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Deer Warning Signs
Fall is the peak period for deer 
crashes (See Figure 1), so it seems 
like a good time to talk about deer 
warning signs, sometimes referred 

to as deer crossing signs. This sign is generally classified in 
the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) 
as a Non-Vehicular Warning Sign. The deer warning sign is 
designated W11-3 and is shown in Figure 2. The MUTCD 
states in Section 2C.50: “Non-Vehicular Warning Signs may 
be used to alert road users in advance of locations where 
unexpected entries into the roadway might occur...” Note 
that the MUTCD uses the word “may,” so we 
are not required to put up the deer warning 
sign. 

Deer crashes are a big deal in Kansas as 
approximately 17% of all reported accidents 
are vehicles striking a deer. In eastern Kansas 
deer related crashes may be a bigger deal. 
For instance, on Douglas County roads about 
one-third of the crashes are deer related. 
2011 is the last year that statewide accident 
statistics have been published. In 2011 there 
were 2 fatalities, 523 people injured, and 
10,139 deer related accidents. These figures 
include all public roads, not just county roads. 
Figure 3 shows the deer accidents and total 
accidents by county. Now some of us older 
folks remember when there weren’t many 
deer in Kansas. That recollection is verified 
by accident records. In 1980 there were 1,395 
deer accidents, that number increased every 
year until 1999 when the deer accidents 
totaled 10,254. Since 1999 deer crashes 
average about 10,000 per year. At an average cost of $2,000 
per accident that totals to $20 million per year in property 
damage. 

As deer crashes increased in the 1980’s and 1990’s KDOT 
and a few Kansas counties installed some deer warning 
signs. Even though deer warning signs were installed, deer 
accidents continued to increase. Engineers began to wonder 
if deer warning signs were effective. KDOT commissioned 
a research study that was completed in 2006. The Study 

is Report No. K-TRAN: KU-03-6 “ASSESSING THE 
EFFECTIVENESS OF DEER WARNING SIGNS” by Eric 
Meyer of the University of Kansas. This study consists of 
150 pages with a conclusion that “The absence of the variable 
‘presence of deer warning sign’ suggests that there is little or 
no relationship between deer warning signs and crash rates. 
This supports the findings of the crash rates before and after 
analysis. Based on this data, static deer warning signs as 
they have been used in Kansas are not an effective measure 
for mitigating deer-vehicle crashes.” An internet search will 
reveal that there has been a lot of study on the effectiveness 

of deer warning signs as well as other countermeasures. 
Essentially all the studies performed by non-wildlife people 
indicate that deer warning signs are not effective. 

The Minnesota Department of Transportation’s best-
practices handbook for traffic sign maintenance and 
management states “that static signs that warn of infrequent 
conditions or general possibilities — deer crossings, 
pavements that are slippery only when wet, rocks that may 
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have fallen, low volume intersections and 
driveways with limited sight distances — 
are routinely ignored by drivers.” MnDOT 
has been taking down deer warning signs on 
state highways since 2005, and it has been 
reported that many Minnesota counties are 
also removing deer warning signs.

So if deer warning signs are not effective why 
do we put them up? Well, I would imagine 
it is the same reason we blade sand roads 
during a drought. It is a political decision, 
and it looks like we are doing something. If 
your county is considering installing deer 
warnings signs, or considering removing 
deer warning signs there are a few more 
items to consider based on suggestions from 
wildlife experts.

Wildlife people that have 
done research on ways of 
reducing deer accidents 
have a different opinion 
on deer warning signs. 
They generally feel that 
deer warning signs have 
been placed too arbitrarily 
and are perhaps overused. 
This overuse of the 
warning signs may be the 
reason the signs are not 
effective. Wildlife experts 
suggest that deer warning 
signs only be installed at 
high accident locations. 

They also suggest seasonal signs or warning flashers during 
high accident periods. The MUTCD also cautions against 
the overuse of signs, so the wildlife people seem to agree 
with the MUTCD.

To summarize the research, passive signs may help 
in concentrated areas where there are substantial deer 
accidents. If we use the signs only for the locations that 
have a problem they may be helpful; if used too much then it 
dilutes the effectiveness. Now, with that background on the 
effectiveness of deer warning signs, I think we have a general 
direction on how to proceed based on the circumstances. 

•	 Consider signs only on major roads where there 
are high speeds and considerable through traffic. 
For counties the obvious through roads are the 
major collectors (federal aid routes). Local roads 

are mainly travelled by rural residents who will be 
familiar with where deer are usually seen, so signs 
should not be necessary. 

•	 Only install deer warning signs where there are 
numerous documented deer accidents. Your county 
will have to pick the number of accidents, but I 
would suggest that you need an average of at least 3 
accidents per year to justify installing a sign.

•	 To emphasize the important locations consider 
removing the deer warnings signs at low accident 
locations. Again, your county will need to decide on 
the number of accidents, but if the location does not 
average two accidents per year it seems to be hard to 
justify that location as actually needing a sign.

•	 If there is an unusually high number of deer crashes 
at a location consider installing a blinking light on 
the sign in the fall from October through December.

The threshold for installing or removing deer warning signs 
will vary from county to county. A high accident location in 
western Kansas might have a smaller number of accidents 
than eastern Kansas. The important consideration is to be 
consistent so when drivers see the deer warning sign they 
will understand that it is a problem location.  n

If you like roads, and who doesn’t, you may be interested 
in my twice monthly email on current road issues and road 
items of statewide interest. If you would like to receive these 
emails just send me an email request with position, and 
county or company at bowers@kansascounties.org. 
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