RAISING AMERICA’S GREATEST ANIMAL - HOW TO GET STARTED
Everyone who has ever been in the elk business, or has even just thought about it, has shared the same big question, “How do I get started?”  Getting started in the elk industry can be relatively simple.  Just a few quick phone calls and a little computer research can get you well on your way!  

Elk are native to North America and adapt surprisingly well to a vast array of climates.  The bountiful woods, pasturelands and cool climate of Minnesota are prime habitat for elk.  Elk are excellent browsers and will eat just about any variety of forage available.  While elk do have certain nutritional requirements, these can usually be met by different combinations of local available feeds and supplements.  

Most states allow private elk farming operations, however, state regulations vary from state to state.  To research individual state jurisdiction and regulations, see www.aphis.usda.gov/vs/sregs/.  Minnesota regulations can be found at www.bah.state.mn.us.  Also consult your local county officials and find out if there are any land use or animal permits needed to raise livestock in your area.  
While researching state regulations, take a moment to learn about health testing standards such as Tuberculosis (TB) testing, Brucellosis certification, and CWD Surveillance.  If animal sales are in your future plan, it pays to start with a herd that has been diligent with herd health and testing.  
Next, contact the Minnesota Elk Breeders Association (see www.mneba.org) and also the North American Elk Breeders Association (see www.naelk.org).  Both offer free information packets to interested persons.  Membership to these associations is a small investment which will lead to bigger rewards down the road by helping the new producer better understand the industry.  They offer newsletters with the latest industry information regarding nutrition, veterinary care, market resources, and research developments. More importantly, membership to these organizations will link you to a vast number of current producers from whom invaluable insight can be gained.  Association events are a direct link to meeting a good variety of producers and vendors who can answer questions and help the new producer get well on their way.  

Now that a connection has been established with existing breeders, it is extremely important to visit as many elk farms as possible.  Talk to breeders about the markets they are pursuing.  Learn about the bloodlines that work best for each particular market they are involved in.  Find out if the herd is TB accredited and what CWD Surveillance level has been achieved?  Are the animals pedigree registered to verify sire and dam?  Ask where to buy fencing supplies, posts, chutes, waterers, hay, grain and supplements.  Who does their meat or velvet processing and what costs are involved?  Do they receive good service?  
While visiting other farms, make sure to tour the handling facility and view the pastures.  What’s the system for working animals?  There are many successful ways to set up a good, working facility and just as many ways to create a facility that may cause future problems.  Learn how to lay out your fence, gates, alleys and holding pens so both elk and equipment can be moved through safely and efficiently.  Most elk producers are willing to share their experiences, both good and bad, with new breeders.  Some may even be willing to come to your farm and offer suggestions for your own farm set-up.  
Call manufacturers and dealers of elk-related equipment.  Gather current pricing, specifications and recommendations for building fence and setting up posts. Request dealer information on handling facilities and squeeze chutes.  If used equipment is desired, inquire during your farm visit, or place a free ad or two in industry publications.  

The North American Elk Breeders Association has created an all-inclusive book about elk production called the Elk Farming Handbook.  It is a must-have for all producers and contains excellent information about farm layout and facilities, nutrition, health, management, breeding, marketing and much more.  It is the perfect reference book for all elk-related questions and is available by ordering online at www.mneba.org or by calling the MnEBA Office at (320) 543-2686.
Taking time to make a few phone calls, do a little research and establish good relationships with existing elk producers will help you make solid financial decisions for your future in raising America’s Greatest Animal.  Take advantage of the knowledge and support available.  You will always remember your experiences “getting started” and someday may get the chance to help someone else with their first elk experience.  Make it a memorable one!
