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Preface





From a chance encounter with alpacas in early 1999, my close involvement with camelids became inevitable after I showed them to my mother at the Royal Bath and West Show of the same year. She immediately resolved to buy some alpacas when she retired to the West Country a few months later and, as her default veterinarian, my fate was sealed. In those days very few of my colleagues had any camelid expertise, so my joining of the British Veterinary Camelid Society and a very steep learning curve soon followed. Although some principles of husbandry, medicine and surgery are universal, knowledge of the idiosyncrasies of any species is crucial to the successful management of it. Most camelid lore resides in South America, and is in Spanish. Only in the relatively recent past have such eminent authors and academics such as Murray Fowler, Eric Hoffman and Walter Bravo written definitive veterinary texts on camelids in English, and these are largely based on the North American experience, as are the husbandry texts that exist.


The veterinary profession is still learning about camelids (as, indeed, it is still learning about all of the species under its care), but it became obvious to me that a basic handbook on husbandry was needed. Many of the problems commonly encountered in the keeping of llamas and alpacas could be avoided with better information, and rocket-science levels of technical sophistication are not required to circumvent most difficulties. These principles hold true for the keeping of any domestic species, but llamas and alpacas are quite frequently kept by those who have not farmed or even kept grazing animals before. The errors of experienced stock-keepers tend to be different from those committed by novices, but they nevertheless occur because of the very natural tendency to extrapolate the care of one species from that of another. Certain differences in the specialization and biology of llamas and alpacas make some such extrapolations unwise at best, and disastrous at worst. The purpose of this text is to help the uninitiated to avoid some of the more common pitfalls. There are many who will find much of the information in this book basic in the extreme, but, since my objective is to be of most help to those who need assistance most, I make no apology for the elementary level of some of it.



















CHAPTER 1


Introducing Llamas and Alpacas





This chapter will briefly describe the origins of the domesticated South American camelids (i.e. llamas and alpacas) and the purposes of their domestication, and indicate some important differences between them and other domesticated animals in the UK.


Llamas and alpacas belong to a group of animals known as the South American camelids, which are descended from an ancient camel-like ancestor that migrated to the Americas millions of years ago. (The term camelid derives from their scientific family name, Camilidae.) Other camelids include the dromedary and bactrian camels. The American camelids subsequently died out in the northern part of the continent, but in the south they were domesticated by the Incas, and they formed the basis of the Inca economy. They were used for meat, fleece, hides, leather, tools and fuel, and as pack animals. The harsh environment of the Andes makes each of these resources truly a matter of life and death, and an animal that could thrive there was essential to human survival. When the Spaniards conquered the Inca, they seemed to make a particular campaign of attempting to exterminate llamas and alpacas. This has given rise to the idea that the Spanish may have seen such a strategy as a way of fatally weakening the much more numerous Inca.
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A llama, the largest of the four South American camelids. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)
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An alpaca, the luxury fibre factory of the South American camelids. (Photo: John Gaye, Alpacas of Wessex)
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A guanaco, the wild progenitor of the llama, is still found extensively in South America. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)
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A vicuna, the shy, rare, endangered progenitor of alpacas. It is found on limited ranges, mainly in the altiplano. (Photo: John Gaye, Alpacas of Wessex)
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A tampuli llama. Notice the fibre on the neck and upper legs – much thicker and longer than in other llamas. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)
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A ccara llama. Notice the light fibre cover on the head, neck and legs. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)
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Tampuli llama. Notice the fringing on the head and ears. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)
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A selection of products that can be made from llama fibre.








It is generally accepted that llamas (Lama glama) were domesticated from the larger of the two wild camelids, the guanaco (Lama guanicoe), and that alpacas (Vicugna pacos) derived from the smaller, shyer, rarer vicuna (Vicugna vicugna). However, genetic studies have indicated that there has been crossbreeding in the past (possibly as a result of the disruption caused by the Spanish conquest) and all four species are capable of interbreeding and producing fertile crosses. There are no wild llamas or alpacas: they exist only as domesticated animals. There is in South America a large number of llama/alpaca-cross individuals, which are called huarizos or mistis. There are also wild populations of guanaco and vicuna. The guanaco is found extensively in South America, but the vicuna is endangered and protected. It lives in limited ranges in harsh conditions at high altitude.


