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At birth

Your new cria has unpacked and is laying on the ground recovering from the stress of birthing. What happens now?
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All crias will have a short period of post-birth recovery and then move to the cush position, usually within 15 minutes. Cria are
frequently born with an extensive covering of an epidermal membrane which should be carefully peeled away to allow faster
drying of the cria's fleece. At minimum, any pieces on the cria's neck should be removed. Dampness can be dried off with a
clean towel and the umbilical cord stub disinfected using alcoholic iodine or chlorhexidine solution dip or spray. The stub will
drop off after a few days as will the gel caps covering each toe nail. Be
aware that the dam may attempt to protect her cria from your activities by
spitting or even chest ramming. Once you have finished, the dam and cria
should then be allowed to bond and all the herd members will examine the
new addition. Notable is that the dam and cria will start to hum frequently to
each other as part of bonding and this will continue for several weeks. If
everything has gone well, it is best to stand back and watch, particularly
important if it was a maiden birth or if the labour was long. This is because
the dam may be exhausted and thus careless around the cria.

Most crias born around the full-term of 355 days are fully developed. A few
will be dysmature, being born within the normal gestation window but have
not fully developed inside the uterus. They can be recognised by having low
birth weights, unerupted incisors and drooping (floppy) ears, the epidermal
membrane being stuck to the mouth and toes and being very slow to stand
after birth. Occasionally there is an inability to stand correctly due to tendon
laxity. Depending on their degree of dysmaturity, these crias may require
assistance. This can range from help in standing and introduction to the
dam's teats through to needing to be sheltered with the dam. Very
occasionally a particularly weak cria may be born (likely premature) and it
will need immediate veterinary help to survive, particularly if weighing less



than 5 kg.

Although a single cria is almost always unpacked, twin pregnancies are actually not uncommon. However, most reduce to a
single embryo or completely abort by 45 days gestation. Twin live births are fairly rare (reputedly 1 in 10,000 births) and due to
low birth weights, one or both crias may not survive. However, there have been cases in New Zealand of both thriving. Twins
born at the Nevalea stud, Lucy and Lucas, [6] weighed 3.9 kg at birth and developed to normal adult weights. At the Gilead
stud [9] the crias were born weighing 5.5 kg, which developed normally, and 2.8 kg (Timmy, pictured) which only grew to the
size of a four-month-old.

The birth weight of the cria should be taken and this should be checked on
a regular basis to confirm a normal weight gain pattern. The cria may lose
up to 0.25kg in the first 24 hours but gain between 0.25-0.5kg daily from
that point. Although the average weight of a newborn cria is about 8kg,
maiden dams tend to have lighter offspring. Cria birth weights increase until
the dam is 9 years old and then steadily decrease again [48]. If no suitable
walk-on scales are available, a weighing sling can be used to briefly
suspend the cria with the weight read from a suitcase-type scale.
At the taking of the birth weight, the cria should be quickly checked for the
sex and that the cria is without visible defects. This may sound harsh but as
with all animal species, a very small number are born with deformities. In
alpacas, wry face, choanal atresia, a cleft palate, a kinked tail or potential deafness (in some cases of blue-eyed white animals)
are all known and can be readily checked for. Obviously, some of these conditions are life threatening and immediate
veterinary attention will be needed. It is extraordinary that when dams and herd members examine a new cria, they can
instinctively tell if something is inherently wrong with it. If they detect something wrong, they will walk away from the cria as in
the wild, a cria that is not going to survive will be taken by a predator and the other herd members avoid also being on the
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menu.
On a rare occasion, a cria will be stillborn. The dam should be allowed to stay with the cria if she chooses and this can be for
some hours. This behaviour is well known among mammals and is the equivalent of mourning in humans.

