
2012-2013 Health Survey Results
By Stephen Mulholland, Ph.D. for the Camelid Health Trust

Thanks to everyone who participated, each report in the survey adds to the aggregate of knowledge 
about camelids and their management practices in NZ.  All individual reports are held in strict  
confidence, but I am happy to answer questions from interested parties (alpaca owners, 
veterinarians, and relevant government agencies) where possible.  

This survey covers a period from September 1st 2012 through August 31st 2013.  It was distributed 
via the online tool “Survey Monkey”, and 48 alpaca owners responded to the survey.

Census:
Huacaya Suri

Adult Males 193 49

Young Males 72 29

Adult Wethers 108 20

Young Wethers 4 9

Adult Females 600 156

Young Females 110 26

Cria born during the period:
120 males
164 females

This sex distribution of cria is unusual, as typically males have outnumbered females by ~1.1-1.2 to 
1.

Minor Health Problems – No Treatment Required

Eyes:  
Seven cases reported.  Most were simply cases of runny, weepy, or “mucky” eyes that cleared 
without intervention. One case involved a 3 year old female whose vitreous humor appeared cloudy 
intermittently. 

Feet and Legs:
Two cases reported. One was swollen pads that came right after 3 days.  The other involved a 
geriatric female (22 YO) which went lame on a back leg and took months to recover. 

Skin Issues:
Ten cases reported. Described as “crusty skin growths that extended to the torso” for two females, 
“munge or dermatophilis on legs” of three animals, and “dermatitis – flaking skin” in another two. 
Many of these issues were discovered at shearing. 

Rye Grass Staggers
Six cases reported. One animal was described as “droopy, staggering and dazed”, but came right in 
a week. Another only had issues when stressed (shearing).

Other Issues:



An alpaca with hiccups warranted a note from one submitter. Slightly more concerning was a report 
of “Barbers Pole worm” in the untreated category. 

Minor Health Problems - Treated

Eyes:
Seven cases reported. There was a blocked tear duct in an older girl which the vet attempted (and 
seemingly failed) to clear by inserting a small catheter, but the animal fully recovered a few days 
later. A cria had a bump/lump protruding from beneath its eyelid which was removed. Two cases 
involved crusted eyes which were treated with antibiotics/eye ointments successfully (though one 
animal relapsed and needed a second round of treatment). The other cases involved washing/cleaing 
the affected eye.  All animals recovered. 

Feet and Legs:
Five cases reported. Lame young female was found to have an infected toenail, resolved after 
antibiotic treatment. Another animal lost a toenail (torn off in fence while trying to get an x-ray of  
the animal), wounded treated with iodine and successfully recovered. A swollen back foot was 
treated with epsom salts, and cleared after about 10 days. A minor case of mites was treated with 
ivomec and mite spray. And finally a 4 month old female developed swelling on her lower leg; 
treated with antibiotics but no strong curative response.  Eventually came right. 

Skin:
14 cases reported. Eight involved general dermatopholis-type symptoms, treated with various 
combinations of indictable drench, simple green, or emu oil cream.  Dry skin on white alpacas was 
treated with oil, and a scabby nose got some colloidal silver. One tooth-root abscess in a 15 YO 
pregnant female was also reported in this category – treated with multiple penicillin jabs, drained,  
healed. 

Rye Grass Staggers:
13 cases reported. Most animals were removed from affected pasture.  Additional treatments 
included VitB, homeopathic stramium, and “herbs”.

Other Issues:
Nine cases reported.  One animal had an abscess that took a few weeks to heal. A misaligned tooth 
in another caused gum ulceration, fixed by extraction and teeth trimming.  There was one case of 
fly strike, which was cleared with vet assistance. Persistent itching/scrathing from fly bites led 
another alpaca to get a joint infection.  Two alpacas on one property had an unspecified problem 
which the vet could not positively diagnose, presumed to be some sort of viral infection. There was 
one tapeworm in a yearling, and a geriatric 22 YO that was down in the paddock, but responded 
well to ketol treatment and was back on its feet the next day. The most unusual case was a hernia 
through the fontanelle in a cria – successfully removed by the vet. 

