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INTRODUCTION

Raising Alpacas for Fun, Love, and Profit

What happens when a city girl working in technology moves to the country and starts an alpaca farm? Magic happens—and this magic could only be delivered by a herd of sweet, funny, and completely lovable alpacas. Alpacas are quirky animals that possess an amazing ability to deliver all the things that really matter in life. They’re peaceful and entertaining, and they provide a whole new meaning to the phrase “work-life balance.”


I’ve gone from speaking at business conferences to sticking my arm inside an alpaca to help with a difficult birth. My Egyptian cotton sheets are now used for alpaca births. At the end of each day, my feet are dirty and my hair smells of barn. I’ve packed up my business suits and replaced them with work boots and alpaca socks. I’ve said goodbye to “fancy,” and I’ve opened myself up to a rich life full of barns, hay, and alpaca kisses.


In my life, I’ve had moments of extreme certainty that something was just right. It’s an instinctual feeling that I sense at my core. Moving north and starting our alpaca farm were both decisions that needed no thought, discussion, or deliberation.


In my heart, I knew it was the right thing for me and my family. This change brought color to a black-and-white life. I felt like I could breathe in fully and without reservation. And I don’t think this change came from wide-open spaces and fresh country air.


Raising alpacas keeps me centered and grounded, which allows me to worry less and experience life more. It’s also brought the amazing gifts of coffee in the pasture, sunsets on the front porch, and a sense of peace in my soul. And I am happy.


Now I want to bring this happiness to others. When asked to write a book about raising alpacas, I didn’t hesitate. I want to help others find that “alpaca magic” I’ve discovered. I want the world to know that raising alpacas can help you feel loved, grounded, and complete. I want you to feel that same magic, happiness, and peace that alpacas have brought to my life.
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In My Life, All Roads Have Led to Alpacas

My life has not been an easy one. I grew up in a lot of chaos and faced a lot of loss. I longed for stability, love, and a sense of belonging. When I secured my first job, I felt as though I found some stability. When I married my husband, Jason, I knew I had found love. When I gave birth to my two children, I finally felt like I had a sense of belong-ing. And yet through all that discovery and growth, something was still missing.
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My husband and I were successful professionals who lived in a fancy subdivision, our children attended a top-ranked school district, and we even owned a large vacation home on a beautiful lake. To everyone around us, it looked like we were living the perfect life. And yet, life didn’t feel perfect or complete. My husband and I felt like we were suffocating. We simply never had a moment to pause and breathe. Worse yet, our son was miserable, and we were watching him slip into a downward spiral. He hated the large school, busy schedule, and all the elements that came with living in the suburbs.


So, we paused. We took a family vote, and we decided we were going to sell everything we owned and move to northern Michigan. I grew up there, so I knew what awaited us. Small-town vibes, family-owned farms, lots of snow, and a slower pace of life. I’ve long said I was raised by a village, and that is because I grew up in a small community where people knew my story and went out of their way to make my life better. It was that environment I now wanted to offer to my son. He certainly didn’t need the help I did as a child, but I knew the small-town community would help him thrive.
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When we announced we were leaving metro Detroit to start a farm, virtually everyone around us thought something was wrong. To most people, the idea sounded completely absurd. To us, it was a purposeful decision to create “Life 2.0.” We honestly didn’t know what that life would entail, but we hoped it would offer a slower pace that included purpose.


It took us a year to find a twenty-seven-acre parcel that was located south of Traverse City. As soon as we found it, we submitted a cash offer and started to put our Life 2.0 plan into action. At this point we still had no idea what we were going to do once we finally moved into our country home.


Then one day we randomly stopped at an alpaca farm. This changed everything. I was absolutely captivated by these magical animals. The alpacas were just like the funny, quirky Muppets I grew up with in the 1970s, but they were alive, and they loved me. My husband did not feel the same, but he appeased me by discussing the possibility of starting an alpaca farm.


While I was at a work conference, Jason visited a few more alpaca farms and researched owning alpacas as a business. After a lot of discussion and a family debate, we purchased five female alpacas. They were nothing fancy, but they were the start of something much bigger. I rarely get excited about anything in life, and I’ve always been that way. This was different. I was really excited about buying and bringing home our alpacas. Let’s just say this city girl had no idea what was about to transpire!





