
How can we improve the British Llama Herd? – some of the options and technical issues 

involved? 

Given the nature of the global society and market in which we now reside, it is not surprising 

that enthusiastic llama breeders are now beginning to look further afield to acquire the 

bloodlines to enable them to achieve their breeding objectives. So how do we do it? 

Anyone who keeps llamas knows they are sensitive souls and transportation, especially over 

long distances and through trade barriers, is far from easy or ideal.  

Imagine the stress they experience undergoing: 

 Transportation from the farm of origin to the quarantine facility. 

 Quarantine period prior to export.  

 During quarantine, testing for Tb, Blue Tongue and have blood taken to test for other 

nominated diseases in the protocol. 

 Transportation to the airport. 

 At the airport being loaded into wooden crates with several other llamas and moved 

around before being place in a noisy cargo hold for hours on end before  unloading at 

the destination airport and further testing. 

 Transportation to the UK and their final destination. 

The whole thing may take a couple of years (especially if coordinated with other importers) 

during which time you can only hope they suffer no trauma that might affect their health of 

psychological condition. Several other partners will be needed to organise selection and 

purchase of stock, transportation, livery at coordinating centre, health checks and completion 

of all the formalities etc. Costs will be determined by the distances between their home 

ranches and quarantine stations, mode of transport, number transported (price for transport 

per crate) etc. 

From a welfare point of view, embryo transfer might be a more viable route. 

Embry transfer has been a successful process in many other animal species including humans 

for some years. In cattle and equine it is now common place. For exotics species there has not 

been the same level of investment and so the art and science of ET is less perfected. 

However, ET is possible in llamas  thanks to the pioneering work by the Rowett Institute in 

Scotland and Paul and Sally Taylor in the US. They have been responsible for successfully 

breeeding hundreds of ETs from a number of llamas they brought into the US from South 

America before the ban on exportation of live animals, furnishing it with a fantastic pool of 

quality genes. 

The process involves the extraction of embryos from a donor female and successfully trans 

planting them resulting embryos in the womb of a recipient female. An initial hurdle is 

securing the appropriate stock. As with all major medical intervention it is necessary for 

owners to declare their awareness that risk is involved. Although I am reliably informed that 

no harm has come to a donor females, one can understand the reluctance of an owner of an 

exceptionally good young female to be used in this way. The only viable way, it would 

appear, is to purchase suitable stock and have someone host them in the US. There are 



exceptionally few people in the world with experience of ET in llamas and so there is a 

distinct advantage of having the llamas close to them. Whilst technically feasible, I would not 

want to underplay the issues and skills in preparing and monitoring the donor females, 

extracting their embryos and preparing these for freezing.   

Once the embryos have been put into storage and transported via special apparatus to the UK, 

there is the delicate skill of timely preparing the recipient female to have the embryos 

implanted and inserting them. Currently, there is nobody experienced in the UK doing this 

with llamas. There, are, however, veterinary clinicians with experience in alpacas, and a 

commercial company with wide experience of ET in a wide range of other species including 

camels and exotics.  

Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, there are risks every stage of the journey and imagine the 

disappointment if all has gone to plan, the embryos were successfully frozen, transported and 

then implanted into the female only for her to abort it following a dog chasing and causing 

her to have a miscarriage. 

However, the desire to develop and progress is human nature and has provided the motivation 

for breeders of many species to get over these hurdles and not let red tape get in their way. 

What is obvious of course, is that knowing the process is proven, there would be no point 

going to these extraordinary lengths unless a superior gene pool to what we have in the UK 

could be secured. From an economic point of view, there needs to be a market willing to pay 

extra for these superior animals. 

There is also the matter of scale. Once a programme is set up, it can become a productive 

production line with one female supplying as many as several dozen embryos a year at 

marginal extra investment. Also, it would not be worthwhile producing just a small number 

of ETs. Since they could only be inter bred, unless put to inferior existing UK stock. 

So, is there anyone in preferably Oregon and the UK to get involved in improving the UK 

herd?. 

For any medically trained individuals interested in getting involved I have provided a 

bibliography of articles and websites containing detailed technical information. 
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