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54 INTRODUCTION INTRODUCTION

Introduction
Every day we are bombarded with choices—many of which influence the degree of impact our individual and collective 
lives have on our natural resources and ultimately our planet. One such choice is whether or not to hunt. 

Our ancestors arguably had less choice in the matter—for them it was an issue of subsistence. Today, with modern 
agriculture and domesticated animals to supply our markets with packaged protein hunting isn’t a necessity but a choice. 

So why do men, women, and youth choose to hunt? For many it is an extension of their 
ethical relationship with the land and a way they choose to demonstrate their commitment to 
conservation. Moreover, hunting builds their knowledge of the natural world, creates lasting 
memories with family and friends, and helps to fill the fridge and freezer with locally harvested 
sustainable food. 

At the same time the fees generated from their license purchases and taxes on firearms and 
ammunition they buy, is routed directly back to funding conservation efforts including wildlife 
management, land protection, and habitat restoration to name a few. 

We hope this book begins to illustrate the many reasons people like you, hunt, and how deeply 
connected their motivations are to living their values – some of which might align with yours. 

Hunter or not, if you have an interest in conservation we invite you to keep reading and learn 
more about the social, economic, and ecological contributions hunters have directly and 
indirectly on conservation. This handbook is not designed to be a “how-to” guide for hunting a 
particular species, but instead will give you a lens into the hunting community and opportunity 
to explore hunter motivations, hunting ethics, action steps you can take to support hunting 
and conservation, and/or become a hunter yourself. 

“together we will seek solutions and together we can affect change.Conservation after all 
is everybody’s business—one natural world, one humanity, one chance. Conservation matters.” 

—Shane Mahoney, Renowned Conservationist 

Thank you for taking an interest in learning more about this rich legacy between hunting 
and conservation and considering your role in this legacy. We hope after reading this handbook 
you are more informed of the collective impact hunters make towards conservation, 
and that you will help keep the tradition vibrant!
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76 WHY HUNT? WHY HUNT?

Why Hunt?
Whether or not any given American hunts today may have more to do with opportunity than choice.

America’s ongoing urbanization is resulting in changing demographics. With each passing year, fewer among us have 
the opportunity to grow up in a household where children experience highly personal interactions with wildlife and learn 
firsthand about hunting ethics and stewardship from their fathers, mothers, siblings and grandparents.
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Until recently, this is largely how the American hunting 
traditions have been perpetuated. While hunting may no 
longer be required for sustinence, many have continued to 
hunt because of the consistent benefits it returns. Aside from 
healthy, natural protien, the experience often yields social 
rewards as well, reinforcing the bonds between close family 
members or friends. Those who enjoy established hunting 
lifestyles also tend to have a fundamental understanding 

of the critical role hunters play in wildlife conservation; they 
recognize the varied economic, social, and environmental 
benefits to society that come from their continued hunting 
participation. Passing on their knowledge and appreciation 
for hunting is often thought of as a personal responsibility.

If you have little firsthand hunting experience or connections 
to the hunting community you may find it difficult to enter the 
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in negative ways. For those who have never been exposed to 
hunting, or guns, finding the inspiration to hunt can be difficult 
in today’s social and political climates.

But if you have you made a personal decision to consider 
hunting, you should be aware that you are likely to encounter 
additional barriers related to fundamentals like required hunter 
education, firearms ownership, instruction and mentoring, 
and access to hunting ground. 
Hunting also requires a certain investment of time and money, 
much like any sport or hobby.

However, most of these barriers can be easily overcome 
with a bit of effort. Anyone who has the will to learn to hunt—
including you—can still pursue that desire to a successful end. 
But why should you?

The answer lies in the fact that hunting remains a critical 
need for a variety of important economic, ecological, and 
social reasons. It’s why over 70% of Americans support legal 
hunting, and more than 16 million participate in hunting each 
year. Let’s explore some of these reasons in greater depth.

SIDE BAR TEXT

The last national survey of hunting, fishing, and angling 
(conducted in 2011) found that 6% of Americans hunt, 
down from 10% in 1955. However, since 1995 public 
support for hunting has increased from 73% to 79%. Still, 
without increased interest and participation from younger 
generations, hunting participation is expected to continue 
to drop. As Baby Boomers age, both the number of 
hunters and potential mentors declines, placing our natural 
history, hunting knowledge, traditions, and public support 
for hunting and wildlife conservation at risk. The majority 
of hunters in America continue to be older white males. 
Only 10 % of all hunters are female, and an even smaller 
percentage represent ethincially diverse backgrounds. 