Moderate to Significant Health Issues

Rickets:
Three cases reported. The first was a cria born with sore knees, despite treatment with AD&E, 
antibiotics and pain relief the problem persists.  The second was a young cria prescribed multiple 
AD&E treatments, also supplemented with calcium and phosphorus.  The final case was a 7YO 
female which had been suffering chronic “rickets” since she had arrived 3 years previous.  Very sore 
in back legs, eventually couldn't stand and was euthanized.  Was treated with AD&E.  (Note: this 
may be an early-onset arthritis or other condition, not rickets.)



Stomach (Gastric) Ulcers:
No cases reported. 

Colic:
Five cases reported. The first animal was sitting lots, clearly uncomfrtable, treated with anti-
spasmodics and pain relief.  Recovered within 4 hours. The second was a pregnant female that 
regularly shows signs of discomfort.  The final three cases were treated by drenching. 

Fascial Eczema (FE):
No cases reported.

Poisoning:
No cases reported

Adverse reactions to medications:
No cases reported.

Other Significant Issues:
Eight cases reported (not including three cases reported here that will be covered later in animal 
deaths). The first was a cria that died of possible meningitis. The second is an animal that has been 
having a multi-year problem with “crusty face”, owners will euthanize if animal becomes 
depressed. Another involved a cria whose eye was damaged and surgically removed, died- post-op. 
Four animals were affected by bloat on one farm after the drought broke.  The final case involved 
an animal with Barber's Pole worm which was drenched and given VitB12 yeast, and other 
supplements. 

Regular Maintenance

(1) Drench, Vaccination and AD&E frequency

(2) Checks of Body Condition and Weight 
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Drench Practices:
Dectomax is the most popular drench product (used by 20 of 33 reporting farms). Dectomax is a 
member of the Macrocyclic Lactone family of drenches (“-ectin” type drenches), and these types of 
drenches were used alone or in combination on every reporting farm that used chemical drench.

Of the Dectomax users that reported their reported doses:
1 farm had a good dosing level
3 farms had okay drenching levels (might be inadequate if their animals were especially 

large)
1 farm had a marginal dose rate (would only work if all their animals were smaller than 

average)
7 farms under-drenched
3 farms severely under drenched. 

As demonstrated in graph #1 drenching by calendar (once or twice a year) is till popular, accounting 
for just over half of all reports. 

Current best practice is to drench only the animals that need it, and only when it is required. This 
can be determined by means of a positive Fecal Egg Count, or clinical indications of worm 
infestation (loss of weight, body score, or progressive anaemia).

The recommended dose for Dectomax is currently 1 ml per 25kg live-weight. That is 3kg for most 
adults, and 4 kg for especially large/fat adults. Doses of 2ml or less in adults is unlikely to kill all 
(or even any) worms, and simply speeds the development of drench resistance in those worms.

For the other ML-family drenches is 1.5 times the sheep dose, though some veterinarians are 
starting to recommend 2x the sheep does.  An “average” alpaca in good body condition is about 70 
to 75kg.  Small adult are about 60-65kg.  Yearlings are about 45 kg.  Exceptionally large alpaca can 
be a hundred kilos, even up to 115+ if especially fat.

(3) Average Body Condition Score (BCS) of animals on reporting farms
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(4) Frequency of Body Score checks:

Body Condition Score is one of the easiest tools for monitoring the heath of animals, especially 
heavily-fleeced animals that are invisibly losing weight in the paddock.  

(5) Frequency of weighing animals:
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From this graph it is apparent that most farms have no access to scales capable of weighing adults. 
Regular weighing of cria is not frequent either.

Facial Eczema Management Plans
60% (18/30) of reporting North Island farms had some sort of FE management plan.  Some of the 
farms without FE plans were in known no-risk areas.  Conversely some of the farms with no plan 
were in known high-risk areas (Northland, Auckland, Bay or Plenty). The most common forms of 
management were zinc-supplementation via feed, fungicide-spraying of pastures, and pasture 
management to reduce the buildup of dead leaf litter (no topping).

Some farms as far south as Canterbury had FE management plans (supplemental zinc).  While there 
have been recorded FE-related camelid losses in Nelson/Marlborough, I would be curious to know 
if FE spores have been observed, and at what levels, further south.  A changing climate, and the 
associated weird weather, will likely slowly but relentlessly push the FE-risk area southwards.