LLAMAS


These are the largest of the four South American camelids, and can weigh from 110–250kg (250–550lb) and stand 102–119cm (40–47in) at the shoulder. They can be many different colours, and also a mixture of colours. There are several physical types, but their characteristics can overlap, so in a sense they are not true ‘breeds’. In South America they are distinguished by whether the neck and head is woolly or fairly bare, and on the length and cover of the rest of their fibre. The woolly necked types are collectively known as tampuli, and can be further subdivided into lanuda and tapada. The lanuda is woolly on the ears and head, and further down the legs. The barer-necked ones are the short-coated ccara (or ‘classic’, although these are actually numerically rarer in South America) and curaca, with a medium coat. The barer-necked llamas tend to moult to a close-cropped level of fleece. The reason for these different forms is that there is a number of different jobs for the animal to do. Pack animals will cope better with exertion if their coats are not too heavy and thick, but because the Incas made everything from ropes and bags to upholstery and clothing from fibre, some heavily fibred animals with a range of fibre types were also needed. In addition, there is considerable variation of climate, and different fleece types allow the animals to cope best with their local weather conditions.


ALPACAS


These are much smaller than llamas, weighing in at between 55 and 90kg (121 and 200lb) and reaching only 76–96cm (30–38in) at the shoulder. Twenty-two different shades of solid colour are recognized, allowing a wide range of fabric colours to be produced from the undyed fleece. There are two basic breeds, classified by fleece character: the huacaya, which has a sheep-like woolliness, and the suri, whose fleece hangs in long spiral locks. This is a true-breeding genetic difference, with the suri gene being dominant: a first cross should look like a suri, but, if crossed again with a huacaya, the result will be a 50:50 mixture of suri-looking offspring and huacaya offspring


Alpacas are the major fibre-producer. Note that it’s ‘not done’ to call it wool. This is not merely snobbery, since the microscopic structure of the fibre is indeed different, with the individual scales from which it is composed meeting in smooth joints, like paving slabs; with wool, these scales overlap, like roof tiles. This difference translates into a different feel to the fibre and fabrics made from it, as well as different processing characteristics. Alpacas really have no function as a pack animal. They are usually shorn every year, and as the coat gets longer they find that exertion makes them overheat. They have been selected for a long, even, dense coat, which covers the neck and legs. Typically the fibre is fine, but it often coarsens with age, so a range of fibre diameters of 16–40 microns is found. Suri fibre is similarly fine but typically more lustrous and silky than that of the huacaya. 
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A suri alpaca exhibiting the classical cord-like locks. (Photo: John Gaye,, Alpacas of Wessex)
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A huacaya alpaca showing typical woolly looking fleece. (Photo: John Gaye, Alpacas of Wessex)
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This guanaco is running for sheer pleasure. Moments later he cleared the fence behind him, illustrating one of the difficulties inherent in keeping guanacos. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)











GUANACOS


Guanacos weigh 100–120kg (220–265lb) and grow to 76–96cm (30–38in) in height. They are all a similar colour, having a greyish head, a sandy brown topside, and a pale cream underside. Guanacos exist as wild animals in many parts of South America, but captive-born animals can be domesticated reasonably successfully. They have been used as pack animals and for their fibre, but they tend to be more wilful and will jump out of enclosures much more readily. Guanaco fibre can be very fine, at 18–24 microns, but older animals also have coarse guard hair, especially on the neck, legs and belly.


VICUNAS


These are the smallest of the four South American camelids, at only 45–55kg (100–120lb), but they are a similar height to alpacas, at 86–96cm (34–38in). They are an endangered species, and live on marginal harsh ground in the high Andes. They are protected, and are very shy, nervous animals. They have not been successfully domesticated, and in the past the only way of harvesting the fabulous fibre (often 10–14 microns in diameter) was to kill the animal. In Inca times it was a capital offence for anyone not of royal blood to wear vicuna. There are now attempts being made in Peru to gather and shear vicuna, so that the very poor people who share their environment can gain some economic advantage from them; this is also intended, presumably, to discourage poaching. The gathering operation, the Chaku, takes place every two years, and requires hundreds of people to spread across the hillside and coax the animals to run into a funnel-shaped yard, where they can be concentrated and caught for shearing. The loss of their fleece in the harsh environment places them at a certain risk, and they only yield about 500gm (1lb) fibre each. However, the value of the garments that can be made from it is so great that it is nevertheless an economically viable proposition. The local people have developed a much more positive attitude to the welfare and survival of ‘their’ vicuna, although there are also signs of their wishing to establish possessive rights over the animals that share their range.
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Machu Picchu, the lost city of the Incas, to whom we owe the domestication of the guanaco and vicuna, giving us llamas and alpacas. (Photo: John Gaye, Alpacas of Wessex)








THE COMMON FACTOR


The common factor in the natural history of all of these animals is the dry and harsh nature of their environment. Although cloven footed, camelids do not have hooves; instead the foot is made up of two soft digital pads (see photograph, Chapter 5), which spread as they take the animal’s weight, making the footfall very soft on the ground. This has the great advantage that they do not poach pasture. As digesters of large amounts of poorquality forage, they do chew the cud, but the digestive system is different from the true ruminants more traditionally kept in the UK (i.e. sheep, goats, and cattle).



















