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New Breeders Guide
The business of breeding and raising alpacas may be one of the most rewarding and enjoyable life style changes you will ever make. It is a decision that should not be made without first taking the time to learn and explore the many facets of raising these beautiful animals.  Some of the questions you may ask yourself as you look into this wonderful opportunity are:

· Do you want to raise suri’s or huacaya? 
· What are the basics of their healthcare and maintenance?
· What resources are available to assist you with research and the many questions that will inevitably come up?  
· How do you know you are purchasing a quality animal, and more importantly who should you buy from?  
· What is your farm’s goal as it pertains to breeding alpacas and producing their end product (fleece, manure, meat)? 
We encourage prospective new breeders to educate themselves as much as possible before ever making that first purchase. To assist you with that, Gem State Alpacas has created this “New Breeders” guide to help you through this incredible journey to alpaca ownership. Although we cannot answer every question or touch on every aspect of raising these wonderful creatures, we hope you will find this information useful.  
Definitions: An understanding of commonly used terms is helpful when exploring alpaca ownership.

General Terms:

· Cria- a baby alpaca

· Herdsire- a stud male. Throughout the industry, roughly 2-3% of all males born demonstrate enough overall quality to become herdsires.
· Dam- a female alpaca
· Proven- a female that has birthed a cria or a herdsire that has settled females.
· Progeny- offspring of a dam or herdsire
· Phenotype- when used to describe fleece, phenotype includes fineness, density, crimp, brightness, etc. When used to describe body confirmation, phenotype includes body type, head, gait, etc.
· Heritability- the ability of a dam or herdsire to repeatedly pass on desirable traits.
· EPD’s- Estimated Progeny Differences. This unique tool to breeding selection is still being debated among alpaca breeders. Two prominent “programs” for determining EPD’s are Mike Safley’s model and the ARI model.
· Vicuña- a wild species found in South America whose fleece is ultra-fine. It is thought the “true alpaca” is a direct descendant of the vicuña. A “true alpaca” is one that holds its fineness as it ages; an indication of little to no Llama DNA present.
· Guanaco- A domesticated animal found in South America, a Guanaco is a cross between a Llama and an alpaca. It is understood this breed was developed in an attempt to increase density. However, this cross resulted in micron going up in this breed.
Health:

· BVD- Bovine viral diarrhea virus (BVD virus or BVDV), a serious problem in cattle, has now been proven to also cause illness, abortions, and most important of all, the persistently infected (PI) state in alpacas. The virus’s ability to produce persistently infected cria, the main way this disease would be spread and its ability to cause abortions are extremely important for the alpaca industry.
· Coccidiosis - More common in young animals, it is spread through the feces of an animal which has the disease or is a carrier, but may show no signs of illness itself. The primary sign is diarrhea. Sever cases show blood in the diarrhea, depression, and weight loss. This most commonly occurs when animals are crowded into small pens or where unsanitary conditions exist. Treatment may be Corid added to the drinking water and all other water sources eliminated. 
· Colic - A belly ache or discomfort in the abdomen. Signs may be obvious discomfort, laying flat out on the side with neck stretched back, changing sides often, kicking at the abdomen, straining at the poop pile and maybe producing dry looking "beans", or grinding the teeth. 

