Raising America’s Greatest Animal – 
MAXIMIZING PROFIT POTENTIAL
The single most important aspect of getting ready to raise elk, right after making the final decision to raise them in the first place is, “Am I raising elk for hobby or profit?”  If this is a hobby enterprise, it probably doesn’t matter what kind of elk are purchased to start the herd.  However, if profitability is desired, much research and thought needs to go into your first purchase.  Maximizing profit potential in elk production does not occur when the breeder is ready to sell, but when your ready to buy.  
Buying Your First Elk
When buying your first elk, you need to start by asking yourself how you want to participate in the industry.  Do you want to raise elk for meat, trophy bulls, velvet, breeding stock, or a combination of the above?  Your answers to this question will determine how you will proceed.  


Meat Market:  If this is solely a meat market enterprise, antler genetics are probably not all that significant.  However, several other heritable characteristics become very important to profitability in this market.  Size and more importantly, rate of gain will be key factors in bringing animals to market sooner, thereby decreasing food input into that meat animal.  
If you are buying bulls and females to raise as breeding stock for meat, fertility will become very important.  Make sure the bull is fertile.  Does the bull have other calves on the ground and if so, ask to see them.  If the bull has not been used in breeding, consider semen testing him or make arrangements with the owner to replace him if he is not fertile.  If he has calves on the ground, how to they rate in size to other similar aged animals?  Check the history of the females you are purchasing, have they calved every year?  Is she a good mother?  What were her calving dates?  Early calves born in May or June are a bonus over calves born in July and August.  More time on summer grasses and nursing on their mother will help them mature more rapidly.

Shooter Bulls:  If raising elk for shooter bulls, do you want to raise your own stock through a cow/calf operation, or just buy young bulls to raise until ready for the shooter bull market?  In either scenario, the genetics of the animals become key factors in the choices you make.  
Consider the many traits that make a desirable shooter bull.  Antler style, weight, length and spread are key factors; body size and rate of gain are also important, look for that rapidly maturing animal; while conformation and coloring are not key factors, they do help to create a more visually desirable package.  Gather as much information as possible on the sire and dam of the breeding stock you are purchasing.  Check to see if the animals are registered and if they have been DNA matched to their sires.  Long established breeders often retain breeding animals from specific bloodlines that compliment their herd objectives and they will usually have siblings which can be observed.  Do the siblings possess the traits you are looking for?   When are their bulls going to market?  Consider buying your animals from breeders who are sending their bulls to market at five years of age versus seven or eight years of age.  While your up-front cost may be more expensive, two or three more years input into that bull may be less desirable in the long run.

Velvet Bulls: Here again is the option of raising your own velvet bulls through breeding stock, or purchasing young bulls to velvet year after year.  While genetic factors are key as in the shooter bull market, your primary objective is in growing as much velvet as possible year after year.
Antler genetics are highly heritable and are important aspects to consider from both the male and the female.  Seek genetics with large beams that increase to a large bulb at the end of the beam.  Larger third tines are an additional feature that both velvet and hard antler buyers appreciate.  Check to see if there are other males in the herd with the same genetics and if so, look to see what their antler looks like.  Do their antlers carry the characteristics you are seeking?  
Don’t settle for less than what you truly want in genetics.  Buying anything less will lead you to be several years behind your goals as you try to achieve desired traits through many years of selective breeding on your own farm.  
External Factors Affecting Success
While genetics are of utmost importance, for all markets to be fully realized, external factors such as nutrition, parasite control and management practices will ultimately determine how much of the genetic potential passes on to your own herd.  

Nutrition:  Feeding correct nutrition at the proper time will maximize growth potential thereby increasing profit potential.  Talk to other breeders, nutritionists and feed manufacturers to learn about your options.  Organize animals into feeding groups according to their specific needs.  For example, growing calves in the winter have very different nutritional needs from the mature females in your herd.  Feeding them together will compromise one group or the other, thereby minimizing their genetic or breeding potential.  

Parasite Control and Animal Health:  Create a regular parasite control program and stick to it.  Consult with other breeders and your veterinarian to find the right products and schedule for your animals.  When creating this schedule, consider the times you regularly “work” your animals (velveting, TB testing, etc.) and try to coincide your parasite control program accordingly. 

No matter what market you’re in, it is in your best interest to buy animals from herds that are TB accredited and have been participating in the CWD Surveillance Program, the more years, the better.  Buying animals from herds which are Brucellosis accredited is also an added bonus.  Participation in these testing programs will help ensure that you don’t end up with potential disease issues on your operation and will make the process much easier when selling stock to other breeders or shooting ranches in the future, especially sales out of state.
Management:  Temperament is highly heritable in animal bloodlines and can make all the difference in how easily your animals can be managed.   Animals that are quiet and easy to handle will go through the chute better, can be sorted and moved to different pastures easier and in general will help to keep the rest of the herd calmer in all situations.  
Selling Your Products
A big factor in deciding which markets to pursue with your elk enterprise will be the answer to the next question, “How do I sell my products?”  While we as elk growers know that elk meat is the healthiest and tastiest of all red meat varieties, velvet antler supplements are extremely effective, and that the elk shooter bulls we raise on our farms can grow much larger than elk found in the wild, on average, the general public is slowly but surely just beginning to learn about our products.