CHAPTER 2


Why Llamas or Alpacas?





Why have you chosen – or why should you choose – to keep either of these animals?


The odds are that if you are contemplating keeping any of the South American camelids, you have been enchanted. The most level-headed and commercially minded of people can be bewitched by the grace, beauty, gentleness, intelligence and enormous eyes of these animals, and once this has happened they must find an excuse to keep them. This chapter is to help you with that exercise.
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Trekking with llamas is a relaxing and enjoyable way of exploring the countryside. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)








What do you want to do with your animals? In order to decide between llamas and alpacas you need to answer this question. 
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Do They Spit?


The behaviour of these animals is dealt with more fully in a later chapter, but this is one of the first questions asked by the uninitiated. The answer is no, and yes. A well-brought-up llama or alpaca would never deliberately spit at a person, any more than a well-brought-up dog or a horse would bite. Spitting is something that camelids properly reserve for squabbles amongst themselves. However, it is possible accidentally to get caught in the crossfire during a dispute amongst them. The other circumstances in which people are on the receiving end is where the animal concerned has not been properly trained to respect humans, and then, just as a rogue dog or horse might bite, a llama or alpaca might spit. (The spit is smelly, but on the whole less damaging than being bitten by one of these other species.)
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WALKING AND TREKKING COMPANIONS


If your primary interest is in walking, then pack llamas are your best bet. They are specialized for the job of trekking fairly rough terrain carrying up to 45kg (100lb), all day if necessary. The Incas depended entirely on llamas for transporting freight in the Andes, and also used to make all their equipment from llama fibre and other products. (Alpacas like to be taken for walks, but because of their smaller size and yearly yield of fibre they are not suitable for serious haulage.)


Pack llamas are a delight to have as company on a walk, and they can carry enough for a truly decadent picnic far from the hustle and bustle of picturesque spots with motor car access. If you do visit crowded spots, you are guaranteed film-star levels of attention from any of the public that you might meet. The exercise is good for a healthy llama, and the opportunity to browse vegetation along the way is nutritionally useful, too, but the handlers must make sure that any toxic plants are avoided.
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The elderly, infirm – or merely decadent – can picnic in style and comfort, courtesy of their llama porters. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)








One of the most practically useful attributes of these animals is their toilet habits. They like to make and use middens. This means that once an area for urination and defecation has been established, they will return to it time and again, building up a low heap of manure. On the trail, this means that they are unlikely to foul paths or car parks. In fact, llama trekkers routinely carry a little pot of manure pellets, which they can place in a convenient spot. This stimulates the animals to go there, and inappropriate fouling is completely avoided. (Without this hint, llamas usually refuse to urinate or defecate.) So not only do your walking companions carry the spare clothes, kit and food, they are house-trained into the bargain.


Commercial llama trekking enterprises are gradually springing up in the more picturesque parts of the UK. With these, clients hire the use of the llamas and a human guide for walks ranging from a couple of hours to a full day. In some cases it may be suitable or desirable to combine this attraction with camping or bed and breakfast businesses. Llamas are easier to care for and fence than horses, do less damage to pasture and trails, and there is no requirement for the client to be able to ride.
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Excursions through quiet villages amuse llamas and locals alike. The discreet toilet habits of llamas and alpacas mean that your animals will not disgrace you before their public. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)








FLOCK GUARDIANS


Gelded male llamas and some alpacas can prove effective guardians of flocks of sheep, protecting them from foxes. The animals need to be selected for aptitude and attitude, and not all individuals are suitable, but those that are can be very impressive. It should be remembered that one or more determined dogs will usually get the better of the bravest llama or alpaca, and kill it, so they are not suitable for protecting against dog attacks. However, a lone dog will usually be deterred by the fearless charge of an angry llama, and all foxes are repelled.
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Llamas or alpacas are a beautiful and fascinating alternative to other grazers. They keep the grass down and, unlike sheep and cattle, they are not slaughtered once mature. Note the guanaco in the background. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)