· De-worming - A suggested deworming program begins with doing a fecal exam in the spring to see what parasites you may be dealing with. A variety of dewormers may be used - such as Ivomec (cattle-injectible), Valbazen (paste), Panacur (paste), or Synanthic. A small herd May be treated 3-4 times a year, a medium to large size herd 4-6 times a year. If your farm has a number of visiting animals in and out for outside breedings, 4-H animals coming and going, or crowded pastures, it may be necessary to use a more aggressive deworming program. If you are in a white-tail deer area, you may want to deworm monthly with Ivomec as a preventive. It is recommended to not deworm females during the first 60 days of pregnancy or 60 days prior to birthing. Some breeders report pre-mature births and abortions possibly due to the stress of deworming or even the medication. It is convenient to give dewormers to females after they have given birth but before they have been bred again. It has been suggested to deworm crias for the first time at 10-12 weeks of age. Verify the type of dewormer for your area and correct dosages with your own veterinarian. 
· Digestive System - The unique digestive system of a llama contains one stomach with three compartments. Food is taken in through the esophagus and stored in the first compartment called the rumen. They regurgitate their food to rechew it. You can observe a bubble-like lump coming up the front of the neck when they bring up their cud. They then chew it with their back teeth in a figure eight motion - normally chewing 55-75 times. They swallow it again, wait about eight seconds, and then bring up another cud to chew. When the cud is re-swallowed, it passes into the other two compartments of the stomach. This rumination enables the llama to break down its feed materials very efficiently. By the time all the nutrients are absorbed from the digestive tract, the waste is formed in small pellets call feces. Fighting Teeth - Male llamas develop six very sharp fighting teeth, two up and one down on each side, at approximately two years of age which can be very dangerous when competitive males are together. These teeth can easily be removed with an OB wire either with or without a slight sedative. 
· Hay - Good quality, dust free grass hay with a protein level of 10-12% is recommended for feeding llamas. Alfalfa, on a day to day basis, is thought to be too rich for llamas and too high in protein. Alfalfa will possibly cause the calcium level to go high, the phosphorus level to go too low, can cause urine scald, and can cause calcium deposits resulting in a block ureter. A steady diet of alfalfa also may be responsible for obesity in the llama.
·  IgG - IgG (immunoglobulin G) is an antibody produced by the mother llama in her udder towards the end of her pregnancy and passed to her cria in the very first milk - the thick, sticky colostrum. The maternal first milk is so very important due to the fact that the IgG content of the first milking is double that of the second milking. Since the newborn cria has no immune system of its own, it is most important that the cria first nurse during the first six hours after birth and get an adequate amount of colostrum. As each hour passes, the stomach becomes less porous and the ability for the cria to absorb the colostrum lessens. If the cria does not obtain an adequate passive transfer of antibodies from his mother, he will be at great risk to any infectious disease within the first few months of his life until he is mature enough to manufacture his own IgG. It is recommended that a simple blood sample be taken 24 hours after birth to check the IgG level to assure that the passive transfer of antibodies was adequate. A minimal level of 800 is marginal.
·  Leptospirosis - A disease causing abortions, diarrhea, fever, bloody urine, and depression.
· Lice - There are two kinds of this tiny wingless insect that attacks the llama - the sucking louse which feeds entirely on blood and can cause anemia and the biting louse which nibble on hair and debris on the llama's skin surface. Lice can be spread among the animals by direct contact or by close housing quarters. Signs of lice include rubbing the affected areas, dandruff, and fiber loss in large patches. Watch for lice especially during the winter months when the llamas are usually in close quarters. The biting louse are white or light tan and can be found moving near the skin surface when disrupted. Examine the skin at the base of the neck or tail and inside the back thighs. Treatment may be a topical dust or a pour on medication. Treatment for the sucking lice is injectible Ivomec SQ, or fenthion pour on (Tiguvon) applied topically at the shoulder blades. Treatment for the biting lice is 50% Methovychlor (Marlate at WalMart) or 50% Rose Dust, (Captains at WalMart) applied topically. Ivomec is not effective for the biting lice.
· Mange - Mange is a contagious skin disease caused by one of a variety of mites that live on the animal. It is transmitted by direct contact with diseased animals or indirectly by contaminated quarters or even dust baths. The mite's entire life cycle is on the animal and two to three weeks may be required to complete the life cycle. The Sarcoptic mange is caused specifically by Sarcoptes scabeii. The mite burrows into the outer layer of skin in areas without much hair such as the legs, ears, and belly. The area develops bald spots, flaking, crusts and the skin may become thickened and leather-like as the disease continues. The mites may cause intense itching. Your veterinarian can confirm the mites with a skin scraping. Treatment is Ivomec injected SQ, 1cc per 100 lbs.
· Parasites - Parasites can be both external and internal. External parasites may be flies, ticks, mites, or lice. (see specific names for details). Internal parasites may be kept under control with good herd management starting with a good nutritional program, feeding up off the ground, good sanitation, pasture rotation, and a good deworming program for your area and the weather. Signs of internal parasites may be a general lethargy, weight loss, a depressed stance, and ploppy stools or diarrhea. 
· Pasture - Pastures should be seeded with an all round mixture of grass hay. Use caution when considering fescue or alfalfa in your pasture.
· Ryegrass Staggers - A disease caused from eating rye grass infected with endophyte fungus. Signs include tremors, shaking head and neck, stiffness, falling, incoordination, saw-horse stance, and swaying.
Uterine Torsion- A condition where the pregnant uterine horns rotate from their normal position.  The twist is normally located near the cervix.  This prevents the cervix from dilating and will prevent birth if it is not corrected.
Fiber:
· Histogram- a scientific measurement of a fleece sample
· Micron- the diameter of an individual fiber; usually reported as AFD (average fiber diameter).
· Curvature- the amount of curvature (crimp) seen in an individual fiber. BE CAREFUL! Fine fiber that appears to have little visible crimp may actually have a very high curvature.
· Handle- The “feel” of a fleece when touched
· Guard Hair- Referred to on a histogram as the percentage of fibers over 30 micron.
Helpful websites: 
· Alpaca Registry (ARI); www.alpacaregistry.com; this site is used to register your alpacas. It is also a great resource when researching an alpaca’s offspring and heritage. 

