will share harvest results 
for SE Oklahoma as they are available

One of the most encouraging statistics emerging 
from the harvest data is not concerned with deer but 
the hunters themselves. 53.1% of CNO deer were 
harvested by hunters aged 30 and under. Nationally 
the hunting populations are aging. Changing times, 
urbanization, technology, and many other factors 
play into aging hunter populations. There is fear that 
hunting traditions are not being passed down as they 
were in the past. That does not seem to be the case 
in the CNO. Strong youth numbers are a testament 
to culture ties and significance that hunting has in the 
CNO

Female CNO members harvest 34% of the deer taken 
by CNO this year. That is also well above national 
averages that show female hunters make up 10 to 25% 

of the hunting population. As we move forward, we 
can work with these groups to grow hunting within 
the CNO

DEER SEASON SUMMARY



Elk occur within the Choctaw Nation in small 
numbers. Reintroduction efforts by the ODWC 
have had difficulty taking hold. Several factors 
may contribute to this including poaching, habitat 
fragmentation, and disease. ODWC has an elk season 
that runs concurrently with the deer season but 
has a season quota of 5 for the Southeast Zone. 
The Southeast Zone consists of the area south of 
Interstate 40 and east of Interstate 35. This season 
usually closes on the first day. Most of the elk harvest 
comes from Carter, Johnston, and Coal counties. Most 
of these elk escape from high fence hunting facilities 
and localized populations have occurred as a result 

The Choctaw Nation did not have an open elk season 
for the 2022-23 fall hunting season. Preparation for 
the upcoming bear and whitetail seasons took priority 
over the less sought-after elk. Many changes had 
to be made to the CNO Title 110 Fish, Game, and 
Animals Code pertaining to hunting regulations. The 
tight timeline required to get those changes in led us 
to table the elk season given the limited availability of 
elk. Elk are primarily found in Pushmataha and Coal 
counties within the nation. These counties have the 
most chance for success for tribal elk hunters.

Our recommendation would be to have an archery 
only elk season that would mirror the archery deer 
season dates. The recommended quota would be a 
collaborative quota with ODWC’s 5 elk. This would 
give tribal elk hunters more opportunities. It would 
also be recommended to make this a bull only hunt.

The other option would be to have a closed season 
for CNO members. A yearly quota of permits could 
be awarded through a lottery system for tribal 
members. This would ensure that only a set number 
of elk are harvested, and that the population is not 
depleted.

ELK SEASON TURKEY SEASON

Spring turkey season is a rite of passage for many 
hunters within the Choctaw Nation. Eastern wild 
turkeys are a species synonymous with spring and the 
mature forests of Southeastern Oklahoma. Populations 
within the Choctaw Nation can fluctuate drastically. 
The population has been in a downward trend in 
recent years. Turkey populations throughout the entire 
state have taken a dip in numbers and there aren’t any 
hard answers as to why. ODWC has reduced bag lim-
its to 1 tom statewide and pushed season dates back 
in a conservation effort. 

YOUTH TURKEY

Youth turkey season took place on April 9 & 10, 2022 
and was the first major hunting season administered 
by the Choctaw Nation. 8 bearded turkeys were 
checked in the portal. The end of the licensing 
compact with the state was fresh at this time and 

CNO had no staff devoted to wildlife full time. 
The associates with the Environmental Protection 
Service did an outstanding job of spreading word 

in this short time frame. Weather conditions were 
cooler than normal for this time of year and gobbling 

activity was reported to be lagging according to most 

hunters. The bag limit was one bearded turkey with 
archery or shotgun equipment.

SPRING TURKEY

Lower turkey numbers, cool temperatures, and a late 
start to gobbling activity led to a tough season for 

many hunters. Choctaw Nation hunters reported 
17 bearded turkeys during the spring. Archery and 
shotgun were the legal methods. The bag limit for the 
spring and fall seasons combined in 1 bearded turkey. 
ODWC reported 616 harvested turkeys during the 
spring season for Choctaw Nation counties. Once 
again, the reporting system was fairly new but EPS 
associates did a great job of navigating the new 

circumstances. We are confident that our expanded 



messaging and outreach will result in higher 

utilization of the Chahta Achvffa check in portal by 
tribal members.

FALL TURKEY

Fall archery turkey season saw 3 turkeys checked 
in with archery equipment. Many hunters are seeing 
the declines in turkey populations and laying off of 

hunting them in the fall season. With populations 
on the decline, many have called for closing the fall 
season but with such a minimal harvest this may 

not be necessary. We will continue to monitor this 
harvest and make changes as needed for the best 

practical management of the species.