LAWN MOWERS


Many people choose to keep either llamas or alpacas, or both, simply to keep the grass down on a smallish plot of land. (Refer to Chapter 3 for the land requirements for South American camelids.) The animals are pleasant to look at, fairly long-lived (somewhere between ten and twenty years) much more intelligent than sheep, and don’t require to be slaughtered on a regular basis (unlike sheep and cattle, which naturally ‘go off fat’, i.e. fatten as they mature, as they have been selected to do). Again, the feet of llamas and alpacas are easy on the land, and will leave a field unpoached and level compared to the wreckage that hoofed animals can leave behind them in wet weather.


Either llamas or alpacas will serve this function. Llamas need higher fencing and are slightly more difficult to handle: they know that they are big and strong, and if not properly trained and handled can present difficulties. Alpacas are no less trainable, but much more diffident and obliging, understanding that most people are stronger than they are. Frequently, uninitiated people find alpacas more appealing and less intimidating. Bear in mind that although keeping camelids will reduce the time you spend using a mower, and potentially make your grass greener, pasture management will still be required.
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A Note About Guanacos and Vicunas


Guanacos are the wild, ‘unimproved’ ancestor of llamas. They have a very fine under-fleece and a wispy overcoat of guard hair. The under-fleece can command huge prices in the luxury fibre market if the contacts for its sale are in place and, as a result, guanacos have been farmed successfully. However, although when properly handled these animals are no more hazardous than cattle or horses, they are more wilful than most domestic livestock. One of their major drawbacks is that they are excellent and eager jumpers, and although generally shorter than llamas (76–96cm/43–45in as opposed to 102–119cm/30–38in) they will easily clear fences that llamas would not attempt.


Vicuna, the smaller alpaca ancestor are very shy, nervous animals, unsuitable for sustained contact with humans. They are listed as an endangered species by CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species), and therefore not kept domestically in the UK.




[image: ]
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A moment of triumph when the owner’s ability to judge a good animal is vindicated in the show ring. (Photo: John Gaye, Alpacas of Wessex)








PETS


The attractiveness of llamas and alpacas often creates the desire in people to ‘have one as a pet’. While this is entirely understandable, it is, sadly, impossible in the way that most people imagine. These animals are very highly social, and will almost literally ‘die of a broken heart’ if kept without the company of their kind. In fact, the ailments that kill them are usually digestive, since the stress of living alone is more likely to be expressed physically as ulceration of the stomach. Even when kept in suitable numbers, they do not make good pets in the conventional sense. Despite their appealing looks, they do not like to be touched. They can be trained to tolerate it, but still do not look for physical contact. They have no tendency to indulge in the mutual grooming often seen in horses and cattle, so being rubbed, stroked or tickled is no treat for them. Children often want to be able to cuddle them, especially alpacas in fleece, who are so adorably woolly to look at. As animals who take their prey status very seriously, being grabbed (which is what an unwanted cuddle is for the victim) is alarming at best, and terrifying at worst.


The other problem with trying to pet camelids is manners: if you succeed in teaching an individual to accept human touch, frequently its respect for humans is lost in the process. This leads to great difficulties in handling, as the animal now feels its status to be the equal of yours and therefore has no need to cooperate with you.


None of the foregoing is to say that alpacas and llamas are not affectionate, intelligent and capable of attachment to individual people. They just do not express these things with touch. Equally, many people choose to keep alpacas or llamas simply for the pleasure of having them around. They develop great devotion to them and get much delight from them, but actual petting is not normally involved.
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Alpaca crias are completely irresistable, like fluffy fawns. (Photo: Peter Watson, South West Alpacas)








THERAPY


Both llamas and alpacas have been used to assist in therapy for a variety of mental and emotional disorders in both children and adults. Autistic children in particular have been observed to dramatically improve their ability and inclination to communicate when working with trained camelids.


FIBRE PRODUCTION


Both llamas and alpacas produce fibre, but it is alpacas that have been selected over thousands of years to produce a dense, even fleece, which should be shorn annually. Llamas have one of four types of coat (see Chapter 1), and the heavier-fleeced animals should be shorn for comfort when required. It is possible to make a variety of ropes, bags, hats, panniers and items of clothing from llama fibre, but generally it is too coarse and prickly for use close to the skin. The products that can be made from it require craftsmanship, and it can be rewarding to learn these ancient skills to fashion items from the fleece of your own animals.


