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By Kitty Angell, Master Gardener 

PLANTING A DEER RESISTANT LANDSCAPE

Nothing is as beautiful as the sight of a 12-point Whitetail deer gazing at you through your backyard trees at dusk. Nothing is more destructive than the same deer grazing through your newly planted flowers and shrubs by moonlight! Most people who love to garden also derive pleasure from native wildlife. So how do we accomplish a harmonious cohabitation without wreaking havoc on either the plants or the wildlife? 

The first step is to acquire greater insight into deer. They will eat almost anything in spring because this is when the plants are most tender and highest in nutrition. Later in the summer, heat and drought can drive them into urban and suburban gardens. They rely on their sense of smell to decide which plants are safe and palatable. They can do as much damage to trees as they can to shrubs, vegetables, and flowers. Tree damage comes from the nibbling of tender leaves to abrasions on the trunk by rubbing the velvet from their antlers. The only way to deer proof your property is to install a 10’ or taller fence around the perimeter. 

Since very few people have the ability to install such a fence, they turn, instead, to deer resistant plants. Although this approach is not foolproof (a hungry deer in a drought will eat almost anything), it is the most realistic approach to solving the problem. Gardening with a landscape of deer resistant trees and plants is especially good for residents of most areas in Texas. If you want to sneak in a few of your favorites that are attractive to deer, there is an approach called, “camouflage gardening.” A scent barrier of strongly aromatic plants such as Carolina jessamine, shrubs, and herbs with a strong aroma like Mexican mint marigold and rosemary are used heavily throughout the garden. Also, bitter tasting or plants with prickly leaves and/or sticky, milky saps are used as barriers. A good example of this is Asclepias, commonly called “butterfly weed.” Its milky sap deters deer. Deer will usually find this type of plant particularly distasteful and will leave the area to search for something tastier. 

Introduce plants that spread aggressively by underground roots, seeding out and grow prolifically. They are planted throughout for their ability to reproduce. Don’t try this step unless you are protecting a large amount of space.  Select plants carefully and make sure you have the space for them; for example, “Mexican Petunia” is a quick-spreading plant that can become more aggravating than deer!

Young trees (trunks under 3” in diameter) throughout the yard should be protected by a wire cage. It has been found that no trees are deer-resistant so the cage allows the tree to grow until the leaves and smaller branches are beyond the deer’s reach.

No one wants to be limited to a bland landscape, but camouflage gardening is a good way to prepare an area for the most success in repelling deer. Once this landscape containing perennial and evergreen aromatic plants is established, a limited number of your favorite “deer candy” plants can be hidden within the scent barrier.  

This is a list of some of the most successful deer resistant plants in our area. 
Shrubs  include: Agarita, Ceniza/Texas Sage, Esperanza, Flame Acanthus, Dwarf Chinese Holly, Oleander, Lantana, Rosemary, Yaupon Holly, Japanese Boxwood, Skeletonleaf Goldeneye, Texas Mountain laurel, and Yucca.  The flowers of Red Yucca are “deer candy” though they will not eat the leaves.
Vines include: Carolina Jessamine and Confederate Jasmine.

Ground Covers include: Asiatic Jasmine, Mondo Grass, Prostrate Rosemary, Gregg’s Mistflower, Wedelia and Ajuga (Burgundy Glow is a beautiful Ajuga for shade areas).
Ferns: Strange as it seems, some ferns are not for deer. One, Athyrium niponicun var. pictum, commonly called “Ursula’s Red” is a beautiful fern for the woodland garden. 
Flowers include: Begonia, Black-eyed Susan, Indian Blanket, Marigolds, Periwinkle, Butterfly Weed, Indigo Spires Salvia, Sunflowers, and Zinnia. 

Perennials include: Amaryllis, Angel Trumpet, Artemesia, Copper Canyon Daisy, Blue Plumbago, Dusty Miller, Goldmoss Sedum, Split Leaf Philodendron, Mistflowers, Marguerite, Blackfoot Daisy, Mexican Honeysuckle, Russian Sage, Scarlet Sage, Verbena, Yarrow, and Mexican Hat.

Herbs include: Garlic Chives, Lavender, Thyme, Mexican Mint Marigold, Mexican Oregano, and Rosemary. 

Ornamental Grasses include Inland Sea Oats, Gulf Muhly, Big Muhly, and Purple Fountain Grass.    

Master Gardeners are staffing the phones at the Texas AgriLife Extension to answer your gardening and home landscaping calls.  If you have questions please do not hesitate to call us. 
The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX. For more local gardening news, visit the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener website www.aspmastergardeners.org AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

