by Brendan Hutching

THE BEST New Zealand
Red deer stags are prob-
ably staring down from the
walls of many a high
country station.

Which is why, according
to Peel Forest Estate man-
ager Jeremy Johnston, the
average local farmed deer

weighs less than its
European  game  park
cousin.

Kiwi hunters from the

1930s on, brought down

the best wild specimens,
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Heritability gains credibility

The way to improved animal performance

effectively culling from
the top end.

Johnston  shared these
thoughts with the 400-
strong audience at the

South  Canterbury and
North Otago NZDFA
branch fielday in Nov-
ember.

Peel Forest Estate hosted
the fielday, * Fortex pro-

vided the food and people’

came from as far afield as
Auckland.

In contrast to the treatment
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of the New Zealand wild
herd, European game
parks have aimed to boost
stock quality by ruthless
culling of the bottom end
and selective mating.

Now New Zealand farm-
ers can follow suit, says
Johnston. With the heavy
cull of the last 18 months
almost over, the key to
profitability now lies in up-
grading individual ammal
performance, >

The question is the speed
at which that improvement
will be achieved.

Mating  different  deer
strains has been shown to
improve progeny perform-
ance, but now there’s a
formula which can be used
to calculate the level of
improvement.

This should not be con-
fused with hybrid vigour
which is generated by
cross-breeding . between
deer species like Red and
Wapiti.

The performance boost in
the first generation of
cross-bred progeny dim-
inishes with subsequent
matings, whereas hybrid-
isation between different
deer strains within the
same species produces a
permanent  improvement
in all subsequent progeny.
The key is heritability, a
concept AgResearch  In-
vermay general manager
Dr Peter Fennessy ex-
plained to the fielday audi-
ence.

Heritability means the
ability of the parents to
pass on their own traits to
their offspring (see panel).
Within deer strains herit-
ability is known to be
about 40 per cent (or 0.4),
but when crossing be-
tween strains it jumps to

| 100 per cent.

Theoretically,
geny
matings

the pro-
of between-strain
should improve

| by at least twice as much as

296

within-strain’ matings and
early data from some New
Zealand deer farms seem
to support that conclusion.
If so, farmers will have a
valuable tool for calculat-
ing average  progeny
weights. They will still
need to decide whether to
upgrade the therd by
further hybridisation or to
keep the main herd pure
and use hybridisation to
produce faster growing an-
imals for slaughter.
Research also shows what
many farmers already
know from experience: By
two years old a stag’s
velvet and bodyweights
clearly indicate how well
it will perform in later
years.

In the case of velveters,
the best two year olds wiil
repeat the performance
throughout their lives (see
table), hence the advan-
tage of accurate perform-
ance recording.
Operations which use the
hybridisation factor in-
clude Graham Carr NZ
Ltd’s finishing business
near Ashburton, for which
Jeremy Johnston claims 59
kg killing weights for half
and quarter German rising
one year stags.

He says it’s also possible
to finish a stag to 50 kg,
catch the mid-October to
November prices and ob-
tain similar weights for
hinds by February-March.
Other Canterbury farmers,
Alistair  Johnston  from
Ashburton  and  Dave
Collie of Geraldine, also
report promising results
from European genes.
Collie’s  pure European
weaners — stags and hinds
— averaged out about 9 kg
heavier than NZ Red
weaners at spring weigh-
ing.

Sounds good, but what
about the economics of a
European sire?



> Farm  consultant - John .

Tavendale -of Ashburton
suggests they are- mana-
geable.  Assuming the
European costs an addit-
ional $6000 over a NZ Red
and the capital recovery
cost is set at three years,
the additional cost plus in-
terest equals $7500, or
$2500 a year. After that
costs revert to the normal
cost of a good NZ sire.

If the European sire is
mated with 50 hinds each
season the additional cost
is then $50/hind/year. But
for that outlay you could
gain  superior breeding
females by retaining all
the female progeny and at
no extra cost, provided the
weaner stags fetched an

additional $118 each at
sale.
Tavendale says these

prices have been achieved
to date.

Performance recording re-
ceived the thumbs-up
from several speakers,
while NZDFA councillor
Tim Brittain gave three
reasons for establishing a
national  deer register
using a unique number for
every farmed deer.

First: For performance re-
cording which would assist
achieving genetic gains
for the industry as a whole
and a marketing advantage
for the individual farmer.
The NZDFA'’s recently es-
tablished Deer Develop-
ment Council has endors-
ed selected computer
software systems as meet-
ing the standard required
by deer farmers as a way of
encouraging recording.
The DDC has also set up a
recording system of its
own for farmers without
computers. In return for
supplying information on
tag numbers, parentage,
body and velvet weights,
the system furnishes a re-
port including mating lists,
weaning reports, 15 month
selection lists and stock
lifetime summaries.
Second: Quality assurance
— to ensure accurate age
and health records for each
animal. A Deer Slaughter
Plant link-up to record
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slaughter numbers at the
end of each day would also
provide a quick and ac-
curate picture of the state
of the industry.

Third: market access. The
EC is proposing that all
food 1imports be ac-
companied by health in-
formation. The only way
to achieve this would be
through a unique number-
ing system.

The DDC already has such
a system in place, avail-
able through the NZDFA
national office. Users are

given a farm identification
and can order brass tags in-
corporating the number.

Peel Forest Estate breeds
two European bloodlines
— the German Schulte-
Wredes "and Yugoslavian
Reds. Owner Graham Carr
travelled to,both countries
to choose his bloodstock
and by 1986 Peel Forest
had amassed a small pure
German herd of four stags
and 11 hinds.

Conditions in Yugoslavia
were more primitive, but
two shipments of Yugo-

slavian stock were import-
ed through Britain before
mad cow disease closed
the British border.

As a result of an extensive
Al programme, Peel
Forest now runs 180 Ger-
man and Yugoslavian
purebred stags and 285
pure hinds.

Carr’s policy was to sell
only stags aged two years
and up, but the stud has
reached its herd target size
so more deer are available
to farmers looking to boost
herd performance.
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