
Training Tip: The Effect of Human Behavior on Baby 
Camelids Part 1.  

 Nancy Novice has her first llama or alpaca baby*.  She has a miniature poodle 
and has no experience with large animals even a large dog. The llama baby lives 
with two adult females (Nancy's entire herd) in a small pasture.  His instincts tell 
him to play, wrestle, bite, and bump.  We have a couple of immediate 
problems.  First there is not a lot of room to run and not much to do.  Second the 
other animals in his environment don't want to play and in fact they rebuff him 
when he tries to mount or  
chest butt.  This young animal is 
seriously bored.  The high point of his 
day is when Nancy comes out and sits 
with him.  This two-legged "thing" is 
nothing if not interesting and far from 
being rebuffed he is the star of the 
show.   He starts finding out about this 
"humanthing" in his environment by 
interacting with it.  At first he is a bit 
timid and walks up with his neck and 
nose extended for a greeting.   Fine so 
far.At first the baby gets Nancy's 
undivided attention.  From Nancy's 
point of view every that thing this baby 
does is a miracle and she is overjoyed 
that he is so interested in interacting 
with her.   As the days and weeks go by 
Nancy continues interacting with him and he becomes more and more 
comfortable with being close to her.  He picks at her clothes, puts his nose in her 
face, rubs against her picks at her clothes takes her hat off all while she is 
mucking the barn.  He is now almost 100 pounds when Nancy coms out to feed 
he leaps around like a springbok it is adorable that is until he leaps on Nancy's 
back and knocks her down. I can bet you that by the time this baby is 16 months 
old-maybe a lot sooner that that-Nancy will be calling me, or somebody, to ask 
why her beautiful, friendly, perfect, baby boy is now rearing up and wrapping his 
legs around her waist every time she turns her back on him. Would it be 
appropriate to now label this animal as bad, or coin a phrase for his "natural" 
behavior?  Who shaped it?  Where did it come from?   
Young camelids are going to explore their environment and check out what 
behaviors net them something they want, what behaviors are neut 
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ral and not worth repeating and which 
behaviors are frightening or result in 
discomfort.  In a herd environment 
where the humans are occasional 
visitors to the pasture, behavior is 
shaped almost entirely by 
conspecifics.  When humans are 
obsessed with camelid and spend 
hours in the barn the humans become 
a much bigger influence on the 
behavior of young alpacas and llamas. 
Young llama or alpaca babies that rub, 
lean, stand closely, walk right up and 
put their nose in your face or crotch 
and a fail to yield space when you 
move toward them have been 
encouraged to do these behaviors by 
receiving attention when they do them. 
They are NOT indications of love or 
friendship they are simply behaviors 
that were tried on humans just as they 
were tried on other herd mates and 
reinforced by someone who had no 
knowledge of where the behavior would likely lead.   These trial behaviors can 
become dangerous to the human caretakers and because of that dangerous for 
the well being of the animal.  It is in the animal's best interest to guide him in 
different direction.  
 
The FIRST and best solution is don't encourage behavior that you don't want.   
Remember that behavior that 
seems harmless in a 20 
pound baby is not going to 
magically go away when the 
animal is a full grown llama or 
alpaca weighing 200-450 
pounds!  Teach animals that 
they do not touch you and be 
respectful of them by 
handling them in a catch pen 
ALWAYS and using 
balancing techniques not 
physical force. Mutual nose 
greetings are the only 
allowed physical 
contact.  When you have new 
borns around watch them 
from outside the pasture for 
the first few days. Do not 
encourage them to approach 
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you and if they do approach you participate in a quick nose to nose greeting and 
walk away. If you have a young animal that is overly interested in humans try 
closing all animals including the youngster away from you when you clean the 
pastures.  Don't do ANYTHING that encourages these youngsters to follow, sniff 
or play with you. You are going to be too interesting particularly if the baby has 
no other babies to play with. The adult females in the herd including the mother 
are likely going to ignore this young baby or chase him away so if you interact 
with him you will be the most interesting item around.  
 
*This problem is usually more serious in male babies given adult male behavior 
but females can become dangerous as well and often become very difficult to 
handle.  
 
