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Deer are native in Europe, North and South America, throughout Asia as far south as 
Indonesia, and in Papua New Guinea. They have been introduced to New Zealand, New 
Caledonia, Australia and some Pacific islands where they have become naturalised. 

In many regions deer are considered to be cultural treasures, they provide recreation as a 
hunting resource, and they are sources of farmed products for food and medicine. Interest in 
deer biology and ecology ranges from designing efficient farming systems, to maintaining 
the sustainability of threatened species, and to coping with over-abundant deer populations. 
This variety of features has, over the past 40 years, generated a series of conferences on deer 
farming, antler science and technology, and other aspects of the management and biology of 
deer. Many of these conferences are quite specialised, but the International Deer Biology 
Congress (IDBC) series is unique in that the topics considered at these congresses embrace 
the whole range of physiology, behaviour, ecology, management, reproduction and breeding, 
health, nutrition, etc. that are related to the biology and management of deer. 

The origins of the IDBC – scientific interest in the biology of deer
in Europe, the United States and New Zealand

As interest in the management and conservation of deer developed in the mid-20th century, 
there was increasing interest in recording and sharing this knowledge, and this led to the 
now very successful series of IDBC. This development came from different places and from 
quite disparate contexts, but especially from the need to understand the biology of wild 
European and North American deer, and from the research needed to underpin the 
developing New Zealand deer farming industry. 

Some of the early impetus originated in Europe. László Sugár recalls that ‘As a child, I 
spent every summer in a village at my grandparents enjoying the great variety of domestic 
animals and wildlife including roe deer. I first decided to become a vet at about the age of 
10. At university, I pursued studies concerning wildlife. Then in 1972, I got a job at the new 
Game Biology Station nearby to Budapest. As a vet, my main interest was primarily on 
parasites. Nevertheless, my favourite animals were deer from the beginning: the native red 
deer and roe deer as well as fallow deer, which were introduced to Hungary around the 15th 
century. I started to collect as much information as possible, especially on reproduction and 
general health status to understand the impact of parasites in deer species.’ 

László recounts, ‘In 1982 I gained employment at the Agricultural College, Kaposvár, 
when I began to monitor and study red deer of Somogy county. In connection with the 

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3973-0564
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2796-266X
mailto:Sugar.Laszlo@uni-mate.hu
https://doi.org/10.1071/AN23311
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://www.publish.csiro.au/an
https://www.publish.csiro.au/
https://doi.org/10.1071/AN23311


www.publish.csiro.au/an Animal Production Science

research activity I tried to take every opportunity to learn and 
share ideas and experiences, especially at conferences like the 
Congress of the International Union of Game Biologists 
(IUGB). I interacted with many scientists including just a few 
names: Anthony and George Bubenik (Canada), Norma 
Chapman (Great Britain), Hermann Ellenberg and Rudolf. 
R. Hofmann (Germany).’ 

Then, on a midsummer day in 1983 a New Zealand deer 
farmer, Bernard Pinney, visited Kaposvár, the centre of the 
Somogy Forestry Company. The aim was to discuss the 
possibilities of capturing feral red deer (Cervus elaphus) for  
export to New Zealand. Somogy county red deer were chosen 
after evaluating the antler characteristics observed at interna-
tional trophy shows; the antlers of Somogy stags have 
measurements of the length and diameter of the beam like 
those in other good-quality populations in Hungary/Europe, 
but, in addition, show just three or four (i.e. not too many) 
long and thick branches in the coronet. (Note that the optimal 
time for cutting velvet antler for the traditional Chinese 
market is just before the branching of the coronet, which is 
about 60 days after shedding the old antler). After discussions, 
the decision was made to capture live deer of both sexes, 
which would undergo local quarantine and then be trans-
ported to New Zealand via England. After two winters of 
successful captures, about 120 animals were transported to 
their new home. 

