WHEN WILL THE  ALPACA  BUBBLE  BURST?

People frequently ask this question of any new industry.

There are lots of corpses of animal and plant industries sitting around once revered to be  the thing – the answer.  Didn’t we see Angora goat prices boom and bust, likewise with emu and ostrich prices, what about aloe vera and blueberries?   If we take another look, we will also see these industries are re-developing on a more sustainable level, those seeking a genuine business (not just the quick buck) at the helm.

Unrealistic expectations and hype have certainly cost lots of farmers – big and small – financial and emotional hardship.  So the question “When will the alpaca bubble burst?”  comes to those of us in the industry as no surprise.  We understand that to import a new type of livestock to Australia costs huge amounts in research, establishing protocol transport and quarantine.  We understand that during the establishment phase of a new industry breeding stock are at a premium and later after the breeding phase, the usual market forces of supply and demand will naturally come into play.  Rarity and desirability = boom times;  more breeding stock will be reflected by leveling out of prices;  excess stock or a fall from grace will see depressed prices ….a bust.  
The media is keen to sensationalise bad news, but rarely do they follow up to their story with a more accurate picture.  Buying on a high market and selling on a low market always spells disaster.  Those looking for a quick buck in farming – or any other industry – can be lucky and make their profit, but just as likely (probably more likely) they won’t.  

Industries and business are developed over time.  The Canberra Chamber of Commerce advises that 80% of small business fail within the first 5 years.  This is called the survival phase; between 5 and 10 years of the business’ life is called the prospering phase, after 10 years is the profit phase.  

Alpacas have enjoyed a great deal of demand and for many good reasons.  Fragile as they may look, they are low maintenance, quite hardy and particularly well suited to the Southern Tablelands.  Gentle on fences and gentle by nature, alpaca management is a dream come true– it is no surprise that the industry has a high percentage of women and retirees.  While a high price per head may seem to be a disadvantage, it has benefits too – it requires a much lower number of breeding stock to make a return.  Of course this is especially useful for those with smaller landholdings.  Their soft, padded feet attract the interest of the eco farmer, and their inquisitive nature and peaceful temperament attract the eco tourist and those who practice pets as therapy.  Their elite fibre attracts those who can see a niche  for value added market.

What about alpacas replacing the sheep industry?  Hardly, I would think.  The variety of natural colours, it’s lustre and beauty, it’s softness yet exceptional durability, but most of all it’s exceptional thermal qualities (it is warmer and lighter than sheep wool) will earn this fibre a place in the market, but alpacas, despite their many advantages aren’t likely to replace sheep. 

The alpaca industry is still in the breeding phase of the industry and will be for many years to come.  We have a national sheep flock of many times that of own human population – we have a national alpaca herd of  just 45,000!  We need many, many times this number of alpacas before we have a fully functional alpaca fibre industry.  We have a very promising, infant industry, with small mills and a developing export market. 

Elite Fibre is one of those mills, not only processing alpaca, but also small runs of fibre including mohair, and specialty sheep wools – these fibres were previously processed overseas.

Alpaca herds are springing up, running with sheep here and there.  Some wool and fat lamb producers are delighted with the added bonus of alpaca wethers to guard their lambs.  Huge reductions in lamb losses to foxes have been reported with the addition of a couple of alpaca wethers into a flock of lambing ewes, likewise kidding goats.

In short alpacas are no more immune to market forces than any other industry.  They have earned and are likely to maintain a place in the Australian and export fibre industry, and a likely to enjoy their status as valuable and profitable livestock into the future.

