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He says that while the current identification system works 
for New Zealand now, that may not be the case in three or 
four years. “There’s a real danger we could get left behind. 
Looking overseas, RFID (radio frequency identification) 
technology is becoming the ‘gold standard’ for animal 
identification. It’s a tool that will not only protect what we 
already have – but also something that can be leveraged for 
other benefits, such as the means for recording attributes 
of your animals on an individual basis to support on-farm 
management decisions.” 

Mandatory or voluntary
There is no decision yet on whether NAIT will be mandatory 
from the word go, or voluntary at first, becoming mandatory 
later. Keenan points out that from the MAF perspective, “if it 
is mandatory from the start, that will require a lot more work 
up front on regulations and standards so everything is in 
place. A voluntary period allows those who want the benefits 
from individual animal identification to do so sooner, while 
giving time to make sure that the integrated system works, 
but means a longer transition for saleyards and processing 
premises that would have to maintain both systems.” 

As discussed by remit at the deer industry conference 
this year, developing regulations to move NAIT to a 
mandated system will also require further consultation 
with stakeholders. A voluntary window should 
allow understanding to grow so that acceptance and 
implementation is easier when the time comes 

While setting up a national database to record all animals 
and their movements is not difficult in principle, Keenan 
says, there are many decisions to be made about the detail. 
There are also a lot of parties who are involved and at 
different stages of preparedness for NAIT. The dairy, beef and 
deer sectors will likely have different start-up costs associated 
with a NAIT system. 

Simplicity the aim
“We are aiming for a very accurate system with automated 
uptake of information and minimal 
scope for human recording error,” 
she says. “At the same time we 
want to avoid a plethora of different 
identification devices and technologies. 
It should be a simple system.”

There have still been no final decisions 
on the RFID technology to be used. 
Half duplex and full duplex devices 
each have their pros and cons in 
terms of cost and performance. Tag 
readers that can handle both technologies, however, offer 
the most flexible solution. While use of low frequency RFID 
technology in cattle is well tested, there is still work to be 
done to develop technical standards that will suit deer. 

Trials planned
Landcorp has been doing its own trials with electronic tags 
on deer, cattle and sheep and has been sharing its experience 
about on-the-ground performance, costs and benefits with the 
NAIT Technical Advisory Group (TAG). Tony Pearse, the deer 

representative on NAIT’s TAG says the group accepts that the 
deer industry needs to be confident that the technology will 
work in today’s deer farming systems

“The industry will complete more trials and hopes to feature 
RFID tags within some of the herds leading the Focus Farm 
initiative. This will put the systems into the deer farming 

spotlight in terms of management use and 
technical workability. The learning from other 
countries, such as Australia with their National 
Livestock Identification System (NLIS), is also 
valuable to identify best practice.”

There has also been a lot of consultation with 
parties with an interest in NAIT, including 
discussion with farmer groups and other parties, 
and a stand at the Mystery Creek field days. 
Once the NAIT system as a whole is finalised in 
principle, the NAIT Governance Group will be 

outlining the requirements and options to all parties. This is 
likely to be in early 2008.

“Ultimately the compulsory requirements of NAIT may not 
make much difference to the way people farm their animals,” 
Ian Corney concludes. “A new tag to replace an existing tag 
and some additional recording requirements may be all that 
some farmers will initially see of NAIT. Probably one of the 
biggest changes we’ll see is a shift in thinking away from 
seeing electronic identification as an added cost, but more as 
an opportunity to be embraced.” 

“The compulsory 
requirements of NAIT may 
not make much difference 

to the way people farm 
their animals.” 

AHB tag system has done a good job at herd level. Photo: 
Vanessa Crowley.
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“One-stop shop” deer trading website launched
Sharon Love of Love Red Deer is bringing deer farming transactions into the IT era with the launch of Tradedeer.co.nz 
The website is scheduled to be live this week.

The idea for website was developed from discussions 
between Sharon and her father Don Love on finding a better 
way to market animals and improve options for selling.  

Close friend and now business partner, Bob Atkinson has 
been Sharon’s sounding board to develop the concept from a 
buyer’s perspective, and in February this year she decided to 
“go for it” and develop Tradedeer.co.nz

“The site’s aim is to be dynamic and evolve with the needs 
of the industry,” Sharon says. “We will provide a product 
that is easy, interesting, informative and useful, thus creating 
an exciting platform to promote and advertise products and 
services relevant to deer farming. This will give all deer 
farmers – not only the studs, but individuals also – the 
opportunity to market what they produce.”

Tradedeer.co.nz was launched to a selection of the industry’s 
advertisers  to gauge reaction to the concept. 

“I was encouraged by their support and enthusiasm. Some 
have chosen to take the wait and see option, but I think they 
will be pleased with the site online today.