Deer farming in China and the developing industry in New 
Zealand concentrated on the production of antler products 
and, consequently, on antler quality. This is illustrated by 
the fact that in the early 1990s, two stags born in Hungary 
were sold at auctions in New Zealand for NZ$100 000 and 
NZ$120 000. 

The economic importance of deer antler products 
increased scientific attention, and an international conference 
Antler Development in Cervidae was organised in 1982 in 
Kingsville, Texas, by Robert Brown. This conference gave 
impetus to the succeeding conferences on antler science and 
product technology, and may also have stimulated the organi-
sation of the first international deer biology conference, held 
in 1983. 

Deer Biology Conference, New Zealand: the
first international deer biology conference

The now well-established sequence of deer biology conferences 
(now known as the IDBC) started with a conference held in 
Dunedin, New Zealand, in February, 1983. It was organised by 
Ken Drew and Peter Fennessy, and reflected the knowledge 
gained throughout the first decade of New Zealand deer 
farming. The conference papers (Drew and Fennessy 1985) 
were published as Biology of Deer Production. There were no 
plenary speakers identified as such at this conference but a 
concluding address ‘Deer: yesterday, today and tomorrow’ 
was given by Professor R. V. Short. 

László Sugár recalls that ‘In 1995 one of the New Zealand 
visitors gave me a brand new copy of the Biology of Deer 
Production. It served as a bible for our deer research group 
for many years.’ 

International Union of Game Biologists
Congress in Krakow, Poland 1987

László Sugár notes that ‘In 1986 while perusing the 18th 
Congress of the International Union of Game Biologists 
(IUGB), I came upon the ‘Deer Farming’ session held by Peter 
Fennessy (AgResearch, Invermay, New Zealand). This gave 
me an idea. Why not invite him to visit Kaposvár to discuss 
our plan to hold a second congress on the ‘Biology of Deer’ in 
the future. I shared the idea with our university leader, 
Professor Peter Horn, who agreed. Soon we sent a letter to 
Peter Fennessy. He replied that he was sorry he couldn’t 
make it but Colin Mackintosh from Invermay, New Zealand, 
would come in his place. Colin and I then met at the IUGB 
Congress in Krakow in 1987 and spent several days together 
at the post-congress tour to Popielno to see Professor Z. 
Jacewski’s famous deer research unit (antler physiology). 
During the 3 day tour, I also spent a lot of time with Whitley 
Otway (New Zealand), a physician educated in traditional 
Korean medicine, and one of the founders of the New Zealand 
Deer Farmers Association. Later, in 1988, I would spend an 
unforgettable time visiting him: seeing the wonderful 
Mesopotamian fallow deer and watching the intrauterine 
fertilisation of red deer hinds with Père David’s deer semen 
for the successful hybridisation. Some days later Colin arrived 
in Hungary. While visiting our campus and deer farm, he 
accepted that our university would be a good host of the 
deer congress somewhat later.’ 

Letter from Professor Robert Brown

But the envisaged program would not be fulfilled immediately. 
Soon a letter arrived from Mississippi. Professor Robert Brown 
wrote that he had received a sponsorship offer: if they 
organised an international congress on the biology of deer, 
they could get US$30 000. He was interested in holding the 
second congress in Starkville (Mississippi, USA) instead of 
Kaposvár, if it suited everyone. 

The Kaposvár deer research team accepted the proposal, 
while stressing their intention to organise the following 
conference in Kaposvár. 

The second and third conferences

The second in the series of the history of IDBC was The 
International Symposium on the Biology of Deer, which 
was held 28 May to 1 June 1990, at Starkville, Mississippi, 
USA. The Chairman of the Local Organising Committee was 
Robert D. Brown. The proceedings were published as The Biology 
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of Deer (Brown 1992). The organisers of the 2nd Congress 
introduced the concept of plenary talks, i.e. presentations on 
currently important topics by scientists who were recognised 
as expert in their field. These presenters, and those who gave 
plenaries at the succeeding Congresses, are listed in the Appendix. 