Fecal Egg Counting
19% of reporting farms (8/42) did Fecal Egg Counts (FEC), though the frequency and selection for 
those counts was not enquired upon. Three farms did their own counts, another three did their own 
but used the centrifuge method (which while qualitative can be very sensitive to haemonchus eggs), 
and a further two more sent their samples to a lab for analysis.  

Chronic Wasting Conditions
There were a small number of cases where the described disease trajectory was consistent with 
Johne's disease, I am following up with the affected farms.  Otherwise the cases of wasting were 
generally attributable to reasonable causes from cancer to missing teeth in a geriatric animal. 

Shearing Injuries
The rate of shearing injuries was encouragingly low.  With about 1400 animals shorn there were 
only 19 reports of very minor injuries (little nicks and cuts), and 4 minor injuries (cuts) that were 
simply superglued and released.  No serious injuries were reported.

Shearing Services
Most alpaca owners (79% - 31 of 39) reported using a professional shearer, or having their animals 
shorn by a neighboring owner/breeder.  Eight people reported doing their own shearing. 

Quarantine Practices
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A third of reporting farms (10/32) had a quarantine procedure for animals coming onto their farm. 
7 drenched the arriving animals and kept them separate for 12 to 48 hours
1 drenched and kept the new arrivals separate for a week
1 kept the new arrivals in a separate paddock for 3 weeks
1 kept the new arrivals in a separate paddock for 4 weeks, with a FEC check

Off-farm Animal Movements
21 farms reported off-farm movements for some or all of their stock.

8 took animals to shows
4 took them away for mating
2 took them away for shearing
7 went off for mixed purposes including weaning, winter grazing, sales and PR excursions

Mating and Pregnancy Issues
These numbers are compared to the 284 cria born in the period to achieve an approximation of the 
rates of occurrence.

Refused to sit: 7 cases (2.5%)
Not pregnant after 3 Tries: 18 cases (6.3%)
Discharge at vulva: 2 cases (0.7%)
Slipped pregnancies: 15 cases (5.3%) includes a set of slipped twins

Pen mating was the most common method used (147 animals reported), compared to 38 reported 
paddock matings.  Some farms reported using an even mix of pen and paddock matings.

Birth Dystocias
(A) Wrong position

Head back: 0 cases
1-leg back: 3 cases (1%)
Both legs back: 3 cases (1%)
Back legs first: 0 cases
Breech: 1 case (0.3 %)
Front&Back leg first: 0 cases

Outcomes
1-leg back:  1 pulled by vet from maiden, 1 pulled by owner, one natural birth, all cria 

survived
Both legs back: 2 vet pulled, 1 owner pulled, 1 from maiden, all cria survived
Breech: cria died, mother survived

Comments (2): One person reported a full-term cria born at 321 days.  Another reported a 
maiden whose cervix did not open properly. The vet slowly and carely manually dialated the cervix, 
resulting in a lengthy but successful birth. 

(B) Cria too large
2 cases (0.6%)

(a) 10kg cria a month overdue from 6YO mother, mother had been transported the day 
previous.  Vet assisted, good outcome.

(b) A maiden female suffered a large haematoma in her birth canal after an unassisted birth 
of a large cria.  Mother came right eventually, went on to breed again. 



Stillborn cria
8 cria stillborn full term (2.8%), causes generally unknown.  One stillbirth linked to 

selenium deficiency.
4 cria stillborn premature (1.4%). 1 Stillbirth was from an animal that had arrived from 

Australia 2 weeks previously.  Another was from a female that had suffered from FE when younger. 
There were also aborted/stillborn twins.

Milking and Mothering Issues
10 cases (4%)

Twins
Two sets of twins were conceived.  One was aborted at 5 months (it's good luck to spot 

aborted fetuses so small), the other was carried to term. This is the report from the owner on the 
twins:

“yes we had twins born in January. One was born alive and weighed 4.8kg then second took five 
hours to appear and was dead. He weighed 4.3kg. They were both boys and appeared to be 
identical. We were unaware she was having twins as her weight was about normal and we thought 
she was having trouble expelling the placenta. It wasn't until five hours after the first baby that we saw 
a nose appear. The first twin died two days later. He was born at 615am and took nearly five hours to 
stand. We supplemented a bottle on the first day because the mother was so distracted with what we 
now [know] was labor. He drank well until the next morning when we found he couldn't swallow 
properly and diagnosed Choanal Atresia. He couldn't breath through his nose. He also had a heart 
defect because he just got weaker as his second day progressed and died the next morning. Both 
boys are going to be used by Linda Blake for lectures.”