Elk Meat:  Elk sold wholesale for meat consumption have grown steadily over the past 5 years.  Although elk are not sold at the sale barn every week, with just a phone call or two, the breeder can usually find an outlet for their meat animals. 
For those desiring better profits over wholesale pricing, there is growing market for direct meat sales through area newspaper want ads, farmer’s markets and just word of mouth.  Elk meat enjoys a great reputation amongst the general public as being a very delicious, low-fat meat.  Many hunters travel to western states to harvest elk in the wild and share their bounty with others.  Elk meat is beginning to show up on the menu of more restaurants as consumers trend towards lower fat, healthier meat alternatives.  The elk snack meat market is growing very significantly and that trend is expected to continue as consumers supplement their busy lifestyles with quick, healthy snacks.  This combined exposure continues to boost elk meat sales nationally.

Elk Velvet Antler:  The world-wide velvet antler commodity market has been very inconsistent over the past 30 years with wide variations of anywhere from $10 - $100 per pound.    This market is highly sensitive to world supply fluctuations, trade and political concerns, and the Asian economies all of which cause prices to rise and fall often.  Irregardless, there is a ready market for selling velvet antler wholesale which is accomplished mainly through regional pooling efforts.  Antler buyers are most actively buying shortly after the cutting season in July and August.  Depending upon world velvet supplies, they may or may not return later in the year looking for additional stored antler.
Korea and Hong Kong are the main importers of whole antlers with Korean imports accounting for approximately 85% of the international export market.  Korea in turn is the largest exporter of processed product.  Many other countries produce velvet antler for the Asian market.  New Zealand, Asian and European “deer” farmers have been producing velvet antler for hundreds of years.  New Zealand produces over 450 tons of velvet antler yearly; China, about 400 tons; Russia, 80 tons; and the U.S. and Canada, about 20 tons each.    

When the average mature bull produces 20 – 25 pounds of velvet and commodity pricing is in the $50 - $100 per pound range, the velvet antler market is phenomenal!  Unfortunately, $10 per pound velvet price does not pay the bills.   The instability of the velvet antler market has led North American elk farmers to 1)breed bulls for better antler genetics to increase velvet volume per bull; and 2)try to create a domestic market for velvet antler to better control pricing.  
Breeding bulls for greater velvet yield goes right back to the basics of beginning your herd.  Buy good velvet genetics and keep breeding with heavy velveting bulls.  However, creating a domestic market for velvet antler has been more challenging.  While small velvet antler businesses have had some success, there are many producers who have their own product processed and direct market locally or through the internet.  The tangible domestic market is emerging, but slowly.  

Direct marketing product can easily yield strong returns on your velvet, reaching $50 - $75 or more per pound after expenses.  While it takes time to develop a strong customer base, many producers will sell a portion of their antler wholesale and have a portion processed into capsules for their own direct market sales. Good selling materials are available through MnEBA and NAEBA and shipping product to locations around the country is relatively easy.  Above all, elk velvet antler supplements are natural, safe and they work!  

Shooter Bulls:  The shooter bull market is not considered a commodity, but accomplished primarily through word of mouth and contact with buyers at conventions.  This market has seen a rapid increase in demand over the past several years. Minnesota has a great reputation for growing quality bulls all across the nation!  The relatively cool summers, abundant pastureland and vast number of quality breeders attribute to this success.  Several hundred elk bulls are exported yearly from Minnesota.  Contact with buyers occurs in the summer months as the antler is growing and buyers are assessing their needs for the fall and winter hunting season.  Buyers typically purchase bulls in early August through October or later.  

Breeding Stock:  Clearly, growing animals with strong genetics, easy temperaments, and good management through both health and nutrition will create the highest potential to sell your breeding stock to future buyers.  Breeding stock prices will vary with the success or lack there-of in other markets.  Public elk sales are infrequent so most buying is done right on the farm.  Stay true to the goals you have set forth for your operation.  While price is important, the degree of success you will experience will ultimately depend upon the first buying choices you make.  
Conclusion

Even just 15 years ago, there were so few elk available in the U.S. that every elk was used for breeding, no matter what the quality.  There was no elk meat market, the shooter bull market was limited, and breeders were just beginning to realize the potential of the Asian velvet antler market.  

Today, the quality in elk is phenomenal and only getting better.  The industry has grown to where there are enough animals to establish a domestic meat market, domestic velvet antler market and to stock shooting preserves with high-scoring trophy bulls.  Elk have a distinctive advantage over most forms of agriculture – numerous and diverse markets.  Taking the time to research and find the right markets for your elk enterprise can be challenging but also very rewarding for generations of farm families to come!