Five Alpacas Quickly Led to Seventy Alpacas

A few weeks after owning our first five alpacas, the local 4-H office asked if we could adopt two more alpacas that needed homes. We did and soon five became seven. When Faith and Stormy arrived, it was like looking at the child I once was. They were sweet alpacas who needed an opportunity to feel safe and loved. I knew if I could give them this, their true personalities would shine. Stormy fell in love with me immediately. She would jump and dance around when she’d see me walking to the barn, which quickly showed me the true personality of an alpaca. It took me many months to obtain the trust of Faith, but I did, and today she is happy and well adjusted. This only reinforced what I already knew: Alpacas are unique, quirky creatures who are smart, loving, and lots of entertainment. This made my love for them grow deeper and richer than I thought was possible.


And then I blinked, and our small farm quickly grew into seventy alpacas. Then I blinked again, and our small farm now had an alpaca store, we were running an active agritourism business, we were breeding and selling alpacas, we were guest speakers at alpaca events, and we were even manufacturing our own line of alpaca products.


There was a lot I didn’t know back then, and there is even more I still don’t know today. The city girl in me still conflicts with the farmer, but the farmer rises to the occasion.


Everyone who visits our farm asks why we decided to raise alpacas. And while I can’t remember how we first started talking about them, I can tell you that in my core I knew an alpaca farm was the right decision. When our friends and family come to visit, they see the change in me, my husband, and our son. They see the happiness and peace we have, they see the happiness our farm brings to others, and they see why alpacas are the perfect animal and business for our family.


So that’s my story. Now let’s talk about how you can get started with your alpaca story.
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CHAPTER 1

IS THE ALPACA LIFESTYLE RIGHT FOR YOU AND YOUR FARM?

There is a romantic appeal to alpacas that allows them to find their way into Hallmark movies and Instagram videos. I’ve felt that romance and I can 100 percent confirm it exists. I love my herd and the lifestyle they’ve helped me create. And much to my sur-prise, that romance seems to continue even when I’m sick with a cold and I still need to go clean a barn, feed hay, or check on a pregnancy.
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I can’t count how many times I’ve walked out to the barn in my pajamas and flip-flops at nine o’clock at night to check on someone or something. I can be tired and ready for bed, yet something propels me out the door. I’m emotionally invested in my alpaca herd, and I’ll tend to them just as I would my human children. I remember being absolutely exhausted taking care of my sick children, only to have my energy rebound when my sick son smiles or gives me a hug. I feel the same on those late-night trips to the barn when everyone comes to greet me, tug on my clothes, or reach in for a kiss. I know they appreciate me, the care I provide, and the love I offer.

Make no mistake—alpacas and their love fuel me. Their quirky personalities entertain me. Their smart and sassy attitudes enrich everything in me. It’s how the romantic allure of owning alpacas grabs you and holds you tight.

But as you consider raising alpacas, remember not just to look at the romance, but also to think about the lifestyle they offer and whether that lifestyle is right for you.


Alpacas Can Help You Create the Life  You Want and Need

When alpacas were first imported into the United States, they were marketed as a “lifestyle business” offering endless financial opportunities for young families and retired couples. It was an easy value proposition to make since alpacas are one of the few livestock animals that are gentle, easy to care for, and offer a diverse revenue stream. For those who want to make alpacas an investment, you can earn a great living selling alpacas, producing alpaca products to sell, or engaging in agritourism activities like interactive tours.

Decades ago, the “I Love Alpacas” campaign used the phrase “the world’s finest livestock investment” to market them to future owners. Yes, owning alpacas does offer a plethora of revenue opportunities and personal enjoyment, but the truth is, it isn’t for everyone. These animals are unique in biology, personality, and care, which brings its own set of benefits and challenges. That means raising alpacas isn’t right for every person, family, or farm, but it could be perfect for you.

When my husband and I made the decision to move to the country, we did so with purpose. We wanted to create a different lifestyle for our family, and we have kept that in mind as our journey with alpacas has evolved. The one constant we have kept in place is the lifestyle goal we set, and we continue to tweak our farm to make sure we stay true to those goals.
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Thankfully, alpacas were an ideal fit for the lifestyle we wanted, and we have been immensely rewarded in raising them. No other livestock animal fit our needs like alpacas have.

My goal is to provide education to help future alpaca owners determine if raising alpacas is right for their situation and their goals. To do that, I’d like to start with a simple list of pros and cons.


Alpacas are a member of the camelid family and originate from South America. They were domesticated over six thousand years ago and arrived in the United States in 1984. Today, about 85 percent of the world’s alpaca population still lives in the Peruvian highlands.