Luxury Fibre


This is the alpaca’s raison d’être. Cloth made from baby alpaca has almost magical qualities of softness, lightness, warmth, silky drape and lustre, which can be matched only by cashmere. Aficionados would say that it cannot be matched by anything other than vicuna. At the time of writing, the alpaca fibre industry in the UK is still somewhat embryonic. This is because there are only around 10,000 animals in the UK, and to devote an industrial mill to the different requirements of alpaca processing demands greater quantities of fleece than that number of animals can produce.


Despite the fact that a home industry in alpaca fibre is still in very early stages, the monetary value of alpacas depends very heavily on their fleeces. Those animals that possess fine dense, even, bright, stylish fibre can command very high prices indeed. People already in the alpaca industry hope that the continued selection for improved fleeces will aid in the establishment of a fully fledged commercial luxury-fibre industry.


SHOWING


Many potential owners are attracted by the idea of showing their animals. Llamas and alpacas attract a great deal of public interest wherever they appear, and many shows are eager to have camelid classes because of their popularity with the public. Training and showing animals is great fun and very gratifying. It allows those owners who wish to make more of a hobby of their animals to have definite objectives towards which to work. For commercial keepers, shows are an important way to market their animals, as well as allowing them to be measured against others as a way of validating their quality.
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Llama show with alpaca onlookers. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)








Tourist Attraction


The very appeal that llamas and alpacas have for the public leads to their use as ‘eye candy’, i.e. window dressing, at country-style tourist attractions. They can fulfil this function admirably, but it is important that their welfare is a prime consideration: they do not naturally like to be petted and they do need space and grass.


Breeding and Selling


At present the population of camelid keepers in the UK is still rising and, while this continues, enterprises based on the selling of young stock to new owners can thrive. To those who have already bred livestock, this can be an attractive new venture, but basic technical knowledge about animal breeding in general and llamas and alpacas in particular will be required. If you are a novice, you need a trusted expert on call near by. Luckily there is a well-developed local breed society network, so knowledgeable advice need never be far away.



















CHAPTER 3


Land and Housing





This chapter should be read in conjunction with Chapter 6 because the environment in which we keep our animals affects their behaviour, which in turn determines some of their requirements.


LAND AREA


Since camelids evolved in environments that required them to roam over vast areas of land in search of sufficient food, they are adapted for this and therefore need a certain amount of running space. The bare minimum required is 0.2ha (½ acre), and this assumes that the animals are regularly walked out for exercise. Anything less than this is too small to meet their long-term welfare needs. Confined spaces and overstocking appear to be stressful to these animals, and long-term stress has been associated with digestive ulcers (see Chapters 4 and 13).


As a general guide, a piece of land that can support a cow and calf – the so-called cow-calf unit (about an acre) – will provide enough forage for four to five alpacas or two to three llamas. However, as stated before, it is necessary to bear in mind that the total available space is important, since it affects the behaviour of the animals. They must have sufficient area to accommodate middens and, since they are highly social animals, they must never be kept alone (groups of four or more are preferable). Even though they need to be kept in groups, there must be enough space for the weaker individuals to get away from the more dominant ones, or problems with chronic bullying will develop. In practice, this means that plots of more than 0.2ha (½ acre) can usually accommodate a group of suitable individuals; at the lower end of this limit, it will be necessary to select them individually for compatibility.





[image: ]

Mechanical pasture cleaner. Clearing middens of manure benefits both the pasture (which is not scalded by too much nitrogen), and the animals (which are protected from intestinal parasites if clearing is done on a daily basis).








Ground Conditions


Alpacas and llamas are sure-footed and can cope with fairly rough ground. However, stony ground can cause the toenails to break off if they have been softened by wet weather. Swampy ground is not suitable because it causes the feet to become very softened, and the toenails will rapidly overgrow. Wet ground is also much more likely to support the freshwater snail, which carries liver fluke (a parasite to which llamas and alpacas are very susceptible). Wet areas in an otherwise dry paddock will not be a problem, if due regard is paid to the potential for liver fluke (see Chapter 13).


Pasture debris such as rubbish and pieces of metal should not be allowed to remain on the ground; they will cause injury.
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Midden in use. Note posture of elimination.