At the end of the Starkville conference, both Kaposvár and 
Edinburgh offered to host the third conference, and the latter 
offer was accepted. 

The third in the IDBC series was titled the 3rd International 
Conference on the Biology of Deer, and was held 28 August to 
2 September, 1994, in Edinburgh, Scotland. The Chairman of 
the Local Organising Committee was John Milne. John also 
edited the proceedings, Recent Developments in Deer Biology 
(Milne 1994). 

It was in Edinburgh that the Kaposvár group was finally 
given the task to organise the next conference in Hungary. 

Formation of the Scientific Steering
Committee and a new name for the Congress

After the 3rd Conference, a Scientific Steering Committee was 
appointed of foremost deer biologists, with Ken Drew as the 
first chairperson. The tasks of this committee were to choose 
the location of each congress, to develop guidelines for the 
conference structure, to invite plenary speakers, and to 
liaise with a local organising committee. 

The name of this sequence of conferences was reconsidered. 
László Sugár put forward the idea to change the name of the 
next conference to the 4th International Deer Biology Congress, 
and this was accepted by the Scientific Steering Committee.  

The fourth International Deer Biology
Congress

The 4th International Deer Biology Congress was held 30 June 
to 4 July 1998 at Kaposvár, Hungary (Fig. 1). László Sugár 
chaired the Local Organising Committee. For the preparation 
of the congress, it was fortunate that email had become the 
main tool of communication by then, making the organisers’ 
task much easier and effective. Emails were exchanged 
frequently, sometimes daily, between Ken Drew (the 
chairperson of the Scientific Steering Committee) and László, 

to discuss the session topics, plenary speakers, and the most 
suitable schedule. By coincidence, the Second World Deer 
Farming Congress was being arranged in Limerick, Ireland, 
that same summer. The two meetings were therefore placed 
back to back. Many delegates attended the Deer Farming 
Congress in Ireland from 24 to 28 June and then moved onto 
the Deer Biology Congress in Hungary immediately afterwards. 

At the 4th Congress, the Tony Bubenik Memorial Award for 
young scientists (younger than 35 years) was first presented. 
This award, established by his son George A. Bubenik and 
family and friends, was always presented by George himself. 
The criteria for the selection were as follows: the originality 
of the research idea and the innovation of the technique 
used; the excellence in evaluating the data; the clarity of 
presentation; and the knowledgeable discussion of results 
with the public. The award was presented from the 4th to 
the 6th congresses. 

The plenary papers from the 4th Congress were published 
in Volumes 46 and 47 of Acta Veterinaria Hungarica, and 
these and other submitted and reviewed contributions were 
published as Advances in Deer Biology (Zomborsky 1999). 

The logo of the International Deer Biology Society, 
designed by László Sugár, with graphic work by Zsigmond 
Sugár, was initially used as the logo for the 4th Congress. 

The fifth International Deer Biology
Congress

The 5th International Deer Biology Congress was held 25–30 
August 2002 in Quebec City, Canada. The chairman of the 
Local Organising Committee for the 5th IDBC was Michel 
Crȇte and the chair of the Scientific Steering Committee was 
Antoine J Sempéré. Selected papers presented at the Quebec 
Congress were published in Volume 10 of the journal 
Écoscience, and other submitted full papers and abstracts 
were published in the Conference Proceedings (Crȇte 2003) 
and the Scientific Program and Abstracts. 

At this congress, Jo Anne Smith-Flueck was elected to chair 
the Scientific Steering Committee, to take office after the 5th 
Congress. 
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Fig. 1. Locations of the International Deer Biology Congresses. (World map drawn by Robert Barna).