“Tradedeer.co.nz is a tool that the industry can use as a 
directory for deer-related products and services, not only to 
provide a comprehensive database of studs and stud animals 
with a total breeding history, but to enable the industry and 
deer farmers to access this information. The site will enable 

breeders and individuals to advertise themselves, their stock 
and services to the rest of the industry and the world.”

Sharon says service providers to the industry can also 
advertise on the website and add to this powerful hub of 
resources that will become the “one-stop information shop” 
for deer farmers.

Plans include an online, real-time auction facility that will 
give sellers lower cost options for selling directly to their 
target markets, expanding the opportunities for breeders 
and individuals to not only promote, but to also sell their 
livestock, she says. Semen listings and the auction site 
launch are planned for February 2008.

Sharon plans to keep promoting the site through advertising 
and sponsorship. She says all advertisers on the site will be 
able to load their own advertising data on easy-to-follow 
templates. Stud and animal profiles will include five photos 
per profile which can be updated as many times as the 
advertiser wants. “Tradedeer staff will be available to have 
advertisers’ information online or query answered  within 24 
hours  of receipt,” she adds.

The site will also feature a comprehensive events listing for 
stag walks, stag sales and competitions. 

For more information contact:

info@tradedeer.co.nz or phone Sharon or Rebecca on 07 332 5892
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The Making the DIFFerence initiative is driven by the enhancing 
venison production programme, as laid out in the successful 
DEEResearch application to FRST. Each of the four regions is taking 
a slightly different tack, reflecting regional issues and interests. All 
support the interplay of defining a key Focus Farm, with associated 
special interest satellite farms set to add greater depth and regional 
interest.

Northern region
The Northern Region Focus Farm project (Chair Andrew Mitchell ) 
will be jointly facilitated by Mark Macintosh (AgFirst) with support 
from deer specialist veterinarian Robin Hopkirk, (Rotorua). The 
region will centre on the breeding and finishing property of David 
Dewar at Ngakuru, Rotorua. The region is holding its inaugural 
community open day on Friday 26 October from 12.30 pm. This 165 
hectare farm is on rolling hill country and breeds (300 hinds) and 
purchases weaners (400) for finishing. Objectives include clearing 
debt in five years, balanced production and erosion control, 
cropping/pasture renewal and fencing renovation programmes. 
Typically for the area, deer farming allows David Dewar’s off-farm 
interests to contribute to the farming effort and lifestyle balance. 

The Northern region will also be supported through the intensive 
(20su/ha) high-performance Simmonds property with its integrated 
stocking policy, cropping for strategic feeding and strong 
environmental enrichment programme. (See Deer Industry News 
June 2007, page 36 for more on this property.) 

The region covers five NZDFA Branches and has also been offered 
support through the Landcorp’s Central Plateau deer farming and 
benchmarking operations. The steering group has recruited a 
further large property in the Te Awamutu area for future involvement 
with high performance venison and velvet production enterprises.

Southern North Island
The Southern North Island region (Chair Mike Holdaway) has 
appointed Waipukurau-based veterinarian and active deer farmer, 
Richard Hilson, to facilitate the Tikokino property The Steyning 
of Tim Aitken and Lucy Robertshawe. This large-scale breeding 
property finishes all stock and features self-feeding silage 
pads, strong environmental and sustainability awareness and 
programmes, and a good balance of land contour and soil types in a 
relatively reliable climate. 

Tim and Lucy have a strong background in recording and 
collaboration in deer health and productivity research programmes 
with Massey University. A technical group meeting, with input 
from AgResearch and Massey, was held on 10 October to establish 
priorities and link them to the business plans and environmental 
elements of a large sustainability programme. The property and 
Focus Farm programme will be featured as part of the Hawke’s 
Bay and North Island velvet competition supporting seminar on 1 
December. 

The steering group is also committed to identifying a specialist 
finishing and integrated stock operation in the Central Regions 
for 2008, and will also seek satellite support from a deer operation 
battling the effects of the typical East Coast dry conditions.

Canterbury and South Canterbury
Progress in the Canterbury and South Canterbury regions has 
reached the interview and short list phase following good 
expressions of interest in response to advertising and through 
contact via steering committees.

The areas are quite distinct but will each feature a combined 
breeding and finishing operation, with some integrated stock 
management. Andy MacFarlane’s consultancy company MacFarlane 
Rural Business will facilitate both Focus Farm groups through Nicky 
Hyslop in South Canterbury and Peter Bradley in North Canterbury, 
allowing some synergy between the farms and regions. 

The key Focus Farms will have been identified by mid October. There 
are a number of linked satellite operations that feature intensive 
breeding and finishing, an aggressive programme to combat Johne’s 
disease, and management through typically dry and climatically 
unpredictable periods – especially in early spring and over lactation. 