Middens


Llamas and alpacas create and use specific dung areas in their fields, often called middens. This makes picking up the manure a much easier job than it is with horses and other animals, and can have benefits in reducing parasite burdens on the pasture. The manure makes excellent garden fertilizer. The midden area is very nitrogen-rich, and its centre will usually kill vegetation if left undisturbed. The edges will produce superlush growth which is normally rejected by the animals for feeding unless they are very short of grazing. A rather patchy-looking pasture can result from the presence of middens, but they probably have a certain anti-parasitic function: worm larvae are concentrated in the dung areas and, because these are avoided by grazing llamas and alpacas, the opportunity to become further infested with worms is reduced. If you collect the manure from the middens, and compost it, the larvae should die in a few months, making the resultant compost safe to re-spread on the fields. If you simply harrow the middens to spread them out, you will spread worm larvae with them. If the winter is cold enough to freeze the ground hard, almost all of the worm larvae will be killed, and the pasture can be regarded as ‘clean’, as long as it has been unstocked. Grazing animals will reinfest it if they are carrying overwintering worms inside them.


Midden discipline is not absolute, and some individuals, especially youngsters, will defecate almost anywhere. 


Poaching


The soft digital pad of camelids (see page 53) causes far less damage to soft ground and vegetation than occurs with hoofed livestock, which cause poaching (muddy, water-filled holes in wet ground). Poaching results in less available grazing because the grass becomes mashed into the mud. My grandfather used to say that in wet weather cows have five mouths because of the extra pressure on the vegetation caused by poaching.
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Predators


It is much easier to keep llamas and alpacas in than it is to keep dogs and badgers out, yet in their respective ways both of these predators can represent lethal threats to your animals. You do not want to be in the position of having contained your animals so effectively that marauding dogs can catch and savage them easily. This is more of a problem in North America where free-ranging dogs are more common, but it is a consideration in certain parts of the UK. In the case of badgers, there is evidence from Ireland that they can infect llamas and alpacas with TB (as they have long been suspected of doing in cattle). Contact with badgers should therefore be prevented. It is no easy matter to achieve this, since badgers are powerful and determined, and will tunnel or barge their way through many types of barrier. The most effective means of excluding them appears to be a triple strand of electric fencing placed at low level, and while this may seem an expensive investment it is cheap in comparison to the cost of having tuberculosis infect your animals. DEFRA (the Department of Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs) should be able to advise on badger proofing. Badgers are currently protected, which means that active destruction of them or their setts is illegal.
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Picturesque and indigenous, but a potential TB hazard. (Photo: Paula Hanley)
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FENCING


Camelids are easy to fence. It is not in their nature to barge or wriggle through fencing like sheep or pigs, push it over like cattle, or jump it. Consequently, almost any fencing system that will contain other domestic livestock will contain llamas and alpacas. The exceptions to this general rule are crias (babies) separated from their mothers, and animals that are terrified (and this includes separation from their group) or in love (i.e. males in pursuit of receptive females). The other exception is guanacos or their crosses, who are excellent and enthusiastic jumpers.


Barbed wire can cut animals, if they try to escape, and snag fleece. Barbed wire is not really necessary for llamas and alpacas because they don’t make a habit of leaning on fencing (as cattle do) and, if they panic enough to try to get out, the barbs will not deter them. (The drawbacks of barbed wire apply to other species no less than to camelids.)


Plain high-tensile wire can work well, although, because it is hard to see, animals may run into it until they know it is there. Plain wires will not contain crias. Wire sheep fencing is good at preventing cria escape, but can trap limbs if a youngster tries to wriggle through, which if separated from its mother it will certainly do.
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Plain high-tensile wire with low-level netting is adequate fencing, but the upper wires will gradually become slackened if they are regularly challenged by leaning males.








Post-and-rail fencing is attractive and effective if combined with wire sheep-fencing at low level, but always beware of crowding animals up to any fence with potentially limb-trapping gaps.
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Post-and-rail fencing – made cria-proof with sheep netting low down – keeps this amorous male separate from the females.








Hedges will suffice as llama and alpaca fencing if properly maintained, but they should not contain any poisonous plants because they will be browsed. If gaps are allowed to appear, the animals will simply walk through them. Generally a secondary barrier of wire fencing is required for adequate security.


Electric fencing can be a convenient and cheap means of subdividing pasture, but it should be used only in the expectation that sooner or later an animal will run through it and may become entangled. Electric tape is probably better than electric wire because it is easier for the animal to see and less likely to cut into the flesh in entanglement incidents. Because it is very likely that electric fencing systems will fail for some reason at some point, single-strand fences are unsuitable for boundary fencing, or for situations where escape would be disastrous.