Deformities Identified in Cria
5 cases (1.7%) (Note, this case rate undoubtedly missed a number of heart defects that only 

present as slow-growing /lagging/lethargic cria.  Some heart defects self-correct with development, 
others result in apparent spontaneous death in the first year of life.)

Fontanelle hernia (1)
Undershot jaw (1)
Wry face (1)
Choanal Atresia (1) (the twin born alive)
“looked wrong” (1) (This was a cria that had a short tail, short face and a generally atypical 

appearance.  A mucus-blocked esophagus resulted in extensive oxygen deprivation and brain 
damage, euthanized after 2 weeks of intensive care. 

Other Cria Issues
6 cases (2.1%)
– Rickets and Skin issues
– Lethargy
– Very knock kneed, was treated with VitD
– Heart murmur (small & slow-growing cria)
– Cria stopped gaining weight post-weaning
– Umbilical hernia

Deaths
37 animals died during the survey period (this includes all animals born alive, even if they died only 
a short time later, it does not include stillbirths). 11 were cria and tui (animals less than a year old),  
the rest are considered adults.  Post Mortem examinations remain uncommon, and many causes of 
death go unresolved. One farm on the South Island suffered a significant run of cria deaths, most 
likely to a large outbreak of coccidia. 



Cria Deaths
– Twin born alive January 2013. Very lethargic at birth, took a long time to stand. On 

second day could not feed, short raspy breaths, diagnosed with Choanal Atresia and a 
heart defect. Died day 2.

– Cria found dead, unknown cause.
– Cria found dead, unknown cause.
– Cria failed to thrive, supplemented for many months. Vet found nothing obvious.  Not 

responsive to wide variety of treatments (Matrix, Baycox, B-Calm, Panacur, Incremen, 
Hideject, etc). Finally faded away.

– Scouring cria. Drenched, then found dead 3 days later. Coccida was presumed cause of 
death, based on experiences on farm.

– Cria found dead in paddock, weather was fine. Coccidia presumed cause of death.
– Cria found dead in paddock, had been scouring in previous 24 hours. Coccidia found.
– Cria lethargic and scouring, drenched and given Baycox but died later that day. Coccidia 

presumed cause of death.
– 8 month old, died of Barbers Pole (Haemonchus) in July.
– 2 week old. Born with mucus in esophagus resulting in brain damage due to lack of 

oxygen.  Kept alive for 2 weeks, no improvement in extremely diminished functioning, 
euthanized. 

– Cria found entangled in hay net, may have been trapped for 1-2 days due to concealed 
position. Remained weak for 2 weeks, then died in a storm.

Adult Deaths
– Broken Front leg, euthanized.
– 14YO went completely blind, euthanized.
– 6YO female, found flopped over dead at forest edge, legs and neck not extended. No 

previous symptoms, good condition, no PM.
– Alpaca died from Haemonchus.
– Alpaca died from Haemonchus.
– Alpaca died from Haemonchus (all 3 on the same farm, ages, genders and time of year 

not provided).
– 4YO heavily pregnant female, was standing in water trough to stay cool, fell and became 

cast.
– Adult female - bloated stomach, lethargic, not pooing. Metamucil and oil given. Died 

early summer.
– Alpaca caught in fence.
–  8YO female not doing well, losing weight.  Found lots of abscesses at shearing, 

unresponsive to antibiotic treatment.  Was finally euthanized in December.
– 2YO male (son of 8YO listed above). Failed to thrive, extensively supplemented. Vet 

could find no definitive problems. Treated with Matrix, Baycox, B-Calm, Panacure, 
Incremen, Hideject, etc. He finally just faded away.

– Yearling scouring before death. Coccidia found.
– Yearling ran into fence post after becoming frightened.
– 2YO suffering from paralysis, body shutting down. Was beyond yet help.  PM done. 

January death. 
– Young female died of B1 deficiency (PEM)
– 5YO Suri male died of gut disorder in January. No PM done.  Had faecal and blood 

work pre-mortem. Antibiotics and mineral supplements had managed to improve his 
faecal consistency. 