Regional council support for all programmes
The four projects have attracted enthusiastic support from regional 
councils which all see a role for themselves in assisting with farm 
plans, environmental risk assessment and developing sustainable 
land management and deer farming systems. This type of expertise 
is welcomed and will add a new dimension to the projects and 
associated field days. ECAN has written in support for this project 
into the Annual Plan for both Canterbury and South Canterbury 
projects , with Hawke’s Bay Regional Council strongly supporting 
the farm plan approach and integrating the production aims with 
land use capability, wind erosion and soil losses, and water quality 
involvement. The Steyning features self-feeding silage pads and 
associated challenges with runoff and utilisation that will be a key 
feature of this programme. Both Environment BOP and Environment 
Waikato (EW) have strongly supported the initiative. EW Dry Stock 
Liaison group will involve a DINZ and research and Focus Farms 
perspective at its next meeting  on in November, and a major 
Riparian management field day is to be held at Rodway park on 16 
November to review an extensive waterways and planting project 
undertaken by the Mitchells. 

As each Focus Farm project becomes established they will hold a 
familiarisation field day before summer. Facilitators and steering 
committees have continued to emphasise that these farms, while 
they will seek to improve productivity, have an immediate value in 
critically assessing cost of production inputs and costs associated 
into the various on-farm enterprises, both deer and other livestock 
based. This will help measure and benchmark the efficiency of 
the operation based on production, productivity and timeliness in 
relation to the climate and farming calendar and to openly record 
profitability by enterprise.

At the end of day, achieving more calves on the ground, growing 
heavier, earlier – within the restrictions of climate and farming 
objectives – remains the key goal of the Focus Farm initiative, 
balanced by financial sense and profitability. The skills and 
commitment of the people who have become involved will help 
“make the difference”. All those involved in the Focus Farms look 
forward to deer farmer support as the projects unfold. 

Tony Pearse, Producer Manager, DINZ

“Making the DIFFerence”
DEER INDUSTRY FOCUS FARMS 

The development of the four new Focus Farm areas as promoted by DINZ and NZDFA 
has taken many hours of meetings, appointment of facilitators and planning since the 
announcement in July that DINZ would give full budget support to the projects.
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Like many of the early deer farmers, Bert was a hunter and 
spent many a happy time hunting deer in the Hollyford 
Valley where, during one hunt, he shot what at the time was 
a massive head. 

In an article in the Southland Times in March 2000, Bert 
recalled: “I thought he was massive then but we’ve got them 
a lot bigger in the paddock now.”

Bert began the switch from sheep, cattle and grain back in 
1974 when he purchased seven Red hinds and three fawns 
from deer capture era identity John Dennis from the Port 
Craig area of southern Fiordland. They were soon joined by 
three hinds from Walter Peak Station, and hybrid hinds from 
Invermay. 

The first Wapiti, a fawn, arrived soon afterwards and so 
began a long career of crossbreeding. Bert chose to follow 
the Wapiti path because the progeny were bigger and better 
suited for venison production.

Later acquisitions came from deer captured in the Pourakino 
Valley where the deer were tranquilised by dart gun, feet tied 
and transported back to the home farm at Oreti in Central 
Southland on the back of the farm truck.

In those early years, deer to Bert were just a hobby. In later 
life he said he regretted not getting into deer in a big way 
right from the start. Nonetheless, Bert was quick to recognise 
the economic potential of deer, and set about replacing his 
sheep and cattle with deer until the whole farm was deer 
fenced running more than 1000 head of Wapiti-type animals.

Bert Smith was unique. He was born on Ryan Road near 
Winton, grew up on Ryan Road, worked on Ryan Road made 
his life on Ryan Road and died on Ryan Road aged 88.

His schooling was in Winton and during the summer on his 
way to school, Bert would drive the horse and cart and take 
milk to the local factory and his mother’s home-made butter 
to folk in the town. His father died when Bert was just 17 
and Bert took over the responsibility of running the family 
farm. 

During WWII he grew linen flax which was used to make 
parachutes and aircraft covering. At one time he bred 
Hereford and Shorthorn Cattle, Dorset Horn and Southdown 
sheep and was a member of a grain harvesting syndicate for 
many years.

Bert Smith was a founding member of both the Southland 
Deer Farmers Association and the Elk and Wapiti Society and 
when he was accorded life membership of the Society he 
had had 20 years’ experience behind him. That experience 
was much sought after by newer breeders and by the vets 
at Central Southland Vets, many of whom had their first 
experience of velveting at his property.

Bert married Nan Saunders in 1944 and had six children, one 
of whom, Colin, continues to run the deer operation. 

Bert always said he had been fortunate his first stag had 
excellent temperament and good velvet which gave a good 
base to work on. His priority was always good temperament, 

good body weight 
and good velvet, 
with a view to 
producing a big, 
meaty, pure hybrid. 
The herd was closed 
in 1981 with all 
hinds bred on the 
farm and single sire 
mated.

