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r” WOOLY SURVIVORS 

ROBERT CHARBONNEAU 

L 
ooking like spots on a huge flagged. He studies production systems for 
tapestry, 100 or so alpacas are camelids, especially the alpaca whose 
grazing on the sparse pasture wooly hair is the main source of income 
of a steep slope, some 4800 for local livestock owners. 
metres above sea level. A few La Raya station is operated by the Insti- 
metres from them erosion has tut” Veterinario de Invetigaciones 

airady begun its destructive work: a Tropicales y de Altura (veterinary institute 
brown flow of sand and soil slides into the of tropical and highland research), or 
torrent at the bottom of the valley. Over- IVITA, for short. Over the years, Dr Leyva 
head, almost within reach, a black cloud and his colleagues at the station have de- 
is ready to bombard the landscape with veloped a series of simple techniques for 
hailstones. raising camelids. 

This is the Nunoa region of Peru, half In 1984, IDRC responded to a request 
way between the cities of Cuzco and Pun” from the researchers to work with local 
on the high plateau, known as the farmers in order to validate earlier work 
“altiplano”. Huge valleys carpeted with on the station, (also supported by IDRC). 
green and gold pastures stretch away to the “The “n-station results had been excel- 
horizon. lent,” says Dr Leyva who heads the proi- 

Despite the great altitude which leaves ect. “What we needed next was to start 
visitors breathless, Dr Victor Leyva talks dealing with the small producers in the 
with excitement, unaffected by the rarified region to find out what was likely to 
air. Eleven years ago, the stocky Peruvian work.” 
moved away from Lima and settled into a The second phase in 1984 began with 
research station at La Raya, a few hours a study based on a sample of 82 alpaca 
down the road at a lower elevation. His be- producers. These participants were all in 
lief in his research project has never the Nunoa region which has a total of 

“We had a model to propose to the 
producers,” says Dr Leyva. “The study 
showed that close to half the producers 
came fairly close to our recommendations 
and that the other half could make real 
gains by applying some simple techniques. 
We believe producers in the region could 
easily double their income. The price of 
alpaca fibre nearly tripled in the four 
months from September to December. 
That’s certainly a market with a future.” 

In the village, alpaca fetuses are part of 
the folklore. They are bought in the mar- 
ket so that the local sorcerer can burn them 
as an offering to the gods. “Para pagar la 
tiara (to pay for the land),” say the elders. 
The fact is that alpacas have a particularly 
high miscarriage rate. The reason is that 
males and pregnant females remain in the 
fields together without any supervision. If 
a male indiscriminately mates with a preg- 
nant female, it puts the fetus at risk. 

The alpaca birthrate is very low. Only 
42 to 45 percent of the producers’ female 
alpacas carry their calves to term. Simply 
separating pregnant females from the flock 
leads to a notable improvement: the birth- 
rate easily climbs to 60 percent. The sepa- 
ration has to be maintained for about IO 
days after birth to allow the mother some 
rest. 

Separating the males and females re- 
duces infections and makes it possible to 
control the number of births. Efforts can 
also be made to ensure that alpaca calves 
are born around April when forage is at its 

150 000 alpacas, as well as small flocks of 
sheep. Some two hundred producers in the 
valley derive most of their income from 
alpaca, mainly by selling the fibre hut also 
from the meat. Thirty percent of the alpaca 
farmers have already set up trading 
cooperatives. 

The study enabled the researchers to 
evaluate the commonest production prac- 
tices. It was complemented by a monitor- 
ing study of six alpaca operations (four 
small and two medium-sized ones) to de- 
termine production cycles, levels of in- 
come, and acquired habits. 



richest and most abundant. 
Attempting to reduce the number of mis- 

carriages is a reflection of the researchers’ 
concern with preserving this particularly 
fragile species which has a very long gesta- 
tion period-342 days. 

The researchers have also discovered 
that young alpacas should be weaned af- 
ter seven or eight months. By then they are 
ready to eat forage. Allowing the mothers’ 
milk supply to dry up between births is im- 
portant. It forces the calves on to a forage 
diet, eliminating the inclination to steal 
milk after the birth of the next generation. 
The researchers have determined that it 
takes three weeks for lactation to cease in 
the females. As a bonus, the females can 
produce up to 10 percent more fibre once 
lactation stops. 

Though veterinarians by profession, the 
researchers don’t lose sight of the social 
and economic limitations on alpaca pro- 
duction. They are aware that the peasants 
are short of labour and try to make the 
weaning period coincide with school va- 
cation at the end of July. 