– Animal possibly chased, slipped down a gully and got caught with head under fence. 
Dead when discovered the next day. 

– 11YO euthanized in October as hips were failing and it was painful to walk. 
– 2YO male found dead in the morning (November), Weird PM results. Marbled liver, 

kidney issues, red intestine. Enlarged lymph nodes. Hair was falling out. Was in good 
condition/fat. Histology inconclusive.

– Alpaca died from Haemonchus.
– Alpaca culled for its “toxic influence on the herd”
– 9YO female, had been thin for years (BCS 2.5). In July BCS crashed to 1. No sign of 

worms. PM revealed nothing obvious. Possible lymphoma.
– 3YO, euthanized. Had slipping patellas that made walking painful.
– Alpaca died of kidney failure.
– Alpaca found dead with 1 eye bulging and red. Hemorrhage? 
– Female fell down bank and broke her neck.

Significant but non-lethal illness/injury
– 9th September a year old wether found at forest edge tightly wrapped in supple jack 

around posterior torso.  Open wound though skin (internal organs visible!) Put in 
makeshift pen, hand fed for weeks. Movement caused wound to re-open. Treated with 
equisalve, “purple spray” and patience. Animal standing again October 13 th. Eventually 
recovered. Maintained appetite throughout  treatment.

– Ligament issues from being chased by dog (possibly repeatedly). Animal lame, herd 
jumpy, case pending in disputes tribunal.

– Female with jaw abscess
– Alpaca struggling to eat.  Every time he tried to swallow he would gurgle and it sounded 

like he was drowning. Vat couldn't establish cause of problem. He came right after a 
couple of weeks, but was quite quiet. 

– A second alpaca on the same farm developed similar difficulty swallowing symptoms a 
few days after the first became symptomatic. Symptoms never became as severe, and the 
animal recovered in a few days.

– Prolapsed uterus. Pushed back in by vet, stitched up, no subsequent problems.
–  Severe lameness in back leg of 22YO female. No obvious traumatic damage. Came 

right very slowly, with resulting muscle wastage in the hip. 
– Stud male got top lip caught in bit of fence and badly lacerated. Vet did excellent job 

sewing it all back up, fully healed with barely a scar.
– Stud boy found in neighbors paddock convulsing. He was adjacent to an electric fence 

so it is presumed he had gotten tangled in that fence. After several minutes the 
convulsions stopped and he groggily/unsteadily got to his feet. At first he was very “out 
of it”, and there were concerns of brain damage. Within 30 minutes had fully recovered 
and has had not problems since.

– A report of hiccups in an alpaca (Editors note- actually not that uncommon, and 
generally harmless)

Strange Cases
– Limping animal, appeared stiff/tense all over.  Did not respond to analgesic, but 

responded well to 5ml of capoten (phosphate) with a second dose 2 days later.
– One farm in the Waikato reported that a combination of paddock spraying and feeding 

zinc-nuts was insufficient to control facial eczema.
– A female that refuses to mate, even after hormone treatment provided by the 

veterinarian. 



– Two alpaca suffering from growths on their legs. A biopsy confirmed they were not 
cancerous, but could not identify a specific cause/condition. The bleed if knocked 
(physical trauma), then scab over. Repeated hit-and-bleed cycles have resulting in them 
getting progressively larger. Owner and vet stumped, and in search of any advice and 
information on anyone who has had similar issues.

– A herd with persistent problems.  Two years ago approximately 10% of adults lost 
condition and developed ataxia over winter, some responded to VitB1, but most of the 
afflicted died.  They produced small cria and yearling growth was slow. The following 
season there were multiple stillbirths, retained placentas and uterine prolapses. Entire 
herd treated with long-acting selenium supplement.  Problem solved! (Otago)

– Tiny cria born full term (347 days), fully developed with teeth fully erupted, but only 3.8 
kg.  9YO experienced mother. Cria was too small and weak to feed on its own, but 
mother wouldn't allow humans to assist the cria in nursing. Bottle supplemented, but the 
mother and cria did bond. Almost lost cria to a infection on day 3. Cria required lots of 
coddling (coats), as it was very vulnerable. For the month after the infection he spent 
nights indoors in the house, but the mother accepted him again every morning at 6AM. 
A time of writing he is 9 months old, only the size of a 6 month old but otherwise 
normal and continuing to grow. 