· AOBA (Alpaca Owners and Breeders Association); http://www.alpacainfo.com/; within this site you will find research information, show information, as well as other general information.
· Yocum McColl; http://www.ymccoll.com/; this site explains fiber testing and is the lab used by alpaca owners to obtain histogram information.

· OpenHerd; www.openherd.com; this site is useful for looking up ancestry (Imports), show records, as well as participating breeders by State.

· Gem State Alpacas! www.gemstatealpacas.com; we’d be crazy not to mention our own!

Recommended Reading:

· The Making of Champions (Part I, II, and III) by Snowmass Alpacas. This 3 part series is very informational and provides insight on the fleece qualities we all should be breeding for. This reading can be found at the bottom of their home page: http://www.snowmassalpacas.com/ 

· Various Alpaca Articles by Eric Hoffman. These are free to view at http://bonnydoonalpacas.org/articles.html
Tax Information:
· Great information on tax benefits can be found at http://www.alpacadigest.com/Tax_Planning___Benefits/tax_planning___benefits.html
· Recommended CPA with a good working knowledge of livestock- Greg Braun; Ripley Dorn and Company; Nampa Idaho; 466-9264

Breeding Goals (Farm Goals):

· This can be difficult for new breeders, but will be of great benefit when you go to make your first purchase. Below are examples of things to consider when establishing breeding goals:

· What color(s) are we going to specialize in, if any? There are 22 natural colors. White is the most versatile in the textile industry as it can be dyed. Other colors range from Black to Grey to Brown to Fawn. This is really a preference of what you like.
· What is the primary fiber trait we are going to breed for? This question is very important. Many leading experts agree the most important trait we all need in our alpacas is fineness; other goals that should be considered are brightness, handle, density, and uniformity. Establishing these goals now will help you as you move forward.

Factors when considering a purchase: 

· When it comes to making a purchase decision, we cannot stress enough the importance of taking your time and doing your homework. Like any other industry, some breeders come on strong while others are willing to move at your pace- we recommend the latter. Having all the facts before making a purchase will start you down a successful path. Below are some recommendations to assist you in that process:

· First and foremost, try to visit as many farms as possible. This is a great way to get your hands on many different alpacas and understand the variations of quality. It is also a chance to evaluate many different breeders- finding someone you can trust should be paramount to a purchase.
· If you are looking at purchasing a dam(s), consider maiden (has not delivered a cria) vs. a mature proven dam. For new breeders, we recommend purchasing a proven dam to lessen the risk involved. There are other added benefits that are outlined below.
· Once you have found an alpaca you are interested in, there are several factors new breeders should consider to have a complete understanding of the alpaca. We recommend you ask for or perform the following:
· Evaluate the alpaca’s progeny if available (the more the better!). By evaluating the offspring, you get a very good idea about the traits the alpaca carries forward. Look for consistency of fineness and uniformity of color as well as sound conformation. Don’t get too worried about different crimp styles but do evaluate uniformity of crimp. Evaluating density is very difficult, as many fine-fleeced alpacas feel less dense when in fact they may have good density based on skin follicle testing.
· Obtain copies of histogram information. Purchasing a mature alpaca allows you to evaluate consecutive histogram information in the areas of sustained fineness, uniformity, etc. We prefer to purchase only those dams who remain under 20 microns up to three years of age, and under 25 microns at 5 years and older. If considering a male purchase, we recommend he be proven (see definition above) and have a micron under 22 at maturity.
· Ask for time to score the alpaca. We created an “Alpaca Scorecard” which has defined, objective categories. Feel free to contact us if you would like a free copy. The thought is that a good purchase will always be made if you stay within objective criteria. It is important to mention that a high score does not guarantee heritability- it is simply scores the traits of the alpaca you are considering.
· Request a copy of the alpaca’s ARI Certificate. This certificate shows you the alpaca’s ancestry (Pedigree). Use this as information only- don’t get trapped into thinking big names ALWAYS produce great offspring. 

· Lastly, you can look at show records but be very careful with this- it should never be a deciding factor. When looking at show records it is important to know the level of the show (small being a level 1 or 2 while big would be a level 4 or 5), the number of animals in the show class, etc. Keep in mind that a placing in the show is based on the level of competition and the opinion of a judge- it does not ensure a productive alpaca.  
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