
Self-fed silage 

Introduction 

Self-fed silage is a cost-effective way to winter live-
stock. It is developing significant importance in 
deer farming where large numbers of hinds and 
stags can be wintered cheaply and easily, reducing 
damage to both pastures and soils during the win-
ter. Deer appear to be particularly well-suited to 
self-fed silage due to their herding instincts.  

 

Choosing the site 

Ensure that both the needs of the animal are met 
and that potential environmental damage is miti-
gated.  

Attention must also be paid to the ability to access 
the site both for filling the stack and adjusting the 
barriers in winter.  

Things to note include:  

Regional council requirements. Make sure 
you talk to the local council first.  

Well drained to keep the deer dry and mini-
mise soil damage.  

Sufficient size for the mob – 0.5 to 2 ha per 
hundred.  

Assess the need or ability to feed off both 
ends to maximise the utility of the pit.  

Access for filling.  

Access to the face for feeding.  

Ability to recover site for use at other times 
of the year (by over sowing or natural recov-
ery).  

Shelter and sun. Some tree blocks can work 
for shelter but sun is essential.  

Relationship to water ways/potential to 
mitigate (ponding areas or wetlands, bunds 
to keep water away from creeks).  

Access to a stand off area. 

 

 

Designing the pit 

The pit must meet the nutritional needs of the deer 
and provide safety and ease of use to minimise la-
bour inputs.  

The following guidelines have been tried in practice 
and maintain good animal condition and social inter-
actions, as well as providing simple low labour sys-
tems.  

40-60 hinds per m of face.  

Cater for mobs of up to 700.  

Face length may depend on the amount of 
stand-off space – less stand-off space will 
need more face length for all hinds to get a 
good feed.  

Pit face no more than 2.2 m high, sides (if 
present to be lower than stack height to allow 
for drainage off the cover).  

Good firm dry base to allow eating silage to 
the ground and minimise wastage.  

Barriers – pipe at 220mm centres (wider for 
Wapiti x), base to extend into feeding area so 
that the hinds stand on it and lessen likeli-
hood of movement. Make small enough to 
move with crowbar rather than tractor to 
minimise damage and effort. 

Sides may just be fences around a bun stack, 
but make sure the barriers go fence to fence . 

 

 

 

Three factors are important to the success of a self-feed silage 
system.  

Choosing the site 

Designing the pit 

Getting the feed requirements right 
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Getting the feed requirements right  

It is important to get the feed allocation right as it 
has an on-going impact on the deer. This is mostly 
about making sure the feed is always high quality 
and clean.  

Never try to make the deer clean up bad silage. 
Bad silage is the fault of the maker and the ani-
mals shouldn’t suffer for it.  

Aim for high quality silage as the hinds will 
stay on it longer and use less.  

Allow 800kg wet silage per hind, or up to 
1000kg (1 T) if silage poor quality for a 100 
day winter. That is about as long as hinds 
will want to stay on silage.  

Get silage as dry as possible as long as long 
as you can roll it well.  

Uncover only enough feed for 2 or 3 days 
at a time.  

Clean out the rubbish as required to make 
shifting easy. Don’t force the hinds to clean 
up bad silage.  

Check regularly, especially at the start and 
towards the ends of the season. You should 
be shifting the barriers every 2-4 days. 
Slower than this - then the silage will be 
going off, so the face is too wide or the 
mob too small.  

Separate age classes (especially R2YO and 
R3YO) and monitor for and remove any tail 
end hinds (often at scanning or TB testing).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aim to get these three factors right and the re-
sults will be worthwhile.  

On farm example of potential savings 

An example of this came from the Southland Deer 
Focus farm where wintering costs were reduced 
by $14/su wintered, or $42,000 for the farm. That 
was made up of $25,000 direct savings and 
$17,000 in opportunity cost. An extra bonus was 
reducing labour requirements for feeding 700 
hinds down to 3 hours twice a week.  

 

Many thanks to the farmers and consultants 

that contributed their experience to this article.  
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