WATER


Fresh water should be available at all times, although healthy animals who are not feeding crias will often choose not to drink very much. Normal stock troughs are adequate, and these should be kept clean and serviced as for any livestock. More elaborate drinkers will require a training period for the animals to learn how to use them, and some take to this more readily than others. Raised troughs prevent badgers from using the water.


Llamas and alpacas like streams, and will readily paddle and wallow in hot weather, but persistent wallowing will wreck fleece. With natural water sources, it should be remembered that animals, especially young ones, can fall off ledges, or get stuck in mud or other hazards. Trekking llamas will frequently defecate in running water, so the possibility of their fouling a stream should be considered if that is their only water source, as should the use if it by wildlife, especially badgers. Llamas and alpacas will not normally drink dirty or polluted water, but young animals will do almost any stupid thing, including that one.


VEGETATION


Camelids are very forage efficient. That is to say, they do not need a lush, productive sward to be happy and healthy; they can digest fairly poor, fibrous forage. This means that they can be kept on fairly poor, marginal pasture, and do not require the specialized ryegrass and clover leys typical of the intensively kept food-producing animals.


The split upper lip of llamas and alpacas is mobile and very sensitive, and allows highly selective food choice. They browse eagerly, and hedges will show a distinct cropped line marking the height that they can reach. They will browse a variety of hedgerow plants, including the leaves of brambles and dog rose (and unfortunately they frequently get the thorny sticks entangled in their fleeces). They tend to reject very long grass, and they do not usually eat thistles, nettles, docks or buttercups (which are irritant and cause mouth and lip sores), so some pasture management is required and these weeds should be controlled or else they will gradually take over the pasture. Certain individuals will indulge in experimental food choices; in other words, they will try anything. Because they are not evolved for our vegetation, they are likely to graze toxic plants, so the only safe poisonous plant is one that is kept away from them. 
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Alpacas on the altiplano in Peru. Contrast this harsh environment with that shown in the photograph below. (Photo: John Gaye, Alpacas of Wessex)
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Even in early winter, pasture in the UK is much more lush than that generally found on the altiplano. (Photo: John Gaye, Alpacas of Wessex)








Llamas and alpacas are happy with a diet composed mainly of grasses. They prefer pastures that contain a mix of species. They are not especially keen on Italian ryegrass, one of the major components of modern British grass leys. Mature permanent pasture is probably most ideal because it has had time for deeper-rooted species to develop, and these will probably have a higher mineral content (see Chapter 4). When the pasture is growing quickly, it will often exceed the animals’ appetite and requirements, and they will become more selective, allowing some areas to grow long and go to seed. The food value of this grass drops greatly during the maturation process, and the long areas should be ‘topped’, i.e. have the tops mown off. This keeps the sward more palatable and nutritious. During the rapid grass growth of the summer, it may be best to fence off some of the pasture and take a hay crop from it (if you have sufficient space for the animals to get enough grass on a smaller area). During the winter, the grass will virtually stop growing, and lose much of its feed value, so the hay will be required as supplemental feeding.
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Poisonous Plants


Llamas and alpacas should not be allowed to come into contact with plants that are known to be poisonous to other livestock, such as rhododendron and yew. Bracken is thought to be poisonous to them, but they seem in any case not to eat it. The problem with such plants is that they can become palatable at certain times of the year, and if animals have access to them they may suddenly decide to start eating them, with disastrous results. Ragwort, which is extremely poisonous, is just such a plant: it is unpalatable while it is growing, but if it is incorporated into hay and dried it will be eaten. When acorns first drop camelids will eat them greedily. Again, we would expect them to be poisonous, and should discourage the consumption of large amounts, even though reported poisoning incidents seem to be rare.
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HOUSING AND YARDS


Under normal conditions, healthy llamas and alpacas have no requirement for housing in the UK. Their coats are weatherproof and they can live successfully outside all year round. This does assume that they will have shelter from the sun and wind, when necessary, from hedges, fences or trees. However, there are some instances in which you will find purpose-built shelters of various sorts useful:
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Healthy alpacas and llamas can cope with normal British weather conditions without difficulty. (Photo: Peter Watson, South West Alpacas)










	Husbandry procedures.