The sixth Congress and formation of the
Deer Biology Society

The 6th International Deer Biology Congress was held 
in Prague, Czech Republic, on 7–11 August 2006. Ludĕk 
Bartoš chaired the Local Organising Committee, and Jo 
Anne Smith-Flueck chaired the Scientific Steering Committee. 
Abstracts of the presentations were published as Advances 
in Deer Biology (Bartoš et al. 2006). A list of oral presenta-
tions and posters is available at http://idbc.agrobiology.eu/ 
#program. 

Some avertible inconveniences prior to the 5th Congress 
inspired the development of a set of statutes to guide the 
organisation of the congresses and to define the roles of the 
Scientific Steering Committee and the Local Organising 
Committee. Shortly after the 6th IDBC, the Scientific Steering 
Committee began working on the statutes to form the basis of 

the Society and to assure continuence of these international 
congresses. 

Another important outcome of the 6th Congress was 
the development of the IUCN Huemul Working Group as a 
subgroup of the Deer Specialist Group. Twenty-four participants 
representing 12 countries attended a congress workshop 
(http://idbc.agrobiology.eu/huemul.htm) to  find solutions to 
reverse the decline of the South American huemul, the most 
endangered deer of the Americas. Robin Gill was selected 
as initial coordinator to form the Huemul Group, which 
was later renamed the Huemul Task Force. 

Adoption of statutes and the seventh
Congress

A mandate from the delegates of the 6th IDBC inspired the 
founding of the International Deer Biology Society by the 
Scientific Steering Committee in 2006. The statutes for 
the Society, finalised after several years of work, were adopted 
unanimously by the Scientific Steering Committee in March 
2009. They state that the principal objectives of the Society 
are to ensure the continuation of the International Deer 
Biology Congress on a regular basis and to manage the 
Congress, acting through the Scientific Steering Committee. 
Distinguishing the unique roles of the Scientific Steering 
Committee and the Organising Committee, as defined in 
the Statutes, has been fundamental in running each congress 
smoothly and successfully ever since. The logo used for the 
4th Congress further served as a template for the official 
logo of the International Deer Biology Society. 
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The following year, the 7th International Deer Biology 
Congress was held. It was notable for moving the venues to 
regions other than Europe and North America for the first 
time. It was to have been held in Pucon, Chile, but this not 
being possible, the venue was moved at short notice and 
the Congress was held 1–6 August 2010 at the Huilo Huilo 
Biological Reserve, Neltume, Chile. The chair of the Local 
Organising Committee was Werner Flueck, with event co-
chairs being Ivonne Reifschneider, Alexandra Petermann 
and Jo Anne Smith-Flueck (who also chaired the Scientific 
Steering Committee). 

This Congress was attended by 260 scientists from 23 
countries, and it was an unprecedented opportunity for South 
American researchers to publicise their work. It was notable 
for the number of papers submitted, and for the emphasis on 
the local endangered huemul deer. International Huemul Day, 
now celebrated every year on the 5 August, originated in 2010 
as a request by the 7th IDBC organisers to the IUCN RedList 
administrators to include huemul in their ‘Species of the Day’ 
program. The starting date for that tradition fell intentionally 
on 5 August to be celebrated during the Congress. Abstracts of 
the presentations were collected in Advances and Challenges 
in Deer Biology (Flueck et al. 2010). 

It was first noticed in 2002 that presentations to the IDBC 
were not getting sufficient exposure, and so arrangements for 
publishing the proceedings were made to give greater access, 
and to allow for more effective citation. To achieve this, the 
plenary papers and other contributed full papers were 
published as special issues of Animal Production Science. In  
fact, so many papers from the 7th IDBC were submitted that 
the journal published two special issues (Flueck et al. 2011; 
Dryden 2012). 

The eighth Congress

The 8th International Deer Biology Congress was held in Asia 
for the first time. China, as the site for the 8th Congress, 
reflected its position as a likely cradle of deer. It is in China 
where we find extant antlerless forms of deer including 
Chinese water deer, or others such as muntjac and Père David’s 
deer (milu). Although palealogical evidence is scanty, it is 
assumed that deer populations moved eastward across the 
Bering land bridge to Alaska, other parts of North America, and 
slowly expanded southward across North and then South 

America to Tierra del Fuego (Harrington 1985; Geist 1998). 
On the way, they were followed by their predators and para-
sites leading to further differentiation due to co-adaptation and 
co-evolution, resulting in the colourful diversity we see today. 