Inside wintering 
became a feature of 
the operation from 
1976. By bringing 
the weaned fawns 
inside from mid-June, Bert developed animals which became 
used to human contact from a young age and remained quiet 
throughout their life.

We remember Bert Smith with respect and for the huge 
contribution he made to deer farming and to the Elk and 
Wapiti Society in particular. 

Contributed by John Cutt, NZ Elk and Wapiti Society

Obituary

Bert Smith
In July, the Elk and Wapiti Society farewelled one of its founders, and life member, Bert Smith of Winton.
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He started his working life about as far from 
farming as you can get – as a shipbroker. 
He spent his first four years in Montreal 
and then another 14 years in Auckland, the 
latter 8 years in partnership running his 
own shipbroking business.

By the 1990s he was ready to fulfil his 
ambitions, starting with a share in a dairy 
farm at Galatea, southeast of Rotorua. Deer 
became part of the plan when they realised 
they weren’t that interested in milking 
cows. He also owns a second deer farm in 
partnership with Ken Sirl at Pukawa, near 
the southern end of Lake Taupo.

With a respectable 150 cm of rainfall on 
the pumice soils, it is a breeding and 
finishing operation; Richard runs 600 
mainly Red hinds at around 18 stock units 
per hectare. He uses some Elk cross stags 
as terminal sires and Eastern Reds to breed 
replacements. Like many farmers wanting to explore new 
options he is also dipping his toes in the waters of AI for 
genetic improvement, and so far has been happy with the 
results.

“I have just done my second year of 50 hinds, achieving an 
82 percent conception rate which was pleasing,” he says.

Richard gets about 500 head off for slaughter each year with 
the first away by late September and around two-thirds gone 
by Christmas. At this stage he’s content to focus on venison.

The property was C10 when he purchased it in 1995, but 
almost straight away he had a reactor. The C10 status has 
been restored but false positives occur fairly frequently 
when the routine skin tests are done, something that Richard 
puts down to the Johne’s disease which is present on the 
property. 

“Johne’s costs us six to 10 animals a year,” Richard says. 

The Tongariro Branch of NZDFA, which Richard chairs, is 
relatively small with around 45-50 members. Of these, a 
core of around 15 members are regularly involved in Branch 
activities. Richard admits he hadn’t been among the most 
active members, but was happy to put his hand up when 
previous Chairman, John Derbidge, stood down.

The Resource Management Act and Environment Waikato’s 
plans to restrict nitrogen discharges in the Taupo catchment 
loom as local issues for members. “Most of our active 
members are outside the Taupo catchment, with the most 
affected being some of the big corporate farmers – Landcorp 
and a number of Maori Trusts. Having to get a resource 
consent to farm will be a shock to some,” Richard says.

Of the 100 or so farms in the Taupo catchment, four or five 
have so far had their nitrogen discharge allowance confirmed. 
Richard says his Pukawa farm is among the 14 or 15 farms 

that have started the consent process voluntarily.

“At present we are waiting for the Overseer® 
program to be updated with the more recent MAF 
stock unit rates for deer before we can proceed. 
A couple of farms that have already gone through 
the process will have to be re-evaluated due to 
this.”

Richard says the changes are already affecting 
the property market. “People looking to buy 
farms in the area want to know what the nitrogen 
discharge allowance will be before they make an 
offer.”

He says challenges like this are not unique to the 
central North Island. “Canterbury farmers are 
facing their own battles over access to water.”

The role played by DFA Branches will keep 
changing, Richard says. “One of the most 
important functions of our particular Branch is 
now a social one, but it is still a useful contact 
point to keep up with the latest news and 

information within the industry, both locally and nationally. 
Most deer farmers who have survived the downturn now 
just want to put their heads down and keep farming their 
way back to profitability. We’re very reliant on the way our 
products are marketed, and that is only as strong as the 
weakest link in the chain. But in the end we’ve all got to take 
some responsibility for our industry’s future.” 

Branch Chairman profile: Richard Denley
Tongariro

Ever since a young Richard Denley started spending every available school holiday on an uncle’s Canterbury farm, he 
knew he would also end up on the land, but it didn’t happen straight away. 

Hawke’s Bay Branch says 
thanks
On behalf of the members of the Hawke’s Bay Branch 
NZDFA who benefited from their help during the recent 
drought, I’d like to thank the following:

•	 Andy Mitchell, Chairman of the Rotorua Branch, for 
his initial offer of help

•	 Brian Wellington, Chairman of the Waipa Branch, 
for his help coordinating the offers of baleage made 
available by his members

•	 the individual members of the Waipa Branch who 
made available baleage for sale to fellow deer farmers 
(I’m sorry I can’t remember all your names, so I 
won’t name individuals)

•	 and particularly John Carter and Bill Robinson of 
Raroa Deer Stud for the baleage donated to their 
clients in the Bay.

