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Abstract A longitudinal observational study of
15 red deer farms in New Zealand was carried out
for a 2-year period. To assess the body condition of
deer, a scoring chart was developed with scores
ranging from 1 (lean) to 5 (fat) with half-unit
increments. Scores were given after palpating the
tuber coxae, sacrum, and rump area of the deer
standing straight and quiet. Repeatability and
reproducibility were evaluated on 39 yearling hinds
and 90 adult hinds on four properties which were
independently scored twice by two assessors to
investigate assessor bias and consistency.

A body condition score (BCS) was assigned to
1400 and 2100 hinds in consecutive years in March
before mating, in September before calving, and in
March of the next year at weaning. There were wide
variations of individual hind body condition and
mean hind body condition between farms. Overall,
yearling hinds lost body condition during winter
and subsequently during lactation up to weaning.
Repeatability and reproducibility were above 0.8.
There was variability between assessors confirming
the need for training when more than one assessor
is involved. It is proposed that the condition scoring
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chart presented here should be adopted industry-
wide as a tool for the management of breeding hinds
to achieve optimum reproductive performance,
since BCS was significantly associated with
conception rate, conception date, dystocia, weight
of weaned offspring, and ability of the hind to rear
a calf to weaning. A management plan for the use
of this body condition scoring system is proposed.
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INTRODUCTION

It has been recognised that the ability of a yearling
red deer hind to conceive is conditional upon the
achievement of a weight threshold of 60-65 kg, or
70% of mature bodyweight (Kelly & Moore 1977;
Hamilton & Blaxter 1980; Moore et al. 1985;
Hamilton 1988). In adult hinds, body weight
influences the timing of conception as well as
conception per se (Guiness et al. 1978). In that age
group, bodyweight is related to body condition
(Mitchell et al. 1976).

The importance of body condition of deer to
reproductive performance has been demonstrated
in the wild (Mitchell & Lincoln 1973; Albon et al.
1986). In the deer farming environment, body
condition has been suspected to be important (Yerex
1982; Heydon et al. 1992) but no studies have
confirmed its significance. This may be because of
the lack of objective methods to date to assess the
body condition of live deer. Condition of wild deer
has been commonly assessed post mortem by the
amount of fat enveloping kidneys (Wegge 1975;
Finger etal. 1981; Albon etal. 1986;Audige 1992).
The body condition of live deer has also been
assessed visually in the wild (Riney 1955; Watson
1971), but it required close proximity to the deer
and only large variation in body condition could be
assessed.

It is therefore likely that body condition is an
important factor along with bodyweight,



Ideally, deer should be standing straight and quiet. The three landmarks used for
body condition scoring are wings of pelvis, estimation of the depth of tissue over
tuber coxae; sacrum: appraisal of the sharpness of spinous process; rump areas:
appraisal of muscle mass and fat cover beside the sacrum. If deer bend their back
legs under the palpation pressure, the assessment of the wings of pelvis should be
ignored.. Scores range from 1 to 5 as described below with half unit increments.

Score 1: Very poor condition (Cachexia)

B.

Wings of pelvis are extremely
prominent and sharp. Sacral
spinous processas are very sharp.
There is little muscle in the rump
and no fat cover, the rump areas
are very concave at palpation.

Score 2: Poor condition (Leanness)

C.

Wings of pelvis are prominent,
but rounded and can be easily felt
by palpation with slight finger
pressure. Sacral spinous
processes are slightly enveloped
and not prominent. The rump
areas are flat.

Fig. 1 Body condition score chart for use in red deer.

Score 3: Moderate condition

D.

Score 4: Good condition

E.

Score 5: Very good condition (fat)

F.

Wings of pelvis are prominent,
but rounded and can be easily felt
by palpation with slight finger
pressure. Sacral spinous
processes are slightly enveloped
and not prominent. The rump
areas are flat.

Wings of pelvis are rounded and
can be felt by palpation under a
thin layer of fat. Sacral spinous
processes are enveloped and are
felt by palpation only with firm
finger pressure. The rump areas
are slightly convex.

Wings of pelvis are concealed
under a thick layer of fat and
cannot be felt by palpation with
firm finger pressure. Sacral
spinous processes are well
enveloped and not felt at
palpation. The rump areas are
convex.
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