
Ownership of llamas and alpacas:
Ensuring that you meet your legal responsibilities

By Nicki Cross.

There are approximately 15000 camelids (llamas, alpacas or crossbreds of 
these) in New Zealand which are kept under a variety of different conditions and 
held for a range of purposes. Most responsible owners of llamas and alpacas are 
aware of their animal’s basic needs and know that providing for these needs will 
ensure that their camelids are kept healthy and happy. Not all camelid owners are, 
however,  aware  of  the  various  types  of  legislation  that  govern  their 
responsibilities as an owner and their specific legal responsibilities to ensure that 
the welfare of their animals is maintained. 

The welfare of animals in New Zealand is governed primarily under the 
Animal  Welfare Act 1999 (the Act)  which is  the overarching piece of  animal 
welfare legislation and is applicable to all animals (including llamas and alpacas) 
within New Zealand. It imposes obligations on owners and persons in charge of 
animals to ensure that the physical, health and behavioural needs of all animals in 
their care are met. 

The Act contains provisions for the development of codes of welfare. Codes 
of welfare are developed by the National Animal Welfare Advisory Committee 
(NAWAC) for different species of animals, or animals being used for particular 
activities. During the development of codes, the Act requires that NAWAC take 
into account good practice, scientific knowledge, available technology and public 
opinion.  

The Animal Welfare (Llamas and Alpacas) Code of Welfare was issued in 
April 2013 by the Ministry for Primary Industries following an extensive process 
of development and public consultation. The code applies to all camelids in New 
Zealand that are kept for all purposes: for farming (for fibre or for meat), for 
showing,  trekking  or  as  companion  animals  (pets).   The  code  includes 
information on a range of areas relating to the care and management of camelids 
and contains a number of minimum standards that set specific requirements for 
the key aspects  of camelid care including stockmanship and animal  handling, 
food and water,  mustering and droving,  restraint,  breeding,  health and mixing 
camelids. 

Minimum standards contained in codes of welfare have a legal effect in that 
a breach of a minimum standard can be used as evidence in court if a person is 
charged  with  an  offence.  On  the  other  hand,  a  person  charged  with  such  an 
offence can also use the fact that he or she has met a minimum standard as a 
defence. Breaching a minimum standard can also indicate a breach of the Act, and 
indicate that a camelid may have been treated in a manner that would cause it 
unreasonable or unnecessary pain or distress. In this case, an offence may have 
been committed and penalties can apply. Codes also include recommendations for 
best practice to encourage standards of care that are better than just the minimum, 
and advice and information to encourage a high level of welfare.
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Some of the key minimum standards in the code are the requirements to:

•Meet the social requirements of camelids and ensure that camelids always 
live with a companion animal. Camelids will show behavioural signs of 
stress if  kept  alone,  even for short  periods of  time.  The companion 
would ideally be another llama or alpaca, but sheep, goats or cattle can 
be provided for company in an emergency.

•Ensure that cria are raised in the company of other camelids. Cria that are 
hand raised alone without other camelids are susceptible to imprint on 
their  humans  and,  as  a  result,  may  exhibit  dangerously  aggressive 
behaviour towards people when mature. For this reason, camelids must 
be raised in the company of their own kind.

•Ensure that camelids are provided with sufficient Vitamin D as they are 
more susceptible  to Vitamin D deficiency than other  ruminants,  and 
hence can be prone to developing rickets. Camelids may need to be 
supplemented with Vitamin D to ensure that they remain healthy.

•Provide a sufficient amount of colostrum to cria following their birth to 
ensure  that  cria  receive  the  vital  nutrients  and  antibodies  that  are 
contained in the colostrum for their ongoing health as they mature.

It is important to note that codes of welfare do not provide an exhaustive 
list of the Animal Welfare Act’s requirements and owners, and those in charge of 
camelids, must comply with the minimum standards in the code and the general 
provisions of the Act. 

Knowledge of the legislation governing animal welfare in New Zealand is 
beneficial  for  all  responsible  owners  of  camelids  and recommended for  those 
people  who keep  camelids  both  for  work  or  for  companionship.  Meeting  the 
requirements  in  the  code  will  help  to  ensure  that  your  camelid  leads  a  long, 
healthy and happy life.

The Animal Welfare Act and the Code of Welfare (Llamas and Alpacas) can 
both  be  found  on  the  Ministry  for  Primary  Industries  website  at: 
www.mpi.govt.nz – click on the ‘Animal Welfare’ link. 
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