All the help was greatly appreciated by all concerned in 
difficult times and hopefully we can return the favour if 
ever needed – not that I would wish similar circumstances 
on anyone.

Mike McCormick
Chairman Hawke’s Bay Branch NZDFA
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Mark runs 600 hinds and 100 velveters as part of a mixed 
sheep, beef and deer operation on a 400 hectare family 
property at Mahia that was broken in by his grandfather.

“The drought was hard for some of our Wairoa members, but 
we were luckier than most. We had to cut back on trading 
stock, but not capital stock, and we had adequate baleage 
and a rape crop that hung on through the dry. That helped.

“Being close to the sea it was a bit warmer here, so we got 
some winter growth. We’re also fortunate to have a good 
water system from a reservoir on the property.”

Mark grew up on the farm, and as a youngster in the 
early 1980s helped out as his father deer fenced the first 8 
hectares. At a time when hinds cost $2,000 each and the 
deer industry was still finding its feet, Mark struck out on his 
own, studying computing at Massey University. After working 
for Databank in the early 1990s he spent eight and a half 
years in Australia, working for Telstra and then contracting 
with banks and insurance companies.

But the lure of the home farm was always there, and when 
the opportunity presented itself, Mark returned four years 
ago with wife Katie and their three young daughters.

The deer side of the business had kept growing while Mark 
was away, and sheep, cattle and deer now make up roughly 
one-third each of the 4,500 stock units. With good grass 
growth throughout the winter, Mark breeds and finishes all 
livestock classes.

Looking ahead, Mark is keen to develop the velveting side of 
the deer business, and he is a strong supporter of the Velconz 
concept. At the time of writing he was looking forward to 
attending one of the shed meetings to hear more about the 
proposal.

“We’ve always been price takers. It’s about time producers 
had a say in how their product is sold.” Mark says he doesn’t 
see why the development should shut Velexco out.

“In fact there is a real opportunity for the two to work 
together to market velvet. Any initiative that helps create a 
New Zealand brand and allows us to develop/market our 

velvet must be a good thing for 
the industry. We need to take a 
long-term view and support the 
Velconz concept.”

The local Branch – Wairoa – is 
small by national standards with 
only around 25 members, Mark 
says. But what they lack in size they make up in enthusiasm, 
and members are adamant they want to keep Wairoa as a 
separate entity, rather than go down the Branch merger path. 
“Travelling down to Hawke’s Bay for meetings wouldn’t 
be practicable for us,” he says. “But with the reduction in 
member numbers we may need to keep an open mind on this 
in the future.” 

Tb testing is a big issue for members, with many on annual 
testing and some concerned about the ongoing costs of this. 
Being relatively isolated out on the peninsula, Mark is out of 
the vector risk area and only needs to do three-yearly testing.

Issues involving DOC also emerge occasionally. A recent 
case involved the Bayly Trust, a private farming trust which 
runs some deer. The Trust had originally applied for resource 
consent to clear 550 hectares of scrub and kanuka on the 
3500 hectare Waikatea Station, after about 600 hectares had 
been cleared earlier. The Wairoa District Council consented to 
350 hectares being cleared, a decision appealed by DOC. 

Mark says DOC’s stance put the department well out of 
step with the farming community, and created much anger 
amongst locals. In the end, the consent was reduced to 280 
hectares, but only on the basis that about 800 hectares, 
including restored indigenous vegetation linkages, is to be 
legally protected by covenant together with pest control, 
fencing and no further grazing.

Another general concern for those in the Branch is the 
dwindling number of deer farmers. Mark says a number have 
exited the industry all together, but this loss has been offset 
to some extent by stayers increasing their deer numbers as 
market prospects improve. 

Branch Chairman profile: Mark Bowen
Wairoa

While his neighbours down in Hawke’s Bay went straight from a crippling drought into a 
cold, wet winter, Mark Bowen could be thankful the relatively mild climate around the Mahia 
Peninsula was enough to give his pasture a late autumn boost and some valuable winter feed.

AFFCO back in the venison business
AFFCO has begun processing venison at Rangiuru and is back in the market. CEO Stuart Weston says the development is 
entirely market led and client driven, and he is promising to be aggressive on venison procurement.

“There has been immense pressure from some of our European customers for venison supply, as well as strong prompting 
from our base of farmer suppliers. In every sense, getting back into venison is win-win.” 

He says there are also advantages for deer farmers and producers farming a mix of stock, as it allows them to have their 
processing needs met through a single, well-established company.

Rangiuru is fully licensed for venison and will produce a full range of venison products and associated products like offal. 
Weston says this initiative has benefits for the Rangiuru workforce and surrounding community through an extended 
processing season at the plant, as well as flow-on advantages for local contractors and suppliers. 