The venue of the 8th Congress, held 27–31 July 2014, was 
in Harbin, China, at the Department of Wildlife Conservation 
and Nature Reserve Management, Northeast Forest University. 
The chair of the Local Organising Committee was Minghai 
Zhang, with event co-chairs Jianzhang Ma and Chuanping 
Yang (Chancellor of Northeast Forest University). Jo Anne 
Smith-Flueck chaired the Scientific Standing Committee. 
The Congress was run in conjunction with the International 
Wildlife Management Symposium (chaired by Jianzhang Ma 
[1937–2022], recognised as the father of Chinese wildlife 
conservation and management) and together they attracted 
over 300 delegates. It had been immediately preceded by 
the First International and the Second National Symposium 
on Antler Science and Technology, which was organised at 
Dalian, China, by Yukui Zhang and Chunyi Li. Some delegates 
to the 8th International Deer Biology Congress attended both 
meetings. 

The Congress abstracts were published in Proceedings (Ma 
et al. 2014). Papers from both meetings were published in an 
Animal Production Science special issue (Dryden 2016). 

Ninth and tenth Congresses

The 9th International Deer Biology Congress was held 5–10 
August 2018 at Estes Park, Colorado, USA, bordering with 
the Rocky Mountain National Park. Chair of the Local 
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Organising Committee was David Hewitt, with event co-chairs 
Randy DeYoung, Jim Heffelfinger, and Kurt Vercauteren. 
Jo Anne Smith-Flueck chaired the Scientific Steering 
Committee. Full papers from the Congress, and from the 
4th Antler Science and Product Technology Conference, 
again chaired by Chunyi Li, were published as a special 
issue of Animal Production Science (Dryden and Li 2020). 
Summaries of the oral and poster presentations to the 
Congress are available at SCHED (2023). 

Osijek, Croatia, was the venue for the 10th International 
Deer Biology Congress, held 5–9 September 2022. The 
chairman of the Local Organising Committee was Dean Konjević, 
and Jo Anne Smith-Flueck chaired the Scientific Steering 
Committee. 

Regretfully, the eminent deer biologist Dr George Bubenik 
died in 2018. To acknowledge his outstanding achievements, 
the Congress now presents the George A. Bubenik Memorial 
Award to a young scientist (less than 35 years of age) for 
the best submitted presentation at each congress. At the 
10th Congress, the Scientific Steering Committee also 
initiated an award for the best poster. 

A notable feature of the 10th Congress was that women 
were first authors on 34.5% of all presentations. This 
compares with 19.5% of the presentations made at the 4th 
Congress in Kaposvár, Hungary, in 1998. This is a telling sign 
that women have become increasingly involved in deer biology. 

Again, Congress abstracts were published by Konjević et al. 
(2022). Full papers were published in a special issue 
of Animal Production Science (Dryden and Smith-Flueck 
2023). This time, as well as the plenary papers, several other 
presenters’ abstracts were selected by the Scientific Steering
Committee and the authors were invited to contribute full 

papers. As well, all presenters were invited to contribute 
short communications for publication in the special issue. 

And we will return to where we started:
New Zealand for the 11th meeting

The international interest and research in deer biology is 
illustrated by the world-wide distribution of congress loca-
tions (Fig. 1). The 11th Congress will bring us full circle by 
returning to where we first began. New Zealand has been 
selected as the venue for the 11th meeting, to be hosted in 
Dunedin by AgResearch and Deer Industry New Zealand. 

We all have to help preserve this Deer World, and the 
International Deer Biology Congresses have made a substan-
tial contribution. 
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