An alpaca can weigh between one hundred and two hundred pounds, live to be between fifteen and twenty years old, and produce about five to ten pounds of fiber per year. They grow fiber in a variety of colors and produce fur that is ultra-soft, sustainable, hypoallergenic, and extremely warm.






The Pros of Raising Alpacas

No matter how cute and fluffy alpacas are, you should weigh the pros and cons of raising them before you bring any home. Alpacas have a lot to offer, but they come with some nuances that need to be considered.

Alpacas are easy keepers, and all things considered, they are much easier to raise than other livestock. When we owned five alpacas, chores only took about fifteen minutes. My husband ended up spending a lot more time with them, but he wasn’t doing chores. He was just hanging out with the herd and enjoying his time with them.

When we reached seventy alpacas, we realized those easy keepers were more work than our family could manage on its own, so we scaled back the herd size to reset and find greater balance. This allowed us to move back toward that lifestyle we wanted and the work-life balance we set out to establish.

Alpacas are gentle and peaceful animals, so they’re a great option for inter-acting with children, the elderly, and those with disabilities. Since we opened our farm to the public, we’ve probably had over twenty thousand people come through our farm. We’ve never had to worry about anyone with special needs interacting with our herd because the alpacas can sense something is different and they adapt their behavior to match this need.
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We’ve had many small children on our farm, and we’ve never had a safety issue because the alpacas can sense their size and vulnerability. I was once giving a tour, and a toddler crawled into our adult male pen when the parents were distracted. The mom panicked but I found myself smiling. I calmly walked over, opened the gate, scooped up the toddler, and handed him back to his parents. I knew the child was safe, because I was confident my boys would be curious but never dangerous. And they were just that. My herd views humans as friends, so aggression would never come into the equation.

Alpacas are smart and very trainable, which makes it easy to modify their behavior when needed. Our herd knows the difference between me, my husband, and our son. Just like human children, they know what they can get away with and they know this varies by human.

Our herd is on their best behavior around me because they know I expect it, and they want to please me. When my son is in the barn, not so much. They’ll argue over feed and virtually do whatever they want, because they are smart enough to know he’ll tolerate it.

I treat our herd like young children. I am consistent in my expectations and my reactions to poor behavior. Without realizing I was doing it, I trained them to notice my “mom look” so they know when their behavior crosses the line. They are fast to course correct, which makes my interactions pleasant.

Alpacas are sustainable and easy on the earth, so they won’t damage lawns or pastures like cows, pigs, goats, or horses. Alpacas nibble on grass; they don’t pull on it like other livestock. This keeps grass rooted and healthy. They also have soft, padded feet that don’t damage the ground, soil, or grass. They leave the grass looking like they found it, just a wee bit shorter.

Alpacas don’t require a lot of space. While they do like to occasionally run, it is short lived. Our alpacas will run out to the pasture when it is time to graze, but that running only lasts for about thirty seconds. For the most part, they need enough space to graze and get exercise.

Alpacas are cheaper to care for than the family dog. Since alpacas are efficient eaters, they have a much smaller intake of food than a traditional livestock animal. Overall hay costs are a fraction of what they would be for other livestock. And unlike your dog who needs annual vet visits, you only need to have your vet examine your alpaca if something is wrong. For many alpacas, nothing ever goes wrong, so vet bills are nonexistent.

Alpacas use communal poop piles, so cleanup is much faster than with other livestock. By default, alpacas will create specific areas where they pee and poop. One alpaca declares the spot and the others follow. This makes cleaning up fast, and also makes it easy to control fly production.
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Alpaca fiber is known as the “fiber of the gods.” Alpacas produce amazing fiber that can be used in clothing, home goods, toys, and lots of other items. It is as soft as cashmere, three times warmer than sheep’s wool, and hypoallergenic. These qualities make it a highly desirable material for all types of use and for all types of people.

Raising alpacas provides multiple revenue streams. While not everyone will purchase alpacas for business purposes, revenue options are plentiful should this be of interest to you. Alpaca farmers can decide which revenue stream works for their lifestyle. From breeding and fiber products to agritourism and services such as renting out alpacas for weddings and photo shoots, there is a revenue option for every farm.

Owning alpacas can reduce income taxes. The US government classified alpacas as livestock back in 2008, which opened the door to tax breaks. As a small farm you can save money on taxes via property tax reductions, expensing vehicles, writing off utilities for business, and so on. You can write off a lot more, but I’ll leave the rest of this discussion to you and your accountant.