AFFCO has previous experience of venison, but sold its stand-alone processing plant about 12 years ago.
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Turning up the heat on Canterbury’s ferret population, particularly in North Canterbury, is 
just one strategy that’s really starting to pay dividends in terms of Tb control. 

At last count in August there were just 15 infected herds in the region – two of them deer 
herds. This is down from 27 deer herds five years ago, and just 10 percent of the level in 
1996, when the number of herds on movement control peaked at 168.

Hurunui deer farmer Malcolm Gilbert chairs the Canterbury Regional Animal Health 
Committee (RAHC) and received the 2006 Matuschka Award in recognition of his work on 
Tb control. He says vector control work in Canterbury has been “wall to wall”, especially 
in the more difficult northern areas. 

“Possums have been relatively easy to control, but with ferrets it’s more hit and miss. You 
get them down to a certain level and then it just seems like you’re cropping them.

“The AHB ferret control contractors are only on a property from four to seven days at a 
time, but the vector control groups are also targeting the ferrets. Persistence finally seems 
to be paying off.”

Malcolm says leghold traps are currently the only effective method for ferrets. “They are 
very smart animals! They’ll take the clean baits, but as soon as you add a toxin they seem 
to be able to sense it.”

With the total number of infected herds down so low – the ultimate target is seven by 
2013 – Malcolm says the Canterbury RAHC can now focus some intensive management on 
these herds and try to find out why they are staying infected. One small cattle herd near 
the coast has been proving a very tough nut to crack, with no obvious reasons why. “It’s 
important to sort out Tb in herds like these because it’s a summer dry area and we need 
to be able to shift herds around if there’s a drought.”

Malcolm says that once the infection levels are down to target levels, the big challenge 
will be to keep farmers motivated to do what’s needed to stay on top of Tb. At this rate he 
expects the target will be easily reached before the 2013 deadline. 

Canterbury getting close to Tb targets
They may not ever kill the last ferret in Canterbury, but the members of the 22 vector control groups in the region are 
giving it a damned good go.

DEERSelect to progress antler measurements for EBV 
The months of January and February following the annual sales season this summer promise to be an extremely busy 
time for DEERSelect as it gathers data to progress the development of Estimated breeding Values, (EBVs) for velvet and 
hard antler traits.

To this point, sixteen of the leading antler studs have 
committed to providing information and having velvet EBVs 
calculated gained from the measurement of weights, volume 
and modified SCI scores for 2-year-old antler that is typically 
grown out for the sale season. This will also allow previous 
velvet data, where collected, to be included. 

In the past, some of these antler measurements has been 
collected under two different systems for evaluation. These 
data did not give the required confidence over the collective 
results to apply the single beam measurement as an indicator 
reliably to produce accurate EBVs for estimated velvet 
weights. 

This season, an evaluation of estimated velvet weight will 
be taken from the removed hard or full antler development 
seen at sale time and will be measured under the CIC water 
displacement measurement. This has been an approved 
world-wide formula for 70 years for measuring antler weight 
of small deer species like Roe deer where the weight of skull 
has to be taken out of the equation and only the antler itself 
weighed through displacement. 

The 2-year-old post sale frozen antler will be immersed base 
first up to an estimated ideal velvet antler harvest point, 
and displaced water collected and weighed, creating both a 
volume displacement and consistent estimated weight data. A 
single operator will take the measurements across what is an 
estimated 400 stags this season and an estimated 2 year-old 
velvet weight EBV calculated. 

Similarly, DEERSelect will contract SCI-accredited master 
measurers to record the modified SCI score (less span and 
coronet circumference as is used in hard antler competitions) 
for the 2007/08 crop of 2-year-old sires and use that data 
from a similar number of stags of English, Eastern and 
Composite origin to develop an EBV basis for hard antler 
score potential. 

Breeders who have an interest in velvet antler alone are 
also encouraged to join the five herds already involved in 
calculating velvet antler EBVs so that DEERSelect can gain 
the critical mass needed to present sire ranking lists for antler 
based on cross herd referencing as in the 200 plus sires now 
contributing to the growth trait work in Red deer herds.

Malcolm Gilbert: Optimistic targets will 
be reached by 2013.

continued on page 37
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2006/07 research
•	 Tb vaccine for possums: While the only good possum is a 

dead one, the next best thing is a possum that’s Tb free. Good 
progress has been made developing an oral bait vaccine for 
possums that protects them against Mycobacterium bovis 
(bovine Tb).

•	 Formulation of tuberculin: Adding bovine-specific antigens 
and reducing the concentration of a tuberculin can improve 
specificity without affecting sensitivity of the skin test, an 
AgResearch project has shown. (See sidebars)

•	 Maori concerns: Lincoln University has compiled a database 
for literature on Maori concerns about 1080.