 

 



Training Tip: The Effect of Human Behavior on Baby 
Camelids Part 2- What to do.  

In Part 2 of this tip we go back again to Nancy Novice who now has a 
problem!  Every time she goes out to the barn and turns her back this young 
camelid jumps her from behind wraps his legs around her waist and orgles.  It 
surely would have been better if Nancy knew to discourage her young suitor 
earlier on.  As I mentioned before there is certainly nothing wrong with a young 
llama or alpaca youngster  
soliciting a nose 
greeting with neck and 
nose extended and 
then waiting politely for 
Nancy to lean forward 
to participate in the 
greeting.  Sticking his 
nose in Nancy's face 
without an invitation 
pulling on her clothes, 
rubbing on her will set 
the stage for this 
young animal to 
experiment with other 
behavior.  I believe if 
Nancy had put her 
hand out palm facing 
the animal and 
stepped away to demonstrate proper spacing the first couple of times this 
youngster entered her personal space the problem would have ended before it 
got going.  But now remember that prior to these "misbehaviors" approaching too 
closely has been reinforced. The animal is no only doing what he thinks is ok but 
he is doing what has been encouraged. To change things I don't mean to 
suggest that suddenly Nancy needs to scare him away only that she needs to be 
clear about the fact that she has personal space.  A foot and a half of distance is 
a good rule of thumb.  A human need only stop an animal from entering this 
space; we do not need to chase the animal away. I am not suggesting you can't 
pet and touch your animals if it is ok with them.  You have an arm that can reach 
out away from your body and you can make contact without wrapping yourself 
around the animal.  
 
It is fine for you to touch your animals and I think it is crucially important that 
these interactions are respectful. If you wrestle and physically control the animals 
in your care it is reasonable that they might assume it is ok to do the same to 
you. The practice of trapping animals in a corner and wrestling them to a stand 
still is provocative and teaches young animals that it is normal to be physical with 
you.  
For this reason Nancy would be making a BIG mistake to push this young guy 
away when he approaches in the pasture or to yell, spit wave her hands or 
physically try to scare him.  Screaming and chest butting are natural behaviors 
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that camelids engage in with each other- yelling and pushing are remarkably 
similar. By becoming physical with your animals you  are not discouraging these 
behaviors but rather saying, 'GAME ON'.  It is much better to put your hand our 
in front of you and show the young camelid what you want him to do which is to 
stop, and notice your personal space. Use your hand to indicate the edges of 
your personal space. Humans are verbal and use words to communicate animals 
do not. Any kind of verbal instruction is useless at this point.  
If you don't encourage approach behavior and use your hands to show a young 
animals to stay a polite distance from you, you will likely never have to do 
anything more.  
 
If you are currently dealing with a young camelid that you have inadvertently 
taught  
to rub and/or 
push you or if 
you have 
purchased one 
who already 
does these 
behaviors you 
will need to re-
educate this 
animal-
remember he 
has already 
been 
encouraged to 
engage in these 
behaviors he is 
not bad or evil or 
mean.  You 
must see if you can figure out what this animal is gaining by following you too 
closely or jumping on you.  In most cases he is alleviating boredom or getting 
some of value more quickly like hay or grain or access to females or freedom. 
Most of the time these young animals only choose to express these behaviors 
when they are deprived of age appropriate playmates and more specifically for 
males... male playmates.  If simply putting your hand out doesn't work you may 
have to alter the environment so that the animal cannot engage in the behavior 
and then work on replacing it with something that works even better for the 
animal to get what he wants.   
 
Training a new behavior is a bigger subject than can be addressed here. My  

 

 

 

Dracaena well known for her aggression when she first came to 
live with us-- learning to touch a target at some distance from me 
to get what she wants... the food that she knows that I am holding 

behind my back.  



preference for 
training behaviors is 
to use food and a 
clicker.  I begin by 
teaching the animal 
to target on my 
hand (that is to put 
his nose on my 
palm) and then I 
can put my hand 
out to the side away 
from my body. The 
animal targets on 
my hand is 
reinforced and it is 
not possible for him 
to be targeting on 
my hand at be too 
close to me at the same time.  
 
 
 

 

 

 

Toria Barrett teaching an animal to behave in a specific way to 
get what he wants.  
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