The Cons of Raising Alpacas

I strongly believe the pros of owning alpacas outweigh the cons; however, I wouldn’t do this discussion justice if I didn’t present some cons to consider.

Alpacas are herd animals, so you should start with three of the same sex alpacas for them to be mentally and physically healthy. While this is the industry benchmark, we’ve also learned firsthand why this is the recommendation, as I’ll talk more about in future chapters. We’ve helped people correctly size their herds after they tried to deviate from the recommended herd size and ran into trouble.

Males and females must be kept separate. The female alpaca does not have a traditional “cycle,” so breeding can take place at any time. This makes keeping males and
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The Ideal Alpaca Owner
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	You love and connect with animals.

	You appreciate the curiosity of cats and the loyalty of dogs.

	You appreciate smart animals with unique personalities.

	You can and will take the time to learn alpaca behavior and use this knowledge to improve your interactions with your herd.

	You can and will take the time to learn about alpaca husbandry and care.

	You have the land and shelter available to create a healthy environment for them.

	If you’re breeding, you have a vet, university, or mentor available to help with medical issues.

	You can physically clean up poop, deliver hay, and trim toes—or you have hired help to do so.

	You have the base investment available to purchase a healthy starter herd.
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AFTERWORD

Thank you for letting me share my alpaca journey with you! I am so grateful for the alpaca lifestyle I have found and the gifts it has brought our family. I truly want others to experience that same happiness and peace, which is why this book is being published.


For our family, what began as a purposeful pivot to start a farm turned into an amazing alpaca adventure that is filled with friends, community, and profits. I’ve found alpaca ownership usually stems from a need that closely aligns with a specific stage in life or a particular set of life goals. The Gill family was no different. We were fleeing the fast-paced life of the suburbs in search of dirt roads and a slower pace of life.


When future alpaca owners visit our farm, they are also searching. They are young hobby farmers on the hunt for kid-friendly livestock, city dwellers looking for nature, or retirees seeking tax deductions or post-retirement business opportunities. The common thread that weaves us all together is the desire for something better. Alpacas bring that and so much more.


I hope my information and personal stories have helped you see the magic alpacas can provide and the amazing adventures they can offer. With each year, my husband and I discover something new and immerse ourselves further into alpaca ownership and the community.
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The beautiful thing we’ve discovered is there isn’t just one way to raise alpacas. You get to decide what alpaca lifestyle fits you best. And I promise you: No matter what path you ultimately take, your alpaca herd will reward you with love, entertainment, and a sense of peace you didn’t know was possible.


I wish you all the goodness, kisses, and laughter I know alpacas can bring.






SUGGESTED RESOURCES


Associations

Alpaca Association Benelux (AAB)—alpaca-benelux.com


Alpaca Association of Ireland—alpaca.ie


Alpaca Association of New Zealand—alpaca.org.nz


Alpaca Breeding Association Germany e.V.—azvd.de


Alpaca Livestock Producers and Cooperators Association—alpaca.ca


Alpaca Owners Association, Inc.—alpacainfo.com


Australian Alpaca Association—alpaca.asn.au


British Alpaca Society—bas-uk.com


Canadian Llama and Alpaca Association—claacanada.com


Danish Llama and Alpaca Association—dlaf.dk


French Association of Llamas and Alpacas—lamas-alpagas.org


International Alpaca Association—aia.org.pe


Llama & Alpaca Registries Europe—lareu.org


New World Camelids Switzerland—nwks.ch


Norwegian Alpaca Association—alpakkaforeningen.no


Polish Alpaca Breeders Association—pzha.pl


South African Alpaca Breeders’ Society—alpacasociety.co.za





Facebook Groups

Alpaca Everything—facebook.com/groups/873886269299399/


Alpaca Farm Life—facebook.com/groups/Alpacafarmlife





Fiber Testing

Alpaca Consulting Services USA—alpacaconsultingusa.com


Société Générale de Surveillance SA (SGS)—sgs.com





Supplies

Jeffers—jefferspet.com


Light Livestock Equipment and Supply—lightlivestockequipment.com


Quality Llama Products—llamaproducts.com


Tractor Supply Company—tractorsupply.com





Training and Behavior

CAMELIDynamics—camelidynamics.com







OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_007.jpg
[






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_122.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_010.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_011.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
THE The

ALPACA @ “oRinga
HANDBOOK SUTCEE

REBECCA GILL of Cotton Creek Farms