•	 New toxins: Landcare Research has been researching the 
formulations for a toxin based on cholecalciferol, to increase 
effectiveness and humaneness. Pest-Tech Ltd has been 
evaluating a new bait containing a chronic poison. One 
project showed it is suitable for ferret control.

•	 Pre-feeding: A Landcare Research trial showed that pre-
feeding for a poisoning programme produces higher and more 
sustainable possum kills than when it isn’t used.

•	 Cyanide: AHB is to test a new cyanide bait system for pigs, 
successfully trialled in Australia where pigs are a major pest.

•	 Sticky beaks: Cyanide bait delivery systems have been 
developed which exclude livestock and weka, while still 
allowing possums access. Possums’ messy eating habits still 
cause problems (bait spillage), but more work is planned 
in consultation with DOC using various “sticky” paste 
formulations. This could open the way for cyanide baiting on 
Crown land where weka are present.

•	 Possums and pigs: A Landcare Research study shows 

controlling possums quickly eliminates Tb in pigs, but the 
control is needed over a wide area. The study also showed 
that possums and ferrets can pick up Tb by scavenging pig 
carcasses.

•	 Aerial operations: Landcare research has shown that where 
there are high numbers of rats competing with them, possums 
are less likely to go to the ground for food. It also showed 
that pre-feeding helps “teach” possums where to find bait.

•	 Biological controls: AHB has co-funded two projects, one 
looking into possum-specific toxins and the other looking 
into the potential of a naturally occurring virus as a vector for 
biological control.

Priorities for 2007/08
•	 New diagnostic tests for bovine Tb.
•	 Better bait formulations/presentation for ferrets (see also 

article “Canterbury getting close to Tb targets” in this issue of 
Deer Industry News).

•	 Non-1080 toxins for aerial application in impenetrable scrub.
•	 Managing risk from animal remains (especially pigs) left by 

hunters.
•	 Low-cost techniques for managing infected possum 

populations in isolated areas. 

Animal Health Board research programme
The Animal Health Board (AHB) is continuing with a busy research programme. The following summarises work from the 
2006/07 programme and looks ahead to the next year’s schedule.

With that impetus and the commitment of the next group 
of studs who have a primary focus on antler, the next 
development phase and expansion of the DEERSelect 
programme for the industry will advance. 

DEERSelect will be looking to publish the December sire stag 
growth rate summary again and make that available with 
its sortable function on the www.deernz.org website and also 
on the DEEResearch website pre sale season. Antler values 
should be available in mid 2008.

AgResearch scientist Dr Jason Archer also reports that the 
preliminary EBV calculations for the Elk/Wapiti project have 

been completed for growth traits and are being assessed by 
the contributing Elk herd owners at present. The current 
tools for the generic ranking of growth rates of Red deer 
offered by DEERSelect are working well and gaining steady 
acceptance by the industry. A DEEResearch-funded project 
that extends the EBV concept to calculating a breeding worth 
(BW) for traits based on a dollar value of genetic superiority 
is in the final stages of completion. 

For further information please contact:

Deer Industry New Zealand Producer Manager, Tony Pearse, 
021 719 038 tony.pearse@deernz.org 

or DEERSelect: Dr Jason Archer AgResearch,  
03 489 9138 jason.archer@agresearch.co.nz 

Improving Tb testing and diagnosis
Dr Colin Mackintosh of AgResearch Invermay has carried 
out two studies for the AHB with the aim of improving the 
specificity of the mid-cervical (MCT) Tb skin test. The first trial 
was conducted in deer naturally infected with Tb and the 
second trial was in deer not infected with Tb, but which were 
infected with M. paratuberculosis (Johne’s disease), one of the 
main causes of false cross-reactions to the Tb test. Some of these 
deer had also been treated with a vaccine for Johne’s disease.

The trials looked at varying concentrations of bovine tuberculin, 
with and without augmentation with M. bovis-specific antigens. 

The results showed that reducing the concentrations of bovine 
tuberculin improved the specificity of the MCT in deer known to 
be Tb-free, but sensitised by M. paratuberculosis 

While reducing the concentration of bovine tuberculin improved 
specificity (distinguishing between bovine Tb and Johne’s 
disease) it also reduced sensitivity. However, sensitivity was 
restored by adding bovine-specific antigens.

The findings need to be confirmed by field trials.

Tb diagnosis in deer vaccinated for Johne’s disease
One of the biggest barriers to introducing vaccination for 
deer against Johne’s disease has always been the cross-
reactivity that can turn Tb-free animals into reactors. Trials 
are being carried out at AgResearch Invermay to measure the 
accuracy of the MCT, CCT and other ancillary Tb tests in deer 
that have been treated with a new vaccine, Pfizer’s Silirum®.