Changing the face of hunting will be essential to preserving 
not only the tradition itself, but also to sustaining, or 
even growing, its economic, ecological and social 
impacts. Bringing more young adults, women, and 
ethnically diverse hunters into the woods, marshes, and 
prairies each year will strengthen and enrich the hunting 
community as well as play a role in strengthening our 
society on the whole.

sport. However, while barriers to hunting participation exist 
today, some that were not present just a few decades ago, 
there are a number of resources available to anyone interested 
in learning to hunt.

For a non-hunter to become a hunter, it first requires a 
personal interest in doing so. However, today non-hunters 
may receive little motivation from the popular media. Instead 
of positive storylines reporting the varied benefits of hunting, 
media often presents politicized and emotionalized stories that 
can shape the public’s views about both hunting and firearms 

ECONOMIC REASONS 
FOR HUNTING

"A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability and 
beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise." 

— Aldo Leopold 

In Wisconsin, hunting is highly regulated, studied, and 
reviewed. It is this regulation—the establishment and 
enforcement of specific hunting seasons, harvest limits, other 
rules, and revenue-generating hunting license fees—that 
makes hunting such an incredibly valuable tool for wildlife 
management and care of the greater ecosystem. Regulated 
hunting helps keep wildlife populations in balance with 
available habitat, while also generating important revenues 
for wildlife management and habitat improvement that aren’t 
available from any other source. It’s also important to note that 
regulated hunting provides critical benefits for both game and 
non-game species alike.

But this wasn’t always the case. In the late 1800s through 
early 1900s hunters greatly exceeded current allowable 
harvest, or bag, limits to bring their catch to market 
and earn money. While hunting has been regulated since 
those early days, the hunting laws at the time had little to 
do with the actual welfare of wildlife. They were established 
to preserve wildlife as a commodity not for any specific 
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I’ve wanted to learn to hunt since I moved to the Midwest 
but, like many people interested in the pastime, I had no idea 
where to start.

First, there are the guns. I had a lot of strong opinions about 
gun control, but I knew nothing about handling actual guns. 
So that was a whole scary thing. Second, there was the head-
to-toe-camo lifestyle that seems to define American hunting 
culture. What’s the deal with that? Of course, third, there was 
the part where you actually have to kill an animal. I wasn’t sure 
I could do it, and I was also worried what it would say about 
me if I could do it.

Despite my concerns, I still wanted to learn. I had been trying 
to find acquaintances or programs that would help me get 
my foot in the door, with basically no luck until I went to a 
Becoming an Outdoors Woman (B.O.W.) program. Through 
B.O.W. I was connected with the Learn to Hunt Turkey (LTH) 
program. In the LTH program, I was paired with a mentor 
who took me on my first hunt. As a PhD student studying 
chemistry, I can appreciate the work of a catalyst and the 
mentor assigned to me was just that. She accelerated my 
learning—teaching me about gun safety, how to identify 
turkey sign, hunting tips, and the techniques for field 
dressing a harvested bird. My mentor created a safe and 
comfortable learning environment for me by opening her home 
for a delectable meal of wild game, lending me gear, and 
introducing me to other hunters.

Anupama Khan
Background:  adult hunter – B.O.W. program 

participant and LTH graduate

Motivation:  curiosity, trying new things, and food 

Years Hunting: 1 years

Turkey hunting, my mentor told me, is all about patience. 
Sit, listen, occasionally make a turkey call, continue to sit 
and listen. The morning of my first hunt, I was immersed 
in the sounds of the woods when several turkeys came 
into view. Unsure if they were close enough, I tracked them 
through three different windows, whispering, “I’m scared. 
I’m not sure I can do this.” Finally, one bird turned and 
faced the blind, clearly presenting its neck.

I fired my shotgun. And fell backwards off my chair. When I 
got up, I saw that I had killed my first turkey… meat that I 
would later use to prepare homemade wild turkey pot pie! 

I’m so grateful for the experience and I hope this story 
inspires others to explore hunting. If I could share a few 
words of advice it would be this: find a mentor you trust and 
give it a try! It can seem intimidating at first, but now that I 
have found a path, I realize how friendly and welcoming the 
hunting community can be. Also, if you who are curious about 
sustainable eating but nervous about hunting read Tovar 
Cerulli’s Mindful Carnivore. This book was very helpful to me 
and captured my thinking.

I can’t wait until registration opens for the fall Learn to Hunt 
programs. In the meantime I plan to continue to read more 
about hunting and try out more recipes!
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In my college years, the idea of having a freezer full of healthy 
and locally harvested food was all the motivation I needed to 
explore hunting. It wasn’t until I was serendipitously connected 
with the Learn to Hunt Program (LTH), though, that my dream 
of having sustainably harvested game came to fruition. 

