In my last column I took to task
those llama breeders whose breeding
strategies focused on fads and/or turning
a quick dollar, at the expense of the
long-term cost to the animal. In this col-
umn, I'd like to take the opportunity to
compliment breeders on what they seem
to be doing very well...and introduce a
concept that has long benefited breeders
of other species.

Not What They Used to Be

A1 gaze over the tapestry of llamas
who weave their way through today's
show-rings, I am impressed with the
number of high quality animals I see.
Be it a large show or small, the majority
of the entries are correctly conformed,
gracefully moving llamas. I can't help
remembering not too many years ago
when these same shows boasted only a
handful of llamas as good as these.
Most of the entries were "ok", with some
good traits and some bad traits. Perhaps
as many as a third of the animals
were...well, they did not display many
positive traits in accordance with show
organization standards of llama confor-
mation. No doubt each of these was a
beloved pet entered by a proud owner
temporarily afflicted with a case of
"barn blindness". 1 know I've been
stricken with this vision ailment and I
suspect you may have as well. Still,
when I think of the number of "margin-
al" entries of shows past in contrast with
these 21st-century competitors, I can't
suppress a feeling of pride in the strides
made by North American llama breeders
in such a short amount of time.
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What changed? 1 believe that the
diversity of local, national, and interna-
tional Ilama associations deserve the
credit for educating and leading the
[lama community.

Look At Those Legs!

Call me politically incorrect, but I
remember 1lama competitors of the not too
distant past who didn't seem to have any
two legs going in the same direction. 1 told
myself they were simply throwbacks to
the Pushme-Pullyou's from literature's Dr.
Doolittle. I recall the owner of one such
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Gone are the
days of the
chiseled, refined
hone structure
that seemed to
droop under the
weight and hulk
of the animal.

llama bragging on its gorgeous banana-
shaped ears. Beautiful ears indeed, but do
they contribute to the overall soundness of
the animal and its progeny? Yep, it was a
classic case of "barn-blind from the ears
down"...a rare, but well-documented strain
of this optical delusion.

Bone-A-Petite

What happened to the fine bone
structures of the llamas of the 1980s and
90s? In browsing through the conforma-
tion standards of llama organization lit-
erature I do not see anything that openly
or specifically endorses substantial
bone, though it does seem to be the
"skeleton du jour.i I confess, however,
that I can't help but admire the symme-
try of a llama whose bone structure
seems sturdy, proportionate and well
suited to its gender and to the tasks tra-
ditionally performed by our camelid
companions. Gone are the days of the
chiseled, refined bone structure that
seemed to droop under the weight and
bulk of the animal. On the other hand,
few animals can adequately accommo-
date the "tree trunk" legs fanatically
revered by many contemporary breed-
ers. Sure, I'm opinionated, but my expe-
rience has been (and I believe history
supports me on this) that tree trunks are
typically best suited as the base of actu-
al trees. This is a characteristic that may
soon join the ranks of those "good things
that were taken to the extreme."

The Bad Hair Days

What's more, in the blink of an eye
llama fiber seems to have evolved from
something akin to a steel-wool pad to
luxurious, high-quality locks that are far
more marketable. I tip my felted hat to
those breeders who identified and pur-
sued a camelid characteristic that could
position llamas more competitively in
the capitalist, profit-driven economy in
which we compete. Thanks to these



visionary breeders who had the ability to
"think outside the pack,” the llama's bad
hair days are virtually a thing of the past.

And Now?

OK, we've come a long way...but
where do we need to go now? If we can
put our egos aside and learn from those
who've gone before us, we'll see that it's
time to become more zealous in culling
marginal males.

Most of us have, or have had a
favorite male who we chose to breed in
spite of some flaws. The factors that
motivate our decision for using this male
in our breeding program are:

Pros

* Llama studs are much easier to
keep than their counterparts of other
species; almost every breeder has one

» Readily available, no outside stud
fee expense

* He has many good traits

* There is no profit to be gained by
gelding him

Cons

* Possesses some conformation
flaws; perhaps you already know he
passes them on

It is easy to see why we might make
the less-responsible breeding choice.
What is our incentive to take the high
road, to geld this male and simply enjoy
all of his other outstanding traits?

The simple answer is, “Don’t breed
marginal studs,” but barn blindness
keeps many from realizing they have
one of those. I've seen instances where
it was apparent to the breeder and every-
one else that a particular male should be
gelded. That's when you hear, "We're
going to try him out and see what he can
do,” or "We have good females and they
will offset his faults,” or the best one of
all, "We have a feeling he will make
great cria.” Now That's barn blindness
taken to the max and it's an affliction
that has attacked almost every llama
owner at one time or another! Since it's
impossible to see into the future, llama
owners should work with what they can
see and geld their marginal males.

So, what's the answer?

Given there is no simple answer,
what could we do? First, we must
assume the owner knows the difference
between a breeding quality male and one
that should be gelded. Then we need to
give owners some incentives to geld
marginal males.

Other livestock show organizations
have tackled this dilemma by putting
together a program that encourages
breeders to sterilize marginal or flawed
males. The most appealing aspect of
this is a significantly higher ratio of
prize monies awarded to the non-breed-
ers. They also work to build excitement
for annual sweepstakes shows for the
non-breeders. The end result? Even
though the geldings can't add to the
farm's profitability through breeding,
they can win some impressive money in
the show ring.

What about the back-yard breeder
who can't afford the stud fees of the finer
males? I can cite the steps taken by a
local chapter of the Arabian Horse
Association to address this problem.

e A couple months before breeding
season begins each year, they hold a stud
service auction.

e This is a well-publicized event
where stud owners are given an opportu-
nity to really showcase their male (full
catalog page, individual time in the
arena in front of the entire audience) in
exchange for a donated stud service.

e The donated stud service is tax
deductible due to the legal, non-profit
status of the chapter.

* The stud services are donated to
the youth division of the chapter, and
proceeds go toward scholarships. The
youth find community donors to provide
an arena for the event, a printer for the
catalogs, etc.

e Bidders get the opportunity to
breed to studs that would otherwise be
outside their means, and to pay the fee in
installments to the chapter.

* Some chapters even set a cap on
how high the bids can go, to level the
playing field for all bidders.

You got it! it's one of those rare
"win-win" situations. I think it bears
serious consideration for the llama com-
munity...and I'm willing to back up that

statement with a donation.
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