Controlled trials will also be carried out to test new augmented 
bovine tuberculins (see sidebar at right), and to test new 
bovine-specific and Johne’s-specific antigens to improve the 
specificity and sensitivity of ancillary blood tests for Tb. 

from page 36



Deer Industry News38

research

AgResearch will receive $1.5 million a year (including 
GST) of the $1.9 million funding that was bid for. Annual 
funding for the 2002-2007 period just completed was also 
$1.5 million. The bid, led by AgResearch’s Geoff Asher, was 
underpinned by a $400,000 commitment from DEEResearch. 
Landcorp has also committed $100,000 research funding. The 
revised total annual funding for this industry-led research 
programme is as follows:

Funding source Funds (excl. GST) %

DEEResearch $408,000 22

Landcorp Farming $100,000 6

FRST $1,333,333 72

Total $1,841,333 100

The bid was aligned to four research themes:

1. Venison market supply systems

2. Livestock systems

3. Water quality and biodiversity in deer systems.

4. Venison processing

The funding bid under themes 1 and 2 was completely 
successful, and partially successful for theme 3. Theme 4 
(venison processing) will receive no FRST funding. The 
unsuccessful part of the application for FRST funding under 
theme 3 was for research into water-
borne contaminants such as nitrogen or 
disease organisms.

DINZ Science Manager Lindsay Fung 
says all on-farm research bid for has 
received funding (with the exception 
of one environmental project) and the 
research programme links closely to the 
deer industry’s venison and productivity 
strategies.

Mike North, a team leader in the 
AgResearch/MIRINZ group at Ruakura, 
says that although the failure to attract 
FRST funding for venison processing 
was disappointing, it does not mean the venison processing 
capability will be lost. Venison processing specialist Eva 
Wiklund will remain in the group.

The original $400,000 DEEResearch commitment in support 
of the FRST funding bid included a $52,000 allocation 
to complete the work being carried out by AgResearch 
Ruakura’s venison processing team into effects of clostridial 
organisms in packaged venison (‘blown pack’ research). 
Although the FRST funding to match this commitment did 
not come through, Lindsay Fung says the door has not been 
closed on continuing this work.

“DINZ and AgResearch are continuing discussions on 
how this allocation could be best used. Options include a 
continuation of the clostridial research using just this money, 
seeking to leverage this money into larger funded red meat 
research programmes that might incorporate clostridial 
research, or using it as a basis to leverage additional 

industry funding to support this or other venison processing 
research.”

The original DEEResearch commitment of $400,000 was 
reduced to $348,000 when the funding for venison processing 
research was ‘parked’ to one side pending these discussions. 
However a subsequent decision by DINZ to fully fund the 
focus farm programme (the original commitment was for 
50:50 funding with DFA branches pitching in half) has 
seen the total industry-funded pool increased by $60,000 
to $408,000. The money for the focus farms will be 
channelled through DEEResearch. This is how DEEResearch’s 
commitment breaks down over the research areas:

Research area DEEResearch $ %

1. Early breeding, optimised feed 152,000 37

2. Focus farms, parasitology 196,000 48

3. Extensification benefits and N distribution 60,000 15

Total 408,000 100

Geoff Asher says that the results of the funding bid bring an 
end to the uncertainty for AgResearch’s deer team, and give 
very clear direction for the work ahead.

“With scientific research there will always be unknowns, and 
we have to accept that some of the programmes may change 

course during the six-year funding period. 
There’s a contract variation process in 
place with FRST to cover situations where 
new research opportunities appear.”

He says the research programme includes 
a mix of applied science aimed at 
addressing specific production issues, and 
the riskier but potentially more valuable 
basic science.

“The DEEResearch Board and DINZ 
Executive have shown a good depth of 
science understanding and appreciate 
the need for a mix of basic and applied 
research.”

Geoff says farmers were strongly in favour of practical 
solutions in areas like parasitology when consulted about 
priorities. There was less support for work on mixed species 
systems and there had been some resistance among velvet 
producers to venison-focused research which aims to reduce 
or delay stags’ velvet production in the leadup to slaughter.

Landcorp’s commitment of $100,000 to the research pool was 
an important contribution, he added. One of several projects 
receiving Landcorp support will seek a melatonin receptor 
marker gene, something that could help identify Eastern 
types with a propensity for early calving.

He says changes in land use will see greater use of extensive 
systems for deer breeding, complemented by very specialised 
deer finishing units. “This will raise a new set of productivity 
issues. It will also raise issues about the inherent values 
of the high country land classes that might be in greater 
demand for extensive systems.” 

Research programme secure
Ongoing research to support the deer industry has been secured following the funding announcement by the 
Foundation for Research, Science and Technology (FRST) covering the next six years.

“The DEEResearch Board  
and DINZ Executive have 
shown a good depth of 

science understanding and 
appreciate the need for a 
mix of basic and applied 

research.”