While I was curious about hunting while growing up in 
northwest Wisconsin, neither my dad nor my brothers hunted. 
Requests to tag along with others who hunted were often met 
with awkward and non-committal responses about not having 
enough space to bring another hunter, concerns about my 
lack of experience, and so on. At one point, my friend’s dad let 
me accompany the hunters during the gun deer season (as an 
observer). This heightened my interest and the realization that I 
was no different than the guys I knew who hunted and equally 
as capable of handling a gun, with one exception... I didn’t 
grow up hunting and I needed experience. 

Several years went by as I silently observed hunts, with little 
progress towards hunting myself. It wasn’t until I got a job, 
working for a postdoc, that I learned about the LTH, and just 
in the nick of time… the LTH bear application was due the 
next day. 

Several weeks later I traveled to Vilas County for the bear 
hunt and was paired with an excellent mentor. He was 
knowledgeable about everything related to bear hunting, 
enthusiastic about my interest to learn, provided me with 

Nathanial Shay
Background: adult hunter – LTH graduate

Motivation: food & time outdoors

Years Hunting: 4 years

gear to use, and created an authentic hunting camp. It was 
all of this and my successful hunt that propelled me to go 
through the LTH deer and also turkey program.

I can’t recommend these programs enough. Through them 
I have learned about hunting techniques, ethics, the type 
of gear I would eventually invest in, and, most importantly, 
I have built relationships with mentors – many of whom I now 
consider friends and hunting buddies. While I can confidently 
hunt on my own, the sense of camaraderie when hunting 
with others is hard to beat and has truly enriched my 
hunting experience. 

Now, in my fourth year of hunting, food is still my primary 
motivation, but the enjoyment I get from the process itself is 
inspirational. Preparing for the hunt, observing, harvesting, 
and then preparing meals gives me constant sources of 
new experiences. And while I am still learning, I look forward 
to being able to share my knowledge with others who are 
interested in hunting.

APPROX 56 WORDS LEFT IF YOU WISH TO USE. Ictione 
cturion con et quia cusdant re nate odi que vendelique nobis 
magnitas eribus natus et veliquid quatur, conecabo. Am, cus, 
omnihilicius voluptibus, anto essequodiant esti dolupidicti sam 
volupist et eiciis eum lab inullat emporepelent odia sequi odis 
enitate peruptae voluptae volupicimus, eaquae. Udio. Nam 
rehentiorro ipsapid eosam fugitatem dendeli quiat.
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WHITETAIL DEER

The whitetail is among the most difficult animals to hunt 
because it can see, smell, and hear for great distances. This 
means the hunters must not only be quiet, but pay attention to 
the wind direction and well as how the enter or exit a property.  
Shot placement is critical for retrieving an animal and there is 
very little time for conversation with a mentor except for rare 
occasions when hunting out of blind.

Gear can range from modestly priced bow to very expensive 
rifles. Although hunters must be quiet, deer do respond 
to proper grunt or rattle calling-, which can add in the fun. 
Hunters must consider transporting the carcass out if they are 
successful as well as more in depth field care and temperature 
to keep venison from spoiling.

While it can be one of the hardest animals to hunt, the results 
are worth it, and freezers can be filled off one animal.

OVERALL DIFFICULTY

TIME COMMITTMENT

STEALTH REQUIRED

GEAR INVESTMENT

SMALL GAME

One of the best ways to get someone started in hunting is 
by choosing squirrels or rabbits as the species to hunt. Very 
little equipment is needed with a .22 caliber rifle of modest 
20-gauge shotgun being perfect for the job. Small game 
hunting is a good choice for first time hunters because missing 
a shot is much easier to deal with mentally than missing ones 
first deer. 

White a person still should be fairly quiet when hunting; small 
talk in whispers is no problem while sitting or stalking the 
woods. Small critters make for small meals and although they 
are not considered the decalasy of venison- squirrel and rabbit 
are great table fare when prepared correctly.

Small game is a great way for youth hunters all the way 
through advanced 

OVERALL DIFFICULTY

TIME COMMITTMENT

STEALTH REQUIRED

GEAR INVESTMENT
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WE HELPED, BECAUSE THEY HELPESSD
When asked if the NWTF wanted to be a part of a book published by the Aldo Leopold Foundation, we had 
to think it over. After all, we have projects of our own that need support, and money doesn’t “roost” on trees.

But then we thought more about it. Aldo Leopold was an icon in terms of conservation. He was an avid hunter 
and knew that hunting was a key management tool. And then we realized—we had to help support this book.