The cria will attempt to stand and when stable enough, look to suckle from the dam. The cria's instinct is to head for a dark
place to find the dam's teats. A few will need help to locate them as the cria may attempt to suckle from the wrong dam or even
head for a dark area in a stable or into a bush. New mothers should be checked to ensure milk flow as waxy plugs block the
nipples. The birth to suckling sequence may be achieved in under an hour and most will be there in under two hours.
It is vital that the cria drinks the dam's colostrum as it contains antibodies (IgG) that provide passive immunity for the cria.
These antibodies are unable to pass across the alpaca placenta so must be consumed. Other compounds contained in the
colostrum provide gut protection from pathogenic bacteria. The antibody concentration in the colostrum fades by over 80%
over the first four days after unpacking [67]. To gain the best passive immunity, the cria should consume 10-20% of its body
weight of colostrum within the first 24 hours - antibody absorption is greatest in the first 12 hours though.

Should any dam be unable or unwilling to feed their new cria, an alternative
colostrum should be sourced urgently. Alpaca colostrum is obviously ideal if
available but goat or bovine types can also be used. Bovine colostrum is
readily sourced from farm suppliers and are usually powders that need to be
dissolved in water. It is very important that the manufacturer's instructions
are followed especially regarding warming of the solution to 40°C. Never
use a microwave or stand the bottle in very hot water otherwise the
antibodies needed by the cria will be destroyed.
If bottle feeding is needed, it is important that the owner restricts their
interaction with the cria is kept to a minimum. Essentially, this means that
the cria should be introduced to the bottle and fed without talking to or

touching it. This is to minimise the risk of the cria imprinting on its owner and regarding them as another alpaca. The result of



incorect imprinting is that the cria may develop aggressive or inappropriate behaviours towards humans in later years,
particularly if it a male. This never ends well for the alpaca.

After a few hours

Dams will only feed their own crias and they check that the right one is feeding by sniffing at the base of the tail where there
are scent glands. The cria's tail will be raised at the start of feeding but slowly drop during the session. Opportunist crias may
attempt to 'steal' feeds but are quickly pushed away when noticed.
Within 24 hours, the cria will pass meconium, a thick and tarry dark waste composed of cellular material, mucus and ingested
amniotic fluid. Should the cria not excrete the meconium, it may become lethargic and require veterinary assistance.
Unfortunately, these droppings are easily missed in the paddock so the behaviour of the cria must be watched over this period.

Once normal maternal behaviours have become established, the cria will stay close to their dam for the first week or so. After
that, the cria will gradually wander further away from the dam, learning about its new environment. Male cria are generally
more curious than females and will stray earlier and further. Other herd members are usually very tolerant of any boisterous
cria behaviours but as it gets older, it may be disciplined by spluttering. The cria does need to learn its place in the herd but it
doesn't usually stop them from chest ramming adults from behind or jumping up on them!

At six weeks old, the passive immunity provided by the dam's colostrum is fading so vaccine immunisation is needed. Vitamin
D and worming injections are also given as part of the health schedule. This subject is covered in detail on the Alpaca Welfare
page but in short this is:

Vaccination against infections caused by Clostridial bacteria. An injection schedule and dosage volumes should be
discussed with your vet or an established alpaca breeder. A booster vaccination is needed three weeks later.
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Vitamin D injections to enable correct bone formation. These should be injected subcutaneously at defined intervals. It
is particularly important that the timing and dosage given are discussed with your vet or an alpaca breeder as an
excess of vitamin D can be toxic.
Worming (Drenching). At 3 months and at weaning.

In nature, the dam will wean the cria after some 6 months which coincides with an increase in growth rate of the new foetus
she is carrying. On New Zealand farms, weaning is usually done at six months or 25 kg body weight. However, some dams will
part or fully wean the crias themselves at an earlier age by refusing to feed the cria or only allowing feeds at dusk. Weaning is
normally achieved by relocating the crias into a separate paddock, ideally out of sight of their dams and with unrelated gentler
adult females for security. This sudden adjustment is stressful and the separation needs to be around 12 weeks; if the female
crias are reintroduced back to the herd too early, some may successfully suckle their dams and the process will need to be
repeated. The male crias should be kept as a separate group.
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