WHY RAISE AMERCIA’S GREATEST ANIMAL?

Fifteen years ago, the farmed elk industry was relatively unknown to most people.  Breeding stock availability was very limited.  Elk meat was largely unavailable unless you were lucky enough to know a good elk hunter who was willing to share their bounty, and velvet antler was an unknown commodity to U.S. consumers.  

One thing that hasn’t changed over the years and will endure forever is the fact that elk are one of the most intriguing, beautiful animals on the planet.  They are truly America’s Greatest Animal!  Where else can you find a single animal embodied with the largest annual antler growth, highest respect, haunting bugle, delicious meat, healthy velvet antler supplements, luscious hide, unique ivory teeth, majestic mounts and trophy bulls, beautiful antler art, and tremendous intelligence, all packaged in one low maintenance animal?  These are just a few reasons why the elk industry has grown to become a well-known part of animal agriculture today and why more people are now raising elk!
Four primary elk markets have emerged in recent years which are expanding all across the United States.  They include meat, velvet antler, trophy bulls and breeding stock.  The wide variety of markets serviced by elk makes them unique to other types of livestock. While these markets have made a lot of progress in recent years, they have not yet reached their full potential!

ELK MEAT

Up until five years ago, most U.S. restaurants advertising “elk” were likely serving New Zealand red deer, a cousin to the elk.  However, as North American farm-raised elk have become more widely available, there has been a shift towards serving North American elk to U.S. consumers.  Several independent producers have also worked successfully to create value-added products such as elk sausage, jerky and sticks.  Today, these products are widely available in hunting and sporting goods stores such as Cabelas, Sportsman’s Warehouse, Bass Pro Shop, and Gander Mountain among others.   

Elk meat is perfect for today’s consumer.  It’s a delicious red meat that can be substituted for traditional red meat in most recipes.  It has much less fat and cholesterol and fewer calories than just about any other meat product available.  Growth hormones are not used in elk production and antibiotics are rarely needed.  Producers are finding good success in selling elk meat locally by the quarter, at farmer’s markets and also wholesale to meat processors.  Once sampled, elk meat sells itself; it is truly one of the best meats available!

ELK VELVET ANTLER

Elk are well known for their annual growth and display of antler.  In the wild, antlers are widely recognized as a major feature of superiority.  In farmed elk production, not only is large antler desirable, it is also seen as an animal resource of great medical importance!

The term velvet antler refers to antler which is humanely harvested from male elk prior to the onset of calcification, about 55 – 75 days after new growth begins, depending upon  the size of the antlers.  After harvest, antlers are frozen until ready for processing.  Antlers are then processed through traditional cooking and drying techniques and made into a nutritional food supplement.  In Asia, processed antler is used in Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), one of the oldest recorded health systems known to man, as an ingredient used to promote health and wellness.  

While Eastern medicine has revered elk antler for over 2,000 years, there has also been world-wide interest in velvet antler.  On-going studies in both Canada and the United States continue to be the object of much interest to North American consumers.  North America produces only a small portion of the world supply of velvet antler.  Deer farmers in New Zealand, Russia, Asia and Europe have been producing velvet antler for hundreds of years.    
Prices for North American velvet have varied greatly over the past fifteen years bringing anywhere from as much as $100 per pound to as little as $5 per pound.  Market fluctuations have been due to variety world economic, social and political issues.  The volatility of wholesale prices for velvet antler have motivated North American elk producers to work at creating a domestic market, which will ultimately stabilize pricing.  The nutritional supplement market is booming in the United States!  As additional research and selling materials become available, producers are finding good profits in direct market sales of velvet antler.  Through years of efforts from elk producers and various elk associations, many consumers have heard about velvet antler and its popularity is increasing in North America.
SHOOTER BULLS
One of the most lucrative markets for elk today is the shooter bull market.  Hunting is a significant part of North American culture.  Hunting on private preserves has taken place for hundreds of years all over the world.  Trophy bulls are in big demand at hunting preserves all across the nation.  Preserve hunting is the sure way to acquire top-scoring trophies.  When time is limited, guaranteed success is desired, or a disability has limited mobility, shooting preserves provide a valuable service to consumers.
As generations of great bloodlines are improved upon, selective breeding is creating trophy bull stock with bigger, bolder, extreme antler; the industry can now boast several 500+ SCI elk bulls in production today!  Just as big antler brings excitement to the hunter, breeding for big antler brings the thrill of success and the daily enjoyment of interacting with these magnificent animals to the elk producer.  This is one of the greatest sources of satisfaction and enjoyment for both producers and the general public as they enjoy country views provided by elk farms.    

BREEDING STOCK

In elk production, the breeding stock market is largely driven by wholesale pricing of velvet antler.  When velvet antler pricing is high, growers are building their herds to produce more velvet, thus, breeding stock interest is high.  Fewer meat animals are available as producers work to increase herd numbers.  Lastly, shooter bulls are held back several additional years as higher incomes can be realized from each year’s crop of velvet antler which in turn creates a shortage of available shooter bulls.  All of these factors work together to affect the value and availability of breeding stock.  
The practice of artificial insemination in elk began in the late 1990’s and has since been widely utilized.  This phenomenon created many outstanding, high-producing genetics, never before available.  Today, there is tremendous opportunity to continue to build upon years of selective breeding to maximize profit potential in elk production in an affordable fashion.  However, the old saying still applies, “You get what you pay for”.  Many animal traits such as body size, conformation, temperament, coloring and antler characteristics are highly heritable.  Reliable genetic information can be gathered from an animal’s registration paper if it has been DNA matched to its sire and/or dam.  Buying animals just because they are inexpensive may inhibit future financial returns if they lack desired characteristics.  Starting with breeding cows and bulls with deep pedigrees possessing the qualities important to the breeder will help ensure the best outcomes for a new breeding program. 
Elk are native to North America and easily adapt and thrive in the farm environment.  They are very efficient eaters, utilizing a wide variety of available browse and forage.  When well managed and under minimal stress, they are amazingly healthy and resilient.  Elk are beautiful and magnificent.  U.S. markets for elk products are growing. Whether taking the opportunity to continue operating the family farm, or providing a new agricultural pursuit for future generations, America’s Greatest Animal is very worthy of consideration.  