What type of Gear do I need for hunting? Well, there could not 
be a more open-ended question. A person really should think 
of that question in terms of what gear does a person NEED to 
hunt and what type of gear does a person WANT to hunt with? 
Cost will be a driving factor in getting started into hunting but 
surprisingly enough- it can be quite affordable. Keep in mind 
though-affordable doesn’t mean cheap: you should almost 
always buy the BEST gear you can swing.

CLOTHING

While there are specific types of camo that are used for 
specific types of game—it is possible to have an all purpose 
camouflage that will get the job done. First consider what 
type or terrain you plan to hunt in. An upland game hunter, for 
instance, can get by with a pair of jeans and a modest blaze 
orange game vest. A $20 bill can make that happen. If we’re 
talking ducks in the marsh, geese in the field, or deer in the 
woods—an open pattern of camo is probably the ticket. You 
don’t want the camo too dark, or the pattern to “tight” so the 
hunter looks more like a dark blob that is easily silhouetted 
against the sky or marsh. A head net, for about $10, will be 
one of the biggest, and cheapest, assets to have in the field. 
No only does a head net keep bugs at bay, but it also hides a 
shiny face from the eyes of waterfowl, turkeys, and big game. 
If you have a beard- even better!

PROTECTING WISCONSIN’S 
FISH AND WILDLIFE, HABITAT, 
OUTDOOR HERITAGE & 
SHOOTING SPORTS SINCE 1949.

wiwf.org
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What type of Gear do I need for hunting? Well, there could not 
be a more open-ended question. A person really should think 
of that question in terms of what gear does a person NEED to 
hunt and what type of gear does a person WANT to hunt with? 
Cost will be a driving factor in getting started into hunting but 
surprisingly enough- it can be quite affordable. Keep in mind 
though-affordable doesn’t mean cheap: you should almost 
always buy the BEST gear you can swing.

CLOTHING
While there are specific types of camo that are used for 
specific types of game- it is possible to have an all purpose 
camouflage that will get the job done. First consider what 
type or terrain you plan to hunt in. An upland game hunter, for 
instance, can get by with a pair of jeans and a modest blaze 
orange game vest. A $20 bill can make that happen. If we’re 
talking ducks in the marsh, geese in the field, or deer in the 
woods- an open pattern of camo is probably the ticket. You 
don’t want the camo too dark, or the pattern to “tight” so the 
hunter looks more like a dark blob that is easily silhouetted 
against the sky or marsh. A head net, for about $10, will be 
one of the biggest, and cheapest, assets to have in the field. 
No only does a head net keep bugs at bay, but it also hides a 
shiny face from the eyes of waterfowl, turkeys, and big game. 
If you have a beard- even better!

PROTECTING WISCONSIN’S 
FISH AND WILDLIFE, HABITAT, 
OUTDOOR HERITAGE & 
SHOOTING SPORTS SINCE 1949.

wiwf.org
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What type of Gear do I need for hunting? Well, there could not 
be a more open-ended question. A person really should think 
of that question in terms of what gear does a person NEED to 
hunt and what type of gear does a person WANT to hunt with? 
Cost will be a driving factor in getting started into hunting but 
surprisingly enough- it can be quite affordable. Keep in mind 
though-affordable doesn’t mean cheap: you should almost 
always buy the BEST gear you can swing.

CLOTHING
While there are specific types of camo that are used for 
specific types of game- it is possible to have an all purpose 
camouflage that will get the job done. First consider what 
type or terrain you plan to hunt in. An upland game hunter, for 
instance, can get by with a pair of jeans and a modest blaze 
orange game vest. A $20 bill can make that happen. If we’re 
talking ducks in the marsh, geese in the field, or deer in the 
woods- an open pattern of camo is probably the ticket. You 
don’t want the camo too dark, or the pattern to “tight” so the 
hunter looks more like a dark blob that is easily silhouetted 
against the sky or marsh. A head net, for about $10, will be 
one of the biggest, and cheapest, assets to have in the field. 
No only does a head net keep bugs at bay, but it also hides a 
shiny face from the eyes of waterfowl, turkeys, and big game. 
If you have a beard- even better!
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500,000 page views)
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WE HELPED, BECAUSE THEY HELPED
When asked if the NWTF wanted to be a part of a book published by the Aldo Leopold Foundation, we had 
to think it over. After all, we have projects of our own that need support, and money doesn’t “roost” on trees.

But then we thought more about it. Aldo Leopold was an icon in terms of conservation. He was an avid hunter 
and knew that hunting was a key management tool. And then we realized—we had to help support this book.

You see, we’re all in this together.
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