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BRIEF COMMUNICATION 

An approach to advisory work with deer farmers in Southland 

M. W. HARBORD 

Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, Invercargill 

Sixteen percent of the national deer herd (about 
17 Ooo deer) are farmed on some Southland farms. 
Recent studies in the province have shown that deer 
offer a higher gross margin/ha or a higher financial 
return in total invested capital/ha than do sheep, 
although there are certain situations where 
investment in sheep is still preferable. With these 
assurances there is confidence in deer farming and 
steady growth is expected to continue. Local MAF 
advisers have had to become informed about deer to 
meet a demand for management and technical 
advice. This paper describes our approach to this. 

Manaeement and oerformance has been 
monitorid on three flat iertile farms with herds of 
280, Zoo0 and 215 head. On all farms calving 
percentage is about 90. Stag calves were weaned at 
about 58 kg and are 90 to 100 kg at I2 to I4 months. 
Hind calves are weaned at about 52 kg and mated at 
80 to 85 kg. 

The followinn studies were made: 
I. Applicationof feeding standards in the field. 
2. Development of grazing and supplementary 

feeding systems. 
3. Selection criteria for breeding 

Feeding Standards 
On one farm in winter 1981 74 stags and 69 hinds 
were fed 100% and 90% of maintenance respectively 
as assessed from the standards of Fennessy et al. 
(1981) (i.e., 0.85 MJ ME/kg LW “.“). Swedes, oats 
and hay were the main components of the ration. 
Feed DM content (where not measured directly) and 
nutritive values were taken from Vlyatt et al. (1981). 
Feed offered was calculated from paddock samplings 
and wastage assessed visually. 

Feed intake was calculated from feed offered (kg), 
its DM content, a wastage allowance, the nutritive 
value of the DM (MJ ME/kg), and expressed as MJ 
ME eaten. This “feed unit” was then costed. 

Table I suggests that reasonable control of feed 
intake resulted. Stag feed was ~urposelv increased in 
August while antle;casting was occurring. 

Velvet antler production was recorded. Five-year 
and aged stags produced I.9 kg velvet/head in 1980 
and 2. I kg in 1981, 59% of which was A grade and 
27% B grade. In 1981 the casting date was advanced 
by I7 days (range +3 to +3l) and almost all stags 
produced second growth antlers increasing velvet 
production over that for 1980 by 0.64 kg/head. Of 

stags producing A grade velvet 84% maintained or 
increased live weight, while 66% of those producing 
lower grade velvet lost weight between late May and 
September. There may be some evidence that the cost 
of extra feed may be returned in better weight and 
grading of velvet. 

TABLE 1 Live weight of stags fed ca. tcw7o. and hinds 
fed ca. 90% maintenance under farm conditions. 

Systems 
With conventional her fencing costing about $5/m 
the evaluation of electric fencing costing about 90 ’ 
c/m has been a priority. A mains connected, P-strand 
fence utilising “hot-tape” with the top wire 1.4 
metres above ground has been found ideal for 
crop utilisation and grazing control. By progressively 
decreasing break sizes, we have tried to establish the 
upper limits of grazing pressure that can be applied 
and have developed a general recommendation that 
in smina mobs of young deer can be safely confined 
at 2M)/ha behind elect& fences, provided common 
sense levels of pasture utilisation (say I200 kg DM/ha 
residue) are applied and water is available. Similarly, 
our guideline for adult stags grazing summer wards, 
is 1M) staps/ba. This tv”e of information is often 
sought by farmers and th; knowledge is a” important 
strategy in having them adopt intensive grazing 
practices. 

Deer Breeding and Selection Criteria 
The breedi”g”and herd selection programme on 1 
farm (72 adult hinds) has shown that full pedigree 
and performance records can be kept. From 3 years 
calving data preliminary estimates of within-herd 
selection indices and correction factors have been 
made (P. F. Fennessy, pas. comm.), e.g., at weaning 
in May-June stag fawns averaged 5.5 kg heavier than 
hind fawns whilst progeny from 2-year-old hinds 
have averaged 5 kg lighter than those from older 
hinds. 



Differences in average weaning weight of fawns especially the Southland Co-operative Phosphate 
attributable to sire have been observed, as have Company, and the Wrightson NMA velvet antler 
repeatability rankings of the weaning weight of processing factory in Invercargill. 
calves from the same hinds in successive years. The atmosphere of a “discussion group” has been 

developed between advisers and farmers, scientists, 
Conclusion and others with all gaining from and contributing 10 
We have monitored 3 Southland deer farms to the success of the exercise. 
evaluate husbandry, diagnose problems, test 
solutions and demonstrate these tc~ other deer REFERENCES 
farmers. Using the information gathered, advisers 
previously inexperienced with deer have quickly been 
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