The researchers have had the opporru- 
nity to observe the effects of their recom- 
mendations on the producers’ operations. 
With some of them, the birthrate has gone 
up from 45 to 82 percent and the mortality 
among young animals has dropped from 
27 to 17 percent. 

Other practices have also been pro- 
posed. Alpacas graze all day on the slopes, 
but they return systematically to certain 
areas to defecate and sleep. After a while, 
forage no longer grows on these 
“dormideros”. By forcing the animals to 
change their dormideros every five days 
(either by erecting a corral or leading the 
flock elsewhere), precious forage can be 
preserved and the benefits of the dung are 
spread out. 

The researchers have also taken an in- 
terest in the control of parasites that attack 
alpacas, some of which make the hair fall 
out. The researchers recommend that the 
animals not be allowed to graze in low- 
lying areas from January to March, the area 

and time in which parasites are more 
n”mer”“s. 

Additionally, a study of some of the 
producers has shown that income from the 
sale of alpaca fibre fluctuates widely. The 
animals are sheared only every I6 to 24 
months. The researchers have suggested, 
instead, shearing half of them every year 
so as to help to stabilize producer income. 

Victor Leyva and his team had to win the 
confidence of the producers in the region. 
“You find mistrust everywhere. The 
peasants quite rightly fear outsiders. Some 
of them are visited by the armed revolu- 
tionaries of the Sender” Luminoso (Shin- 
ing Path), a Maoist group. Even our 
research station at La Raya isn’t safe from 
terrorists. Bombs went off there four years 
ago.” 

Despite the difficulties, the research 
team managed to get more than 100 
producers to come to the village assembly 
halls. “When we hold the first meeting we 
talk only about alpaca production in either 
Spanish or Quechua,” says Dr Leyva. “We 
discuss, and above all, listen. Then our 
group meets to exchange and share the in- 
formation collected.” 

Thus, the researchers get to know the 
local producers and their problems better. 
A second producers’ meeting is called and 
the research team proposes a whole bat- 
tery of solutions. This is done with the aid 
of large pictures which illustrate a variety 
of topics such as dividing the flocks or 
weaning the calves. The pictures are the 
work of a young artist from Sicuani, a 
town near La Raya station. 

At a final meeting, the producers are in- 
vited to watch a 20.minute video on a 
topic such as treatment against parasites. 
Five such productions have been done in 
Quechua, Aymara, or Spanish on different 
aspects of raising alpaca. They were put 
together by the Centre for Training Studies 
(CESPAC) in cooperation with IDRC and 
IVITA. 

The prospect of improved alpaca 
production methods raises an obvious 
question. What might be the ecological 

consequences if more and more alpaca 
farmers in the region adopt the new prac- 
tices and the number of animals begins to 
rise rapidly? 

Dr Leyva makes no secret of the issue. 
At this altitude, the pasture is poor. “There 
are almost three animals per hectare al- 
ready in the region. That’s more than 
twice what the natural pastures can carry. 
We absolutely have to improve the natural 
pastures. We need to introduce legumes 
and grasses which are more productive 
such as Trebol blanco or F&Ms.” 

Falaris grass seems to be particularly 
promising in moist soil at the bottom of 
slopes. Provided the animals don’t get at 
it too soon, Falaaris grows higher than one 
metre in the first year. The researchers 
recommend it as an integral part of the 
alpaca production system. 

The producers clearly recognize that 
there are too many animals for the natural 
pastures. As for the researchers, they stress 
the point that their main purpose is to in- 
crease fibre production rather than the 
overall number of alpacas. “The best thing 
would be to select breeding animals (for 
their ability to produce fibre) and ship ex- 
cess animals out of the region,” says 
Dr Leyva. 

The conduct of science in a farmer’s 
field often brings surprises. “We had 
agreed to leave out certain villages when 
it came to recommending new technolo- 
gies,” recalls Dr Leyva, “because we need- 
ed a control group. Then the peasants 
began to insist on being visited too. People 
would ask: ‘Why don’t you do it with us?’ 
Some of them even ‘stole’ some aspects of 
the technology we are developing. One 
producer from the control group proudly 
showed us his magnificent Falaris field. 

“Until now, almost all the technology 
developed by other researchers has been 
aimed at the big producers. What we want- 
ed to do was to reach the small producers 
in the region. When we’ve finished at 
Nunoa, we’ll move on to two neighbour- 
ing regions where there are a total of 350 
alpaca producers.” w 