There are various aspects of husbandry that require the animals to be restrained and handled – for example, for toenail trimming, injections, worming and shearing. Shearing can be done only in dry conditions, and you won’t do the other things in the rain many times before you wish you had a shed. Fleece will heat and rot if stored damp. (If the fleece does get damp, it must be dried before being bagged.) Even in the summer the dew will wet the surface of the fleece, and keeping the animals to be shorn early in the day under cover overnight will ensure that their coats are dry in the morning. Otherwise, even in good weather, you can waste half of the day while they dry off; this will not please your shearer, to whom time is money – and probably your money.


	Sick animals or weak crias. Sooner or later an animal will become unwell, or a cria will be born during inclement weather, and protection from the elements may become a matter of life and death for it.


	Unrelenting bad weather or very severe weather.


In regions where it can rain very persistently, the keepers of alpacas and llamas usually find that it is useful to be able to put the animals under cover so that their fleeces do not remain wet for weeks on end. The parts of South America where they evolved are, after all, arid, and it would be reasonable to expect their coats literally to rot under long-term wet conditions, as well as their feet becoming very soft and prone to damage. Camelid fleece has its own grease, called suint, but there is much less of it than the typical amount of lanolin found in sheep fleece. As a result, the fleeces are less resistant to water. Suri animals, whose fleeces hang down in long ringlet-like locks, have a permanent parting down the middle of their backs, and this makes them less tolerant of wet, cold and strong sun.
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An example of well-designed accommodation and handling facilities. Note the abundance of configurations possible (see also layout diagram on below) and the incorporation of sheds, allowing handling in reasonable comfort even if it is raining.
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Overview of outer area of UK Llamas’ yards. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)
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Galvanized movable catch pen. This pen runs on castors, and is therefore suitable for concreted yards. It greatly increases the ease with which animals can be caught and trained, because it is too tall for a llama to attempt to jump it, and small enough to make the animal easy to catch. (Photo: Chris Eke, UK Llamas)
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Layout of yards pictured on page 29 and opposite. Note movable tall catch pen on castors. This feature makes the training of llamas much easier.








Sheds


The design of the shed must be suited to its particular uses, and these are too various for hard and fast rules. However, if you are building a new structure, you have the opportunity to make it as convenient and efficient as possible. Ask yourself the following questions:
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A simple restraint chute. It needs to be sturdy and tall enough to discourage an animal from jumping out. Brackets along a mid-height rail will allow a breech pole to be placed across the entrance, preventing the animal from running backwards. Forward restraint can be achieved by tying the animal to both stanchions (cross-tying), or to poles across the front. Sides, if not solid, should not have gaps that make trapping a limb likely.










	How many animals must it accommodate at once?


For the short periods required for handling and husbandry procedures, each animal will need approximately 3sq. m (3½sq. yd) for alpacas and 6sq. m (7sq. yd) for llamas, plus the area you will need to work in.


	For how long?


If they are to be kept inside for longer periods, calculations become more difficult, since the make-up of the groups and individual natures of the animals concerned begin to have an effect. If they are overcrowded, they will bully each other, and individuals will become stressed; the weaker ones will probably fail to get enough food or water.


	How often?


Dirt floors are adequate for a few uses a year, but they are very difficult to keep clean if they are in regular use.


	Do I need to get equipment or machines in and out as well? This will affect how large your doors or gates need to be, the material used for the floor, and where the building is sited.


	Where will the air come from?


If much time is to be spent inside, good ventilation from well placed (usually high) vents will be important, both for health and for cooling. If the building is to be used as a ‘sick bay’ then it must be airy, sheltered and light enough to promote convalescence.


	Is lighting necessary?


If natural light sources are lacking or poor, an electricity supply is essential. Alpacas and llamas prefer well-lit areas, presumably because they are prey animals and feel the need to see potential predators. It has also been observed that they continue to feed during the night in lit buildings. This may be important in ensuring adequate feeding during winter, when the daylight hours are quite short.


	How many subdivisions?


If you are intending to use your shed for husbandry procedures, you will need a holding pen, a working area, and possibly another pen for those individuals who have had the treatment. Gates that swing in both directions and/or form the side of a pen are useful refinements, but the sophistication of your equipment becomes more important if you have more than just a few animals to handle. Sick animals will need either to be able to see their companions in the adjacent pasture or to have a companion animal visible in the next pen.


	Is a water supply necessary?


If you need to hospitalize an animal, or clean the building, plentiful running water is a great help.



	How much head room?


Frightened animals can rear and plunge, so your ceiling/beam height should be above about 2.5m (8ft) for alpacas and 4m (13ft) for